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Dear Colleague, 

The papers and presentations contained in this publication were approved for presentation 
at the 12th Annual National Symposium on Student Retention in Norfolk, Virginia. This 
Symposium is just one of the strategic initiatives undertaken by the Consortium for Student 
Retention Data Exchange (CSRDE) at the University of Oklahoma. The CSRDE, comprised of 
approximately 400 colleges and universities, is dedicated to sharing data, knowledge, and 
innovation that helps advance the retention and success of college students.   

The National Symposium on Student Retention was developed in 2005 in response to the 
needs of administrators and practitioners from our member institutions for current, evidence-
based research on student retention and success. We have experienced increasing national 
recognition over the past 12 years, and I attribute the success of the Symposium to the quality 
contributions of the conference authors and presenters, whose papers went through a peer-review 
process. 

As you read through the Proceedings, you will find examples of best practices and 
programs which may serve as interesting models for your institution. You will also find research 
related to theoretical models, data and technology, transfer students, first-year student success, 
academic advising, graduate student retention, efforts with special populations such as at-risk 
students, as well as papers that look at online student success. This Symposium provides a forum 
to recognize the work of researchers in the field and make their work available to practitioners in 
a collegial, interactive environment. 

It is our hope that this publication assists in your efforts to improve student retention and 
success at your institution. 

All the Best! 

Sandra Whalen, Editor 
Director, CSRDE 

P.S. I would like to acknowledge Brittnee Morton, CSRDE Program Specialist, for coordinating 
the paper review process. This publication wouldn’t be possible without her efforts. 
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Beyond Grades and Graduation:  
Thriving as a Retention Strategy 

Laurie Schreiner, Azusa Pacific University 
 

Abstract: After decades of attention, research, programming, and financial investment in retention 
strategies, graduation rates have remained relatively static, with no noticeable change in the 
achievement gap that separates privileged students from those who have been historically 
underserved by higher education. A narrow focus on retention and graduation rates is a missed 
opportunity to enable all students to make the most of their college experience and to be equipped 
not only for a good job, but a good life. This presentation will provide evidence from national 
studies of the college experiences and environments that promote student thriving: a vital 
intellectual, interpersonal, and psychological engagement in the college experience. 
 
 

Student Success in Colleges and Universities:  
Advancing Know-What and Know-How 

Jillian Kinzie, Indiana University  
 

Abstract: Increasing the number of students who succeed in higher education is a critical 21st 
century goal. Although nearly all colleges and universities have been faithfully working on this 
outcome, more remains to be done to achieve all that is envisioned in terms of quality, equity, and 
student learning and success. We know a lot from research about what facilitates student success, 
and can rely on a range of empirically-tested approaches and time-honored practices about what to 
do. Tested “game changers” that promise to close achievement gaps, structured pathways to 
completion, and improvements to developmental education guarantee to keep students on track to 
graduation. Yet, the implementation of what works is at best uneven across institutions and among 
students. An absence of integration, and the expansion of a smorgasbord of discrete, disconnected 
programs, or worse, the leap to implement solutions before developing a clear sense of the problem 
or the unique situations in the context, calls for greater consideration about what to do and how this 
must occur. This session will explore the current state and highlight a framework for advancing 
student success goals. 
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“English 101 May Have Saved My Life”: 
Stories of a Grit Curriculum 

 
Lynn Briggs  Jon Hammermeister 

Professor of English  Professor of Physical Education
Eastern Washington University Eastern Washington University

lbriggs@ewu.edu jhammermeist@ewu.edu 
   

Courtney Flynn  Justin Young 
Teaching Assistant  Associate Professor of English 

Eastern Washington University Eastern Washington University
cflynn@eagles.ewu.edu  jayoung@ewu.edu 

 
Abstract: Building on our research establishing a moderate effect in the development of non-cognitive 
skills associated with academic success, we offer case studies of four high risk students in a Mental 
Skills Training (MST) curriculum embedded in a developmental and introductory English 
composition sequence. These case studies bring to life the impact of the curriculum and are designed 
to persuade readers that this curriculum is compatible with the national goals of the Writing Program 
Administrators and therefore appropriate for many institutions.  

 
 

Introduction: The Story of Mental Skills Training 
 

While sports psychology and the military have long engaged participants in training designed to 
enhance their performance (Hammermeister, Jordan, Briggs, Galm, & Pickering, 2012), academia has 
only now begun experimenting with an application of these strategies to the college and university setting 
(Briggs, Young, McHenry, Hammermeister, 2015). We examined the effect of such an application at our 
northwest regional comprehensive institution. Three years of experimentation have convinced us that 
embedding Mental Skills Training (MST) in a composition course is a moderately effective, low-cost, 
logistically manageable option to bring the skills known as grit or growth mindset to a wide spectrum of 
students. This MST was presented to students in English composition courses because composition is 
typically a gateway course required of all students and taught in small sections. Our research has shown 
that composition can be a gateway not only to successful college-level rhetoric, but also to building 
mental skills (Briggs, Young, McHenry, Hammermeister, 2015).  

After we briefly review the results of previous extensive quasi-experimental and qualitative 
research, we provide four case studies of students in a sequence of English composition courses. All four 
students were first-generation, all were high-risk in that they were placed in developmental English 
courses and math courses. Three years of research suggest that the integration of non-cognitive skills in a 
program of MST can have an impact on many different aspects of student life, such as self-confidence, 
academic commitment and motivation, study habits, and psychological resilience (Hammermeister et al., 
2012). 

Co-author Lynn Briggs was the instructor of record for the English composition sequence in 
which MST was embedded. The curriculum was developed by all four authors. As we narrate the stories 
of the students, we wish to emphasize that our ultimate goal is to persuade our readers to join us in 
infusing composition courses with a mental skills curriculum.   
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A Look Inside Lynn’s Class 
 

Madison (a pseudonym) could not have been more wide-eyed and enthusiastic on the first day of 
class. She asked questions whenever there was a break in Lynn’s introductory patter. Across the room, 
Eddie (also a pseudonym, as are all student names) didn’t hear most of the answers to Madison’s 
questions because he was busy whispering to his best friend from high school. By the time class started 
Joe had his head down on the desk, hat backwards. Though Judy sat next to Joe, her notebook was open 
and the boundaries between their spaces were clear.  

Like more of our students than we imagined, these four were dealing with remarkable life 
challenges that they revealed slowly over the two or three quarters of their enrollment in these courses. In 
teaching these students, we were careful to be true to the goals of the composition courses when we 
included MST, and this was possible because of the clear overlap of objectives. The Mental Skills 
Training in the English composition curriculum embraced the Writing Program Administrator’s notion of 
developing “habits of mind” in a writing class, but went beyond that with a class that was designed to 
enhance mental fitness (Hammermeister et al., 2012), resilience, and grit (Duckworth, 2016), to enable 
students to achieve the goals that they had set for themselves.  

 
 

Habits of Mind 
 

The national organization of English composition directors, the council of Writing Program 
Administrators (WPA), established eight habits of mind as critical outcomes for English composition 
(Framework, 2011). These habits of mind are: 

• Curiosity – the desire to know more about the world 
• Openness – the willingness to consider new ways of being and thinking in the world  
• Engagement – a sense of investment and involvement in learning 
• Creativity – the ability to use novel approaches for generating, investigating, and representing 
ideas 
• Persistence – the ability to sustain interest in and attention to short- and long-term projects  
• Responsibility – the ability to take ownership of one’s actions and understand the consequences 
of those actions for oneself and others  
• Flexibility – the ability to adapt to situations, expectations, or demands  
• Metacognition – the ability to reflect on one’s own thinking as well as on the individual and 
cultural processes used to structure knowledge (Framework, 2011) 
 
Each of these emphasizes a disposition, a way of engaging the academic world. Each of them is 

also what Heckman and Rubinstein (2001) would call a non-cognitive skill. These skills are not 
intellectual but are important for academic, occupational, and personal success. Non-cognitive skills that 
are considered to be important to student achievement include motivation, perseverance, and self-control 
(e.g., Rosen, Glennie, Dalton, Lennon, & Bozick, 2010) and academic tenacity (Dweck, Walton, & 
Cohen, 2011). Persistence, responsibility, and metacognition are elements of both the MST curriculum 
and all English composition classes at our institution. To these habits MST adds growth mindset, grit, and 
resilience (Hammermeister et al., 2012). 

Mental skills training provided instruction and practice in proven performance enhancement 
strategies. Students learned through formal instruction, written reflection, group interaction, topical 
reading, analytic and persuasive writing, and from growth-mindset feedback. Specific strategies included 
goal-setting, self-talk, visualization/imagery, and confidence-building. We designed the course so that the 
rhetorical learning in the quarter would be complemented by the MST concepts.  

An example of how the MST and the rhetorical aspects of English composition curricula 
overlapped was the Achievement Autobiography assignment in the second course of the three-course 
sequence. We introduced the concept of an autobiography to enable students to contrast that familiar, 
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personal, somewhat non-academic genre with the other more academic and scholarly writing assignments. 
The MST version is an autobiography that focuses on a personal goal that students pursued and achieved. 
During this Achievement Autobiography unit, students focused on how they reached a desired milestone. 
During this time they also received instruction in goal setting, self-talk, and visualization or imagery. 
While learning how to visualize an outcome is an important non-cognitive skill, it is also an advantage to 
students as writers during this unit, for we emphasized imagery and detail in their writing at the same time 
that we encouraged them to reflect upon the use of visualization in their goal achievement. Both strategies 
required students to create vivid mental pictures. When students wrote about their achievements in sports, 
4H, or employment, they described how they used visualization to reach their goals, and this, in turn, 
helped them effectively describe the circumstances of their achievement. 

Two other assignments—the essay exam and the researched argument—are illustrated below. 
Each of the assignments had similar connections between the composition and MST curriculum. Table 1, 
which was included in the syllabus, names the writing assignment in the first column, the MST goals in 
the second, the goals for all the English composition courses in the third, and then explicitly draws 
connections between the two sets of goals in the fourth column.  

 
Table 1: Syllabus Excerpt  

Paper MST Goals Composition Goals Connections 
Essay exam Wk 1 Goal setting (general 

introduction) 
Wk 2 Self-talk 
Wk 3 Emotion control 
 

-Reading comprehension, 
analyze texts 
-Identify elements of 
rhetorical situation 
-Use academic discourse 
 

The essay exam is a familiar context and a fairly 
simple rhetorical situation.  Readings will be 
challenging and will require students to summon 
emotional control to persevere through “boring” 
texts, to harness the power of stress in the writing 
situation, and to use self-talk to help them 
organize and analyze during the exam situation. 

Researched 
Argument  

Wk 6 Self confidence 
Wk 7 Thinking traps 
Wk 8 Resilience  
Wk 9 Support networks 
 

-Logical fallacies 
-Using evidence 
-Error freedom 
-Rhetorical situation 
-Academic discourse 
 

The research paper requires students to both 
analyze the needs of an academic reader and to 
join the academic discourse community as a 
producer of knowledge.  Students need to build 
self-confidence as they read complex texts that 
are not shared by the entire class.  They also need 
to avoid the thinking traps and self-doubt that can 
creep in during a project that feels enormous and 
stretches over many weeks. Students may need to 
consciously invoke their goals and resilience 
strategies after they receive feedback on their first 
complete drafts.  In addition, because their 
research writing is the start of their membership in 
an academic discourse community, they can begin 
to think about how to develop, choose, and sustain 
relationships (with real people and with scholars) 
to enable them to reach their goals. 

 
The rhetorical goals and the MST goals dovetailed. In addition to the overlapping content, the 

students were reminded to apply the MST concepts of resilience, perseverance, self-talk, and goal setting 
to their writing assignments  

We frequently referred to the MST sections of the English composition course as the “grit” 
sections. “Grit” is the popular term to describe the dispositional characteristics of people who have 
learned how to set goals, develop their resilience, and persist to the achievement of their goals. This term 
comes out of research in sports psychology and the military. Duckworth (2016), who studied people in 
both sports and military settings, operationally defines “grit” as having the passion and perseverance over 
a long period of time to finish what one starts, being driven to improve, and to avoiding jumps from 
project to project. The course is designed to inform students about, instill, and then nurture these habits.  
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Storyteller-Researchers 
 

In the facet of this study we explore here, we juxtapose storytelling with our quantitative and 
more traditional qualitative research. Stories can offer dimension to statistics, content analysis, or 
interview data. Brene Brown (2015) prefaces her popular book Rising Strong with a consideration of what 
counts as research. As a social worker she says she stepped into a polarizing debate about “the nature of 
knowledge and truth” (xvii). She defines herself eventually as a researcher-storyteller (Brown, 2015, 
xvii), and that is how we position ourselves in this portion of our scholarship. We believe that telling and 
hearing stories humanizes us, and that humanizing higher education for our students is a key to college 
success for students (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004; Light, 2001). Our goal here is to use story 
language because it emphasizes and respects the real relationships we had with these students. We think 
that a story is different from a study in terms of the amount of contact a story has with one’s own life 
(Briggs & Woolbright, 2000). These are stories of people who have touched us.  

 
 

Our Previous Research  
 

Our use of MST in composition was already interdisciplinary began since grew out of work in 
sport (e.g., Orlick, 1986; Vealey, 2007) and the military (Cohn & Pakenham, 2008). Duckworth (2016), 
who coined the term “grit”, studied the concept at West Point and with sports teams like the Seattle 
Seahawks. Like Duckworth, we applied this performance enhancement research to academic achievement 
(Hammermeister et al., 2012). This interdisciplinarity is also consonant with the discipline of composition 
which has always drawn from multiple fields and invoked varied research methodologies (Villanueva & 
Arola, 2011).  

Figure 1 provides the structure of the research in which the present case studies are embedded. 
This was a mixed methods study with the first phase involving survey research on four treatment 
conditions. These four conditions included the “grit” condition in which we executed MST curriculum 
described here. In addition to the survey, another quantitative phase of the study included a criteria-based 
evaluation of the writing of a sample of the students from whom we had gathered the survey data. In 
addition to this, we performed content analysis on two pieces of writing of yet a smaller subset and 
interviews on a subset of those students (See also Briggs et al., 2015). For the present study, we examined 
eight pieces of writing from each student, and consulted field notes on four student case studies from 
MST classes. 

 

 
Figure 1: Study Design  

Long‐term study 2013‐2016

500 students

Phase One

quantitative data

surveys

500 students

in 4 treatment conditions

rated research papers 174 students 
randomly selected from each treatment 

condition

Phase Two 

qualitative data

reflective papers analyzed

75 students from grit curriculum 
courses

case studies of four students 

data from multiple texts 

7 students interviewed from 
one grit curriculum course
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Our quantitative results from previous studies revealed that students in the MST course gained 
more than the control group in their self-confidence and motivation. In addition, the writing of students in 
the MST section scored comparably to the writing of students in control sections of English composition. 
(Briggs et al., 2015). In our qualitative analysis of students’ comments on the MST (or grit) curriculum, 
we noted four patterns. These included that: 

1. grit (Duckworth, 2016), and mindset (Dweck et al., 2011) were totally new concepts to the 
students  

2. during the class, students used the strategies of goal setting, positive self-talk, visualization, 
confidence building, relaxation and seeking support in their other classes 

3. they had used these strategies in their nonacademic lives  
4. the class helped them see benefits in their own failures  

These patterns held to some extent in the four cases we examined.  
Because one of our previous findings was that students perceived the concepts of grit and mental 

fitness to be entirely foreign (Briggs, Young, McHenry, Hammermeister, 2015) we revised the curriculum 
so that students were introduced to the concepts indirectly at first by reading vignettes about others’ 
success. Immediately upon entering the class students began reading the book How Children Succeed 
(Tough, 2012) a journalistic account of multiple settings in which students achieved unpredictably high 
goals because of their grit.  

We used this book not only to teach students to read rhetorically (the type of reading skill 
necessary in college) but also to emphasize that students who succeed develop MST character traits. 
During the process of reading the book and studying how others have used strategies like goal setting, 
self-talk, or visualization, we introduced those strategies as a means to get through the more challenging 
sections of the book. These difficult chapters were largely concentrated in what came to be known in class 
as the “chess section”—a third of Tough’s book that dealt with chess championships of middle schoolers 
and which tested our students’ will to persist in their reading despite the technicality of the content and, 
frankly, boredom.  

 
 

The Current Study 
 

The four case studies presented here are from the AY 2015-2016 version of the MST classes. We 
examined eight pieces of writing from each of the four students. These eight pieces were composed over 
two courses, ENGL 100, a noncredit, developmental course, and ENGL 101, the first course of the credit-
bearing sequence. The four students were chosen because they represented different levels of personal 
and academic challenge, and because three of the four students remained in the MST class for all three 
quarters. Additionally, all four had nearly perfect attendance so they received the full “dose” of MST.  

 
Students’ Stories 
Madison  

When Madison read How Children Succeed (Tough, 2012) she engaged wholeheartedly in her 
reading – and everything else in class. However, Madison, a traditional age urban freshman, was not 
retained to the third quarter, though what happened as the result of class was more important. This first-
year student recognized the importance of self-talk, and she achieved her goal of getting a transferable 
English course under her belt before getting married and moving to another state where her Army 
paratrooper fiancé was stationed. She wrote about accomplishing a different goal in her Achievement 
Autobiography—following in her fiancé’s footsteps and skydiving. In her paper she wrote about how she 
had her fiancé’s voice as her self-talk during her first jump, telling her to “rock one, rock two, JUMP.”  

In an earlier piece of writing she reflected that people who “set goals and have positive self-talk” 
are the ones who “succeed more in life.” Madison indicated that grit requires perseverance when the 
going gets tough, and for her, the going was sometimes almost impossible. In her final paper of the 
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quarter, a narrative where students are expected to reflect on their learning with regard to the goals of the 
course, Madison says this: 

This quarter was a little rough for me. I battle depression, so many days it was hard for me to just 
get dressed and I was fighting a battle with myself to make it to class and make it through the 
day… Sometimes the goal of getting out of bed would be a huge goal for me to achieve. 
She wrote a poem for herself entitled “Just for Today” that became her self-talk, and sometimes 

friends would come into her room to read it with her. She reflected on how powerful that was for her: 
It was … positive self-talk to help me realize all of the good. Taking this class I have learned 
many different ways to cope and to change my mindset, and … I learned more through applying 
those skills to my real life than writing a paper will ever teach me. Some nights, some of the self-
talk skills I learned through ENGL 101 may have saved my life.  
Duckworth (2016) discusses goal hierarchies, with the bottom tier including the “short term to-do 

list” and the top of the hierarchy is the goal that doesn’t need explaining because its importance is self-
evident. Madison’s goal was self-evident. Much of our instruction was designed to teach students how to 
break their goals down. While many of our students could keep their eyes on the goal at the top of the 
hierarchy if it was something like “I want to make the football team,” or “I want to get a 4.0 in this class,” 
they had more trouble with the daily goals like spending two hours practicing sprints or doing homework 
every day. Self-talk helped Madison with her daily goals of getting out of bed each morning and keeping 
it together at night. Without attention to that, her goals of doing transferable work could not have been 
achieved.  

 
Joe 

Joe, an 18-year old business major from a large metropolitan area, seemed to be the magnet for 
other students on the east side of the classroom. Before class there was always buzz around him. When 
class started, however, he often put his head down on the desk or looked at the phone in his lap. It wasn’t 
until the end of the quarter that Lynn learned the legitimate reason for the constant phone checking. Joe 
was up-front with his professor and his peers about the importance he saw in pledging a fraternity, but 
that wasn’t the reason he was always looking at his phone. Early in the quarter he made an out of class 
appointment with the instructor. He wanted to know how he could achieve all of his goals, both academic 
and social. He did not distinguish between them, and set aside time for both. He recognized that time in 
class was important, even if his body language was often in contrast with that sentiment. While his 
posture was that of a tired slacker, he often sat up to contribute to a conversation, participate in a group, 
offer a wise crack, or defend fraternity life. In his research writing about the fraternities and retention he 
wrote “there is evidence to suggest that membership in a fraternity or sorority has a positive influence on 
members within its community” and he cited four studies. His research paper also spoke to his situation, 
indicating “if you are a first generation college student and don’t join a fraternal organization then your 
chances of leaving are higher because first generation students are statistically less involved.” He wrote 
later about the power of a support group. 

Joe was a student for whom the research was persuasive. He modified his behavior based on what 
he learned from the scholarship. In a piece of informal writing, Joe said: “I go to class every day because 
studies say going to class will increase your performance.” And he did. Early in the quarter Lynn learned 
that Joe was also in the class of a colleague—this was a large lecture with nearly 300 students—yet that 
professor knew Joe, because Joe not only attended each class, but had also taken the time to come to his 
office hours.  

The threat to retention for Joe wasn’t from academics, it was from his family life. The week 
before Thanksgiving Lynn got an email from him saying he would miss class because he had to go home. 
His mother was dying. Later that day she got another email. It said “I didn’t make it in time.” Amazingly 
Joe was back in class the next week, insisting that he finish the assignments and finish the quarter on 
time, in both Lynn’s and her colleague’s classes. He made Dean’s list that quarter. 

Unlike Madison, Joe didn’t identify self-talk or goal setting as the element of class that made it 
possible to return to campus immediately after his mother’s death. However, he did indicate in 
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conversation that the fact that the class was about “more than English” meant that he could talk to Lynn 
about the whole picture of his college life, including how to achieve in his fraternity. Many times he 
would follow Lynn to her office after class and propose a schedule for what he would do for the rest of 
the day, asking questions about how long she thought it would take him to find good sources to use for his 
annotated bibliography, or strategizing about whether it was better to work out before or after the library. 
Likely because of the MST curriculum, Joe saw his English professor as someone who could help him 
negotiate his responsibilities.  

Eddie  
There were a number of African American men in Lynn’s classes. Eddie was one of these 

students. A traditional aged freshman, he came from a small city several hours away from the university. 
Since she knew the retention statistics on this population were fairly low at her institution she decided to 
incorporate scholarly readings on retention of African American men into the class. This reading was in 
concert with other scholarly pieces on achievement by writers like Dweck (Dweck et al., 2011), 
Duckworth (2013), and Heckman and Rubinstein (2001). But these texts did not seem targeted enough to 
the population most at risk in the class, so she also incorporated Strayhorn (2014). Eddie was one of the 
students for whom Lynn revised this curriculum to include Strayhorn’s research on grit. Like Joe, Eddie 
had recently experienced the death of a parent. Like Madison he had a psychological challenge that made 
it hard for him to sit still or do one thing at a time. Lynn discovered that during class breaks or before 
class started that Eddie would be calmer and more perceptive if he also had an earbud in or his computer 
on, so she allowed him to do that in class as well. Eddie had enormous linguistic challenges – even when 
Lynn pointed it out, he had trouble seeing the difference between the words like “trial” and “trail” or 
“bets” and “best.” His capitalization was random; his sentences were fragmented. But he typically had a 
solid core, an interesting insight, or a perceptive turn of phrase in each paper. And he had a remarkable 
memory for details that were offered aurally, and he reminded the rest of the class about the parameters of 
a Boolean search, for example, and that MLA style required the author’s full name. 

In the article Eddie’s class read, Strayhorn (2014) identified grit as a key element in the retention 
of African American men. Resilience in the face of failure and positive responses to constructive criticism 
are part of this characteristic. Few students have responded with such equanimity to the volume and 
substance of the criticism that Lynn has offered as Eddie did. In his Achievement Autobiography he 
reflected on an experience where he didn’t succeed but he did learn. This excerpt—complete with the 
kinds of errors Eddie often made—is about playing in his town’s Little League World Series game. Here 
is an excerpt (including characteristic errors) from that paper:  

We didn’t win that day but I learned so much and accomplished even more. Like how to 
persevere in hard times. Also how to just calm down so my nervous don’t get the best of me. But 
the biggest thing was you have to play as a team to get anywhere on the sports field and in live. 
It crazy that in one season to one day to 9 innings I learned so much from all people quitting and 
getting hurt from even just making it in general. 

Although Eddie struggled with academics Lynn hoped that he would persevere. As Eddie said in 
his informal writing, “Strayhorn would say… grit is the only way to go.” 

 
Judy 

19-year-old Judy waited until her sophomore year to take a developmental English class because 
she was self-conscious of her status as a non-native English speaker and undocumented student. In the 
interest of understanding why she made the choice to delay taking a gateway course, despite the fact that 
she knew it would hurt her, she chose to write about her own procrastination in her Achievement 
Autobiography and to study procrastination in her researched argument.  

In the following term she used self-talk and goal setting to help her stop procrastinating, taking 
advantage of every opportunity to submit a draft or stay after class and ask for assistance. In the final 
course that she had with Lynn, Judy’s paper was the strongest in the class – an 11-page legitimately 
synthesized literature review on bias in courtroom decision-making. She set a goal to meet even the 

8

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



 
 

optional due dates and she succeeded, moving from the middle of the pack as a writer to the leader. This 
formerly shy procrastinator even presented at the large, public university student research symposium.  

In her Achievement Autobiography she presaged her future success.   
What I’ve learned from my English class is that you should always try to notice what kind of 
mindset you are. I don’t consider myself a smart, know-it-all individual, but I do always try to 
have a growth mindset and try new strategies, practice harder, work through obstacles, start on 
assignments ahead of time. I don’t think I would have just magically aced the exam, but I commit 
myself to my future and my aspirations. It all depends on every college student if they want to get 
into a growth mindset, because they can if they want to. 
Like Joe, Judy applied the reading to her own life. Here is her summary of an article from class:  
Tinto believes that being involved on campus can really help a student be successful and graduate 
college. This article explains that you can plan well and still have academic and be engaged in 
activities and volunteer opportunities. It does promote and says that having a coach help you 
manage your time and plan out a map for you would be helpful. Although Tinto believes that 
most characteristics that you had in high school can follow through in college.  
Judy, however, resisted the notion that “most characteristics that you had in high school can 

follow you through college” when she described how her own behavior changed: “You just have to 
slowly change your bad habits, and adapt to your new strategy. It is not an easy process.”  

Later that quarter Judy asked Lynn for several recommendations. First, she applied to be an 
orientation leader “because when I came to school no one could speak Spanish to my mother.” She also 
applied for a campus scholarship. Finally, she applied for a McNair scholarship. She has been accepted 
for all three.  

 
 

Conclusions 
 

We’ve told stories that put flesh on the statistics of our previous studies and that deepen our 
understanding of student experiences with the MST curriculum. These stories suggest that the grit 
curriculum we have used can be worthwhile in composition courses at other institutions.  

Stories provide vicarious experience, and these narratives have shown how the grit curriculum 
was internalized by our students, how the WPA habits of mind dovetail with the MST curriculum goals, 
and how such a curriculum can be integrated into composition courses.  

But we would like to go beyond indicating that MST learning is simply compatible with 
composition; we argue that it is complementary. Early in the establishment of composition as a discipline 
Janet Emig (1978) connected the hand, eye, and brain indicating that each reinforces the other. Donald 
Murray (1972) contended that writing about something requires “an awareness of [the] world from which 
the subject is born” (p. 4). Our students both practiced with these concepts of MST and metacognition 
about their own success strategies in the composition classes described here.   

So it is not just the case that the student writing about MST strategies reflects students’ thinking 
at the time of composition, but also that such composition impacts future thinking regarding goal setting 
and achievement as well as metacognition. Assignments like the Achievement Autobiography in which 
students have to apply not only their reading to their own actions, but they must also apply the MST 
concepts to their own behavior can enhance the understanding of those concepts and help students 
succeed in the future. While the composition course has long been a site in which students have been 
invited to examine values (e. g. Keubrich, 2015) and reflect on their own literacy (e. g. Sharma, 2015), 
this is the only composition curriculum so far to explicitly reinforce students’ grittiness.  

It is possible to fulfill other goals of the WPA (Framework, 2011) for composition in many 
different ways. These goals include:  

 Rhetorical knowledge – the ability to analyze and act on understandings of audiences, 
purposes, and contexts in creating and comprehending texts; 
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 Critical thinking – the ability to analyze a situation or text and make thoughtful decisions 
based on that analysis, through writing, reading, and research; 

 Writing processes – multiple strategies to approach and undertake writing and research; 
 Knowledge of conventions – the formal and informal guidelines that define what is 

considered to be correct and appropriate, or incorrect and inappropriate, in a piece of writing; 
and 

 Abilities to compose in multiple environments – from using traditional pen and paper to 
electronic technologies (Framework, 2011). 

Such objectives can be achieved through a course with different themes, like “literacy,” “work,” 
or “class,” or through reading and writing about varied academic and social issues. As long as students 
can become rhetorically-aware, self-conscious consumers and producers of academic texts, a curriculum 
can meet these objectives. This flexibility in the curriculum means that composition courses are an ideal 
venue to introduce and employ MST concepts.  

Madison, Joe, Eddie, and Judy are the pseudonyms for real students. The breadth, depth, and 
variety of their challenges demonstrate that they are already gritty people; the course helped them name 
and repeat the strategies that enable resilience. While they are real people, they could be composites, as 
the challenges of disruptive or tragic family lives, economic struggles, drug or alcohol abuse, sexual 
assault, mental health issues or academic under-preparedness cut across most classrooms, particularly 
those that enroll first-year, first-generation students. Composition is typically the first class that students 
take in their post-secondary education, and thus it is an opening to the rest of college learning. If students 
are given tools that they can apply not only in other courses, but in their lives (Briggs et al., 2015) in this 
initial course, they will have strategies for the increasing expectations of higher education.  

While these students, Madison, Joe, Eddie, and Judy were in the AY 2015-16 cohort of MST 
students, we have been teaching this curriculum for several years. One of the videos that we showed is 
that of the Marshmallow Test (Ignitermedia, 2009) in which children’s self-control is tested in the video. 
Pre-school age children are given one marshmallow, then the experimenter leaves the room after 
instructing each child that they can have two marshmallows if they wait to eat the first one they were 
given. The video shows the ways that children distract themselves from the temptation of the single 
marshmallow in pursuit of the second marshmallow. In 2014, after viewing this video, Lynn gave each of 
her students a marshmallow and asked them to reflect in writing upon their goals and the distractions 
from those goals. Students wrote about goals like high grades, successfully pledging a sorority or 
fraternity, or getting summer job and about distractions like partying, video games, and their friends. In 
2016 Lynn had a chance out-of-school meeting with a former student and her mother. The student, 
Amanda, offered that she “still tr[ies] to use all of those strategies from class” both in school and in her 
part-time job. Her mother chimed in with “she has the marshmallow you gave her pinned to her corkboard 
to remind her to stay on track with her goals” Amanda is a junior now, persisting towards a degree in 
business. Like the marshmallow, we think that our MST curriculum is “sticky”; it makes and impact and 
stays with the student.  

It would be a mistake to suggest that our tales about integrating MST into composition classes are 
filled only with rainbows and unicorns. Some colleagues resisted the notion that any instruction in writing 
in an English composition should be replaced, even in part, by instruction in grit or MST. However, our 
students’ survey responses, reflective essays, and stories suggest that students benefitted from these 
concepts, and our study of their success as writers indicates that their ability to communicate clearly, 
about complex ideas, while making rhetorically appropriate choices was the same as for students in 
sections of composition that did not involve the MST training. 

Our institution, like many others, is challenged by our graduation rate. It seems critical that we try 
to improve this metric in as many ways as possible. Acquainting students with information on how people 
succeed, as well as providing a venue for guided practice in success strategies seems a step toward greater 
academic achievement. The goals of the Writing Program Administrators and of Mental Skills Training 
are reciprocal and we recommend further exploration of this synergy.  
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Abstract: Affordability is a major impediment to college enrollment, retention, and completion. 
Although traditional financial aid is a vital piece of the affordability puzzle, institutions can and do 
offer other types of resources that boost affordability (such as providing financial literacy education 
and a roadmap to navigating financial services; addressing food, housing, and transportation 
insecurity; and much more). This paper reviews national data regarding the impact of affordability 
on retention and best practices for supporting low- and middle-income students beyond traditional 
financial aid, as well as preliminary work to study and boost affordability at one institution. The 
presenters will describe Rowan University's Affordability Task Force, a cross-functional team of 
faculty, staff, administrators, and students, who conducted the "Beyond Financial Aid" institutional 
self-assessment from the Lumina Foundation (Chaplot, Cooper, Johnstone, & Karandjeff, 2015).  In 
addition to inventorying the institution's existing data and services for low- and middle-income 
students, the Affordability Task Force surveyed students to learn more and then created a 
communication plan—including a website and open forums—to promote student knowledge and 
usage of available services. The Task Force also made recommendations to senior leadership 
regarding additional resources to support all students, including "microgrants" to support 
completion and improved financial literacy education. Discussion will address strategies to study and 
boost affordability beyond financial aid at participants' campuses. 
 
 
Introduction  
 
 College affordability is a major determinant of student retention and completion. Although the 
bulk of retention work at higher education institutions is focused on programming for academic support 
and student engagement, if students cannot afford to enroll or stay enrolled, they cannot benefit from all 
that our institutions have to offer. Further, those who do enroll may end up leaving—with or without a 
degree—with significant, and sometimes crippling, levels of student loan debt, preventing financial 
stability in their futures.  
 To address affordability in a comprehensive manner in light of this national context, at Rowan 
University we created the Affordability Task Force, a cross-functional team of faculty, staff, students, and 
administrators who completed a systematic study of affordability issues on our campus.  We then made 
recommendations to senior leadership for additional programs and services, and devised low- or no-cost 
strategies for communication with students, faculty, and staff across campus to raise awareness of the 
many programs and services already available to support affordability.  
 In this paper, we outline the current status and impact of college affordability on a national level, 
and then describe the efforts and results on our campus. We also share strategies for addressing 
affordability on other campuses. 
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Scope of the Problem and Literature Review 
 
 The increasing costs of college and rates of student loan debt are alarming and unsustainable 
(Lumina Foundation, 2016). According to the National Center for Education Statistics, in 2011-2012, 
84% of full-time undergraduates received financial aid of some type, including 73% overall who received 
some form of federal aid (Snyder, de Brey, & Dillow, 2016). The Lumina Foundation (2016) cites the 
overall student loan debt total in 2016 as 1.2 trillion dollars, more than needed to purchase 700 Yankee 
Stadiums. The debt rate among college graduates has been increasing steadily. According to The Institute 
for College Access & Success (TICAS, 2015), 70% of graduates from four-year public and private not-
for-profit institutions in 2013 had student loan debt, which averaged over $28,000. This average varied 
considerably among different states and different colleges, with a high of over $60,000, and increased by 
more than twice the rate of inflation over the past 10 years. According to College Board (2015), the 
average student loan debt in 2014 was $26,700, up from $19,200 ten years earlier. Many students who 
leave college without a degree also owe high amounts of student loan debt, without the credential that 
makes well-paying, stable professional employment more likely (TICAS, 2015).  
 Both low- and middle-income students and families struggle to pay for college. Using eligibility 
for Pell grant funding as a proxy for low-income status, approximately one-third of college students 
nationally are low income (Chaplot, Cooper, Johnstone, & Karandjeff, 2015). In addition to leaving 
college with more student loan debt if a student is low-income (Houle, 2014), such students are less likely 
to ever enroll in college in the first place (Bozick & DeLuca, 2011; Pell Institute, 2015), or if they do 
enroll, are more likely to leave before earning a degree (Pell Institute, 2015). Millions more college 
students are considered middle income and yet they and their families struggle to pay the costs of college 
(Houle, 2014; Wisconsin HOPE Lab, 2016) and also face the choice to stay out of the workforce to invest 
the time into earning a degree (Bozick & DeLuca, 2011).  
 For most students, financial stress is a pervasive element of the college experience. Data from the 
Wisconsin HOPE Lab (2016) found that more than 70% of undergraduates surveyed were at least 
somewhat concerned about not having enough financial resources to complete their degree program. 
Financially-stressed students describe their responses to this stress as including working more hours, 
transferring to a less expensive college, not seeking medical or dental care, borrowing money, and 
reducing utility use, among other strategies that negatively affect their quality of life and academic 
progress (Wisconsin HOPE Lab, 2016). Additionally, cost prevents many potential students from 
choosing to pursue college. Affordability concerns are a top reason cited among those who do not pursue 
college following high school. In a nationally representative sample of over 2000 college-nonattenders, 
approximately half indicated that a primary reason was that they cannot afford college; over 90% of these 
were in the bottom half of the socioeconomic indicator range in the study and did not pursue college even 
though they aspired to careers that require such an education (Bozick & DeLuca, 2011). Further, students' 
family socioeconomic status can also further perpetuate social inequities in higher education access and 
completion; using data from the High School Longitudinal Study of 2009, researchers found that students 
from socioeconomically disadvantaged families showed a later start to college financial planning (e.g., 
late high school as opposed to elementary school) which leaves the students at further disadvantage for 
financing their college education, even when families intended to help them pay (Hillman, Gast, & 
George-Jackson, 2015). For most students and families, college affordability is a significant stressor and 
obstacle to college pursuit and completion. 
 Important work from organizations such as the Lumina Foundation (2015), Complete College 
America (2014), and The Institute for College Access & Success (TICAS, 2015) outlines national policy 
recommendations for keeping college affordable. However, while students and families wait for such 
changes to take hold, they depend in large part on their chosen institutions of higher education to address 
affordability in practical and responsible ways.  
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The Role of Individual Institutions in College Affordability 
 To support the work of individual institutions, the Lumina Foundation (Chaplot et al., 2015) 
developed a resource and institutional self-assessment guide termed "Beyond Financial Aid." While 
recognizing the importance of traditional financial aid for college affordability, this resource focuses 
attention on the innovative range of policies, practices, and services that institutions can provide to their 
students to make college more affordable. These range from campus food banks, to easy-to-navigate 
materials illustrating financial-related services on campus, to academic offerings, such as evening classes, 
that enable many students to work while attending college. The Beyond Financial Aid Institutional Self-
Assessment enables colleges to develop a comprehensive assessment to better know their own data on 
low-income students and to evaluate and document their inventory of affordability-supportive services, 
policies, and programs, which then enables the colleges to make informed decisions regarding the next 
most needed steps at their institution to bolster affordability. Importantly, the solutions for each institution 
may be unique, depending on the specific needs of their students and the existence of robust local 
community resources with which the college could partner (e.g., food banks or affordable housing). 
Institutional practices that bolster affordability can help minimize the average loan debt of its student 
while supporting continuous enrollment, and can help attract more low-income students to attend in the 
first place.  The Beyond Financial Aid Institutional Self-Assessment was built in recognition that college 
affordability is a multifaceted problem (Chaplot et al., 2015).  
 Issues of college affordability are tied to tuition and fees, of course, but such direct college costs 
are only part of the total cost of attendance.  At our public 4-year university, tuition and fees comprise 
about 40% of the total cost of attendance for an in-state residential student. According to The Institute for 
College Access & Success (2016), tuition and fees comprise only about 20% of the total cost of 
attendance for students at community colleges.  Other expenses that factor in to cost of attendance include 
food, housing, course materials, transportation, health care, and more. An alarming number of students 
enrolled in higher education are unaware of the true cost of attendance (Chaplot et al., 2015). This creates 
further financial challenges for students but also creates opportunities for intervention by institutions.  We 
address below three main areas in which institutional policies, practices, and services can significantly 
impact affordability beyond traditional financial aid and the direct cost of tuition and fees: critical 
services such as food and housing; accessibility and transparency of financial-related services; and 
academic policies and practices that affect affordability. 
 
Critical Services: Meeting Students' Needs 
 Food and housing insecurity among college students have received an increasing amount of 
national attention in recent years, due to documentation that it is a much more common phenomenon than 
many had realized.  In addition to problems with paying the institution's bill, many lower-income students 
experience food and housing insecurity (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2016).  The Wisconsin HOPE lab has 
conducted numerous studies documenting the extent of food and housing insecurity among low-income 
college students. In one such study (as cited in Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2016), researchers documented 
that in a sample of 3000 low income students, significant proportions reported that they changed their 
shopping or eating habits due to finances (71%), did not have enough money for food or ate less than they 
should have (27%), and went without other important elements for college success including having a 
computer (19%) and not purchasing required course materials (15%). Although students at 2-year 
institutions are more likely to experience food and housing insecurity, many students at 4-year institutions 
do as well (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2016).  
 Institutions need not find all solutions to affordability on their own; they can also partner with 
national organizations or local community resources to provide more comprehensive resources to their 
students. The launch in 2012 of the College and University Food Bank Alliance (CUFBA, 
www.cufba.org) was a reflection of the growing need for such resources following the 2007 recession 
(Jordan, 2015) and has helped to support food banks at its current 307 member institutions (CUFBA, 
2016).   Comprehensive referral services including financial, tax, health care, child care and more can also 
be provided to students, whether through an independent resource office at an institution or via one of the 
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18 sites at community colleges of the national "Single Stop" program, providing case management 
services for finding all federal, state, and local aid for which a student may be eligible; this aid averages 
$5400 (Goldrick-Rab, Broton, & Gates, 2013). Additionally, colleges have developed other on campus 
resources or partnerships with community resources to meet other needs, such as food banks and tax-
preparation services (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2016). 
 
Accessibility and Transparency of Financial-Related Services 
 College policies and practices can impact students' ability to afford their education via creating 
and effectively promoting financial-related services in ways that students can readily know about and 
access them. Some colleges have developed their own low- or no-interest loan programs for tuition bills 
or textbook costs; some have payment plan options that enable working students to pay throughout the 
term (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2016).  Administrative structures that make the financial aid process 
transparent and accessible are important for enabling students to understand and utilize this core resource 
(TICAS, 2016). By raising student awareness regarding college affordability issues and available 
resources, campus leaders can make the prospect of earning a college degree more attainable for many 
low- and middle-income students. This issue is compounded by an overall national gap in financial 
literacy: less than half of the public high schools in the U. S. require students to complete a personal 
finance course (Elkins, 2016). This leaves an important role for colleges to offer and promote financial-
related resources.  
 
Academic Policies, Programs, and Practices that Affect Affordability 
 Institutions can also make an enormous impact on cost via academic programs, policies, and 
practices. Time to degree is a major determinant of college affordability.  According to Complete College 
America (2014), only 5% of students attending 2-year colleges graduate in two years, and among those 
who attend 4-year colleges, 19% graduate in four years from non-flagship public campuses and 36% from 
flagship public campuses.  Students are significantly disadvantaged financially from the extended time to 
graduation.  Complete College America (2014) posits that the cost of the 5th or 6th year of attending a 4-
year public institution should be factored to include not just the cost of attendance, but the lost wages the 
students miss from being enrolled in school instead of working at a professional entry-level position.  
This raises the total "cost" of the 5th year and beyond from the average cost of attendance of $22,826 to 
$68,153 once including missed earnings.  
 Time to degree is significantly influenced by both institutional structures and policies as well as 
by student success factors and decision-making. While institutions have a responsibility to educate 
students regarding the impact of later-stage major changes, taking fewer credits per term than needed for 
a timely graduation (e.g., 15 credits for a 120-credit Bachelor's degree), and to structure degree programs 
so that timely graduation is attainable, students have the responsibility to make concordant choices and to 
strive to succeed academically. Institutional structures and practices including tuition pricing structures 
(e.g., 15 credits per term does not cost more than 12), social media promotion of full-time enrollment, and 
proactive advising are also very important for successful student progress (Complete College America, 
2014; Klempin, 2014).  
 
A Process for Institutions to Address Affordability 
 The national focus on affordability beyond financial aid, to tackle issues such as food and housing 
insecurity, inability to purchase course materials that would enable students to pass the courses for which 
they paid so dearly, and many other factors are helping to lead to a growing realizing in higher education 
as well as in legislative bodies that the "typical" college student is low- or middle-income and is at 
significant risk of inability to complete college or to be hampered in the future by significant debt. 
Leaders of higher education institutions must be aware of these issues if they are to support retention and 
completion; students who cannot pay tuition bills or who do not have enough to eat will not be able to 
learn and to succeed (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2016).  
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 In sum, although types of colleges vary considerably in price, all types are expensive for many if 
not most students and families. Institutional structures, policies, and services can and do make a 
difference for helping students to afford their education. At Rowan University, we launched the 
Affordability Task Force to form a cross-functional group who would complete the Lumina Foundation's 
Beyond Financial Aid Institutional Self-Assessment, develop a plan for campus communication regarding 
existing services and resources, and propose the next most needed steps on our campus to bolster 
affordability. 
 
 
Methodology  

 
In spring 2016, Rowan University launched its Affordability Task Force. This Task Force was 

provided with the ambitious goal of assessing campus resources that related to affordability and making 
the cost of a degree more attainable for all students. The work of this committee was guided by the 
Lumina Foundation’s report: Beyond Financial Aid: How Colleges Can Strengthen the Financial Stability 
of Low-Income Students and Increase Student Outcomes (Chaplot et al., 2015). In this section, we provide 
a description of our institution and then describe the work of the Affordability Task Force in three phases: 
Launch of the Affordability Task Force; Subcommittee Study of Emergent Themes; and Implementation 
of Recommendations. We provide detailed steps to support the pursuit of analogous work at other 
campuses.   

 
Institutional Context 

The work described herein was completed at Rowan University, a four-year state-designated 
research institution located in Glassboro, New Jersey. The undergraduate enrollment was approximately 
13,000 in fall 2015. The first-time full-time freshman retention rate for students admitted in fall 2014 was 
86%; the four- and six-year graduation rates for students admitted in fall 2009 were 48% and 67%, 
respectively. In-state tuition and fees cost $12,864 for the 2015-2016 academic year.  Of the 
undergraduate population, 35% are first-generation in their family to attend college, 33% are Pell-eligible, 
37% are transfer students, and 27% are from ethnic minority groups (11% African-American, 10% 
Hispanic or Latino, 5% of Asian descent, 1% Native American). 

 
Phase 1: Launch of the Affordability Task Force 

The Affordability Task Force included a diverse, cross-functional team of 21 campus leaders, 
including faculty, staff, administrators, and students, from myriad campus functions including advising, 
financial aid, bursar, residential learning, student affairs, veteran’s affairs, institutional research, student 
government, and faculty from multiple disciplines. The launch of the Affordability Task Force consisted 
of two initial meetings to clarify the charge and scope of its work in addition to brainstorming and sharing 
observations regarding affordability challenges faced by students on our campus. Then, each Task Force 
member was asked to complete the Lumina Foundation’s Institutional Self-Assessment (Chaplot et al., 
2015) based on his or her individual knowledge of our campus resources.  

The Institutional Self-Assessment is comprised of 78 questions that emphasize six strategies for 
promoting affordability. These include ensuring comprehensive data regarding low-income students at the 
institution, supporting such students over practical obstacles, leveraging external partnerships, improving 
accessibility of existing resources, ensuring internal processes support access and affordability, and 
promoting academic progression for all students. Themes that emerged from our Institutional Self-
Assessment led to the creation of subcommittees to assess in greater depth our own campus resources and 
preliminary recommendations for future initiatives.  
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Phase 2: Subcommittee Study of Emergent Themes 
During the second phase, the Task Force's work shifted to in-depth subcommittee exploration of 

four themes which emerged from our Beyond Financial Aid Institutional Self-Assessment document. The 
four subcommittees and their charges were: 

Academic subcommittee: This group examined affordability-promoting options for 
textbooks/course materials and strategies to educate students about the impact of academic choice options 
on affordability (such as course withdrawal and completing fewer than 15 credits per term). 

Financial aid and bursar subcommittee: Issues addressed include strategies to increase student 
understanding of financial aid and payment processes; examining alternative payment plan options; 
exploring funding sources for emergency assistance; and creation of a visual guide to navigating services. 

Critical service subcommittee: Issues addressed include food and housing insecurity, 
transportation concerns, access to health care and child care, and the needs of independent students.  

Data subcommittee: This group reconciled the final answers to the Beyond Financial Aid 
Institutional Self-Assessment and proposed ideas for better use of data across campus, including the 
development of a visual guide for faculty to promote understanding of affordability issues, framed as the 
distribution of concerns in the population of a typical class, such as "Of the 30 students in your class, 10 
are eligible for Pell grants due to a low Expected Family Contribution to their cost of attendance." 

Each subcommittee met several times and produced final reports that were shared with all Task 
Force members. The reports contained a summary of findings and recommendations to improve upon 
current efforts. Most revealed areas where there were gaps in communication with students or 
opportunities to implement new initiatives to help make college more affordable. After review of the 
subcommittee reports, we moved to Phase 3 to deliver on the subcommittees' recommendations.  
 
Phase 3: Implementation of Recommendations 

The purpose of this phase was to begin the process of implementing the recommendations from 
the work of the subcommittees from Phase 2. The process to formalize recommendations to senior 
leadership for final decisions is now underway, as are plans to build awareness among all campus 
constituent groups regarding the many facets of affordability. During this Implementation phase, the Task 
Force formed four new subcommittees to create the work products recommended in Phase 2. Note that 
because of the recency of the work described in this paper, this phase remains ongoing.  

  
Student survey development and implementation 

This group developed and administered a 19-item survey (see Appendix A). This survey included 
two questions regarding food security from the U. S. Department of Agriculture (2011) and the housing 
security items as listed in Goldrick-Rab, Broton, and Eisenberg (2015). Half of the undergraduate 
population at Rowan University enrolled in spring 2016 received an email with a link to the survey; of the 
6,167 eligible students, 498 (8%) completed the survey. The survey addressed the degree to which 
students were concerned about not having sufficient financial resources to complete their degree, housing 
and food insecurity, information regarding purchase of required course materials and employment status, 
obstacles to enrollment or class attendance, and an open-ended opportunity for respondents to indicate 
other concerns related to affordability. Respondents also had the option to disclose their name and contact 
information if they were willing to participate in a future focus group; 93 of the respondents did so. As of 
this writing, the subcommittee is analyzing the data and will use it to tailor the remaining initiatives on 
our campus to best meet the needs of the students. In addition, we plan to further refine our understanding 
of our students' experience of affordability at our campus through conducting focus groups in fall 2016. 

 
Communication planning 

This group is developing myriad resources including a clearinghouse website for affordability-
related information on our campus and a communication plan to inform faculty, staff, administrators, and 
students about the affordability challenges and supportive resources available. The group is also planning 
an open forum for our campus community to learn about the Task Force's work and available resources, 
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to be held in fall 2016. The ultimate goal of this subcommittee is to infuse affordability information and 
mindedness into multiple forms of communication, such as through academic advising sessions and social 
media campaigns (Iontuition, 2016). 

 
Financial literacy 

This group is examining the many touch points in a student's career at Rowan University during 
which we can deliver financial literacy education. From new student orientation, to entrance loan 
counseling, to the first-year seminar, to periodic email and social media blasts for the entire student 
lifecycle, this group is studying best practices at other institutions to ensure comprehensive and just-in-
time financial literacy education to enable students to make informed decisions in the financial and 
academic realms of their undergraduate years. Additionally, we are planning financial literacy strategies 
related to affordability for faculty, staff, and administrators on campus.   

 
Feasibility/logistics for critical services and community partners 

This group is addressing the available resources in the local community that could be particularly 
helpful for students with housing, transportation, or food security issues. The work product will be a 
report to senior leadership regarding on-campus and community-partner alternatives for critical services, 
and once institutional decisions are made, to implement the recommendations.   

In sum, from January through May 2016, the Affordability Task Force at Rowan University has 
conducted a systematic assessment of campus affordability-related policies, practices, and resources using 
the Lumina Foundations' Beyond Financial Aid Institutional Self-Assessment guide (Chaplot et al., 2015).  
We then developed a series of subcommittees to facilitate in-depth study and formation of 
recommendations and concrete work products to ensure that campus change will result from this Task 
Force. Currently in the midst of Phase 3, Implementation of Recommendations, we hope to complete the 
initial launch of each initiative in summer and fall 2016. Other campuses wishing to undertake an 
analogous process may find that their post-institutional self-assessment process mirrors ours, or that their 
findings point them to other emphases.  Key to a successful process is that it meets the needs of the 
institution's students as learned through the first assessment phase.  
 
 
Discussion and Conclusions: Recommendations for Institutions 
 

The Lumina Foundation’s goal for 60% of Americans to complete a postsecondary credential by 
2025 requires significant work by policymakers at the national and state levels as well as by individual 
institutional leaders. Bolstering college affordability is a key necessity to make progress on this goal. To 
accomplish this, institutional leaders should assess their own campuses and implement policies and 
initiatives to develop strategies and to bring awareness of ways to reduce the true cost of attendance. 
Additionally, these campus awareness programs should deliver content using multiple venues so that 
students are provided with information about making college more affordable at several points during 
their academic journey (Iontution, 2016).  
 Although traditional types of retention programming and academic support can be highly 
effective at promoting student success, it is all for naught if students cannot pay tuition bills, do not have 
enough to eat, cannot purchase required course materials, or miss class due to their work schedule.  
Institutions can support continuous enrollment and progress to graduation through ensuring that their 
institutions offer, and their students know how to access, a range of resources and services to promote 
affordability in the broadest sense (Chaplot et al., 2015).  
 The most important initiative or solutions for one campus may not be what is most needed at 
another campus, so careful study and intra-campus collaboration is needed. Listed below are nine best 
practice strategies to consider when implementing a campus-wide affordability initiative: 
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 1. Conduct the Beyond Financial Aid Institutional Self-Assessment to better know your 
institution's data regarding low-income students and current inventory of services and programs, and to 
develop a plan for meeting the unmet needs that matter most on your campus (Chaplot et al., 2015). 
 2. Create a visual guide and other supports to show students how to access the financial aid 
services on your campus (Chaplot et al., 2015). The financial aid process can be confusing and 
overwhelming for students and families.  Support structures to assist students with FAFSA completion, 
and frequent reminders and intervention until they do so, is key (McKinney & Novak, 2015). Students 
report difficulty and excessive time to complete the FAFSA, especially among Pell-eligible students 
(Wisconsin HOPE Lab, 2015). Even among students in good academic standing who were Pell-eligible in 
the previous year, approximately 10% did not file a FAFSA in a subsequent year, likely leaving an 
average of $3500 in federal aid unclaimed (Bird & Castleman, 2016).  
 3. Evaluate your programs for student financial literacy and awareness. Institutions have the 
ability and responsibility to educate their students and prospective students about the financial impact of 
their college choice and behaviors therein (TICAS, 2015). Colleges can partner with high schools or other 
community groups that address preparation for college by helping students and their families learn to 
make an appropriate decision in the first place for choosing a college they can most afford.  College 
counselors at high schools are vital educators for student decision-making regarding choosing a college 
with a realistic understanding of affordability (Stegmeir, 2015), and admissions and financial aid 
counselors from higher education could effectively work with the high school counselors to help students 
make well-informed decisions. 
 4. Plan a program for promoting financial literacy and awareness among the faculty, staff, and 
administrators on your campus. Educating students about affordability resources and decision-making is 
key, but unless campus faculty, staff, and administrators are also educated, initiatives may fall flat.  Part 
of Rowan University's Affordability Task Force's deliverables will be such an educational program for 
employees who work with students.  Similarly, Robert Morris University implemented an innovative 
"Affordability Academy," an 8-part series of 90-minute sessions for relevant employees regarding 
financial aid processes, the relationship between major and projected income, and more. Participants not 
only learned core information to better support financial literacy in their students, they also created as a 
capstone project materials that could be used to educate the students (Hoover, 2015).  
 5. Review your academic programs and policies for completion-friendliness. Does your 
institution have at least some academic programs that can be completed in the evenings, weekends, or 
online? Do your developmental education programs reflect best practices for minimizing unnecessary 
(and expensive and time-consuming) noncredit coursework (Complete College America, 2014)? Do your 
transfer credit policies support student progress? Many transfer students lose credits during the transfer 
process due to policies at the subsequent institution, such as minimum grades for transferability or limits 
on the number of transfer credits (Complete College America, 2014).  Prior learning assessment can also 
be an affordable way to move students, particularly adult students, toward completion (Klein-Collins, 
2011).  
 6. Review your campus culture and academic structures supporting timely degree completion. 
Proactive advising and careful student tracking, as well as structured academic pathways and campus 
messaging (Klempin, 2014; Complete College America, 2014), can shorten the time to degree and thus 
significantly reduce the cost of that degree for many students. 
 7. Consider implementing emergency funding or "microgrants" on your campus. It is not 
uncommon for a small amount of money to prove to be an insurmountable obstacle to student enrollment 
and completion (Ano, 2015). Anderson and Steele (2016) cite an administrator from Georgia State who 
recounted that the institution would lose 1000 students per term because they could not pay their tuition 
bill. Institutions have found success with "microgrants," small grants ($50-$1000) that close the gap in a 
student's bill or provide emergency funds for living expenses. Conclusions from a survey of 102 such 
programs provide an overview of the functioning, criteria, and challenges of such programs that will be a 
useful resource for any institution seeking to develop such a program (Dachelet & Goldrick-Rab, 2015), 
as will the report and analysis of 10 such programs from Anderson and Steele (2016).  
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 8. Raise awareness among faculty on your campus for options to reduce the cost of course 
materials.  Some institutions have implemented emergency funding or short-term loans to help students 
pay for books and materials.  However, a comprehensive solution also includes reducing the cost of the 
materials in the first place.  Some strategies include coordinating among several sequential courses so that 
a single book can be used in multiple semesters, finding free noncopyrighted materials on the internet, or 
having the book available in the campus library (Davis, Cochran, Fagerheim, & Thoms, 2016). In one 
example, at Rowan University, we recently changed the readings for a first-year seminar course from a 
$50 textbook to a collection of free web-based articles, resulting in a no-cost set of readings for the 
course.  
 9. Best practices point to the need for a readily-available and well-publicized referral and triage 
mechanism to connect students with needed resources.  Single Stop is a program implemented at many 
community colleges which provides such a service to connect students to resources such as tax 
preparation, financial and legal counseling, and case management for connection with any social service 
benefits or services to which the student may be eligible (Goldrick-Rab, Broton, & Frank, 2014). Low-
income students are at particular risk for inability to stay enrolled in college because of the devastating 
impact that apparently minor life events can have, such as problems with one's car or child care 
arrangement (Chaplot et al., 2015). A well-publicized referral and triage service can provide such students 
with a place to go for fast assistance that can keep them on track academically by stabilizing other 
elements of their lives. While this will benefit students of all demographic backgrounds, it will be of 
particular use to nontraditional students who are 25 or older, have dependents, or are veterans or active 
service members (Klein-Collins, 2011).  
 In sum, institutions can and do affect their students' ability to enroll, stay enrolled, progress, and 
graduate through bolstering affordability in innovative ways, beyond traditional financial aid. The Lumina 
Foundation has provided a comprehensive institutional self-assessment guide and suggestions for a 
process for colleges to learn more about their low-income students and services to support them (Chaplot 
et al., 2015). As was reinforced by our experience at Rowan University in conducting this self-assessment 
through our Affordability Task Force, the most needed intervention at one campus may differ from that at 
another campus, depending on the specific needs of the students. Engaging multiple constituents in a 
process of discovery and planning is a fruitful, attainable strategy to raise awareness of affordability 
issues and plan for real change. 
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Appendix   
Affordability - Student Survey 

At Rowan, we care about keeping your education as affordable as possible. This survey gives you the 
opportunity to tell us about your experiences with a number of different issues related to affordability. We 
will use the information you provide to make changes in how Rowan provides services and informs 
students about them. The information you provide is confidential and any reporting will not be associated 
with your name. Thank you for taking the time to complete this very important survey. It can make a real 
difference for you and other Rowan students. While you are not required to complete the survey, we hope 
you will choose to because your voice matters. From The Affordability Task Force, comprised of Rowan 
faculty, staff, administrators, and students.  
Q1 - Are you concerned about whether you have the financial resources to complete your bachelor's 
degree (extremely, very somewhat, a little, not at all concerned) 
Q2 - Have any of these issues been barriers to your success at Rowan? Please check all that apply. 
(Personal finances;  Family obligations; Work obligations; Flexibility of course offerings (evening 
courses, on-line courses, weekend courses); Financial aid problems; Availability of campus offices; 
Access to essential technology) 
Q3 - Are you currently employed? (Yes/No) 
Q4 - If so, how many hours are you working each week during the Spring 2016 semester? (1-10 hours, 
11-20 hours, 21-30 hours, 31-40 hours, more than 40 hours) 
Q5 - Did you encounter difficulty when scheduling your Spring 2016 courses because of your work 
schedule? (Yes/No) 
Q6 - Please explain how you encountered difficulty in scheduling your Spring 2016 courses because of 
your work schedule. (Open-ended) 
Q7 - Did you purchase all of your required textbooks and course materials for the Spring 2016 
semester? (Yes/No) 
Q8 - If you did not purchase your required textbooks and/or course materials, why? Please check all that 
apply. (Cost/expenses, I didn't need the textbook(s) to be successful, I was able to access the required 
textbook(s) from the library, I borrowed the textbook(s) or found the information elsewhere, Other - 
Please describe) 
Q9 - Do you have a Rowan University meal plan this semester (Spring 2016)?  (Yes/No) 
Q10 - If yes, what type of meal plan do you have? (selection of options) 
Q11 - In the Spring 2016 semester, how frequently did you miss class due to: Childcare/family Issues, 
Work conflicts, Transportation Issues (not applicable, 1-3 times, 406 times, 7-10 times, More than 10 
times) 
Q12 - In the Spring 2016 semester, how frequently did you: NOT seek medical care because of financial 
issues, Cut the size of meals and/or skip meals because of financial issues, NOT eat because there wasn't 
enough money for food. (0 times, 1-3 times, 4-6 times, 7-10 times, More than 10 times) 
Q13 - Where do you live during the Spring 2016 semester?  (on campus, off-campus with 
parents/guardians, off campus not with parents/guardians) 
Q14 - How important was affordability in your housing decision for the Spring 2016 semester? (Most, 
Very, Important, Somewhat, Not at all important) 
Q15 - In the Spring 2016 semester, did any of these happen to you? Please check all that 
apply.    (Difficulty paying rent, Didn't pay full amount of rent, Didn't pay full amount of utilities, Moved 
more than 2 times, Moved in with other people due to financial problems, None of the above) 
Q16 - In the Spring 2016 semester, did any of these happen to you? Please check all that apply. (Thrown 
out or evicted from home, Stayed in shelter, Stayed in abandoned building, Didn't know where you'd 
sleep at night, Didn't have a home, None of the above ) 
Q17 - Is there anything related to affordability that you would like to share that was not discussed in this 
survey? (Open ended) 
Q18 - Would you be willing to participate in an interview or focus group to provide us with more 
information about your experiences? (Yes/No; if Yes, provided contact information)  
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Abstract: Tennessee Reconnect is a program that focuses on increasing adult learner access to and 
success in higher education. The Governor of the State of Tennessee is committed to supporting this 
population to meet workforce demands and stimulate economic development. To accommodate the 
unique needs of adult learners, The University of Tennessee at Chattanooga (UTC) is simplifying its 
admission process and providing schedule flexibility through alternate course delivery. With a grant 
from the Tennessee Higher Education Commission, UTC implemented two new strategies for 
supporting adult learners. First, UTC introduced an event called Instant Decision Day. Applicants 
bringing all required materials received an admission decision the same day and accessed campus 
resources during a concurrent Student Services Fair. Second, UTC repurposed general education 
courses to be offered in an online format. These courses increase adult learner access to classes that 
are better suited for their schedules. Based on the preliminary assessment, these strategies have 
proven effective in recruiting and enrolling a higher number of adult learners. University-level 
administration is encouraged with the results and has increased funding for the initiative.  
 
 
Introduction 
 

Higher education in Tennessee is at a crossroads; stagnant and declining enrollment combined 
with decreased state and federal appropriations for higher education create a precarious situation. 
Institutions must develop and identify more strategic and sustainable strategies for achieving excellence. 
Some institutions opt to create a more inclusive environment for previously overlooked subpopulations. 
For institutions accustomed to serving traditionally aged undergraduate students, expanding their reach to 
include adult learners can be a daunting process that presents a different set of considerations (Hagedorn, 
2005). As Scobey (2016) explains, “What differentiates them [adult learners] from the diversity of 
traditional college students, is the challenge of fitting their studies within a complex ecology of family 
responsibilities, community roles, and employment and economic pressures” (p. 15). Intellectually and 
emotionally, institutional decisions are often made based on considerations for traditional undergraduate 
students, resulting in institutional policies that are not advantageous for adult learners. Generally, adult 
learners have been excluded from higher education because work and personal commitments prevent 
them from adhering to conventional course schedule and seat time requirements. To date, many four-year 
institutions have been slow to pursue alternatives for accommodating the unique needs of adult learners 
(Rabourn, Shoup, & BrckaLorenz, 2015). However, adult learners have become a significant 
subpopulation which institutions can no longer overlook. As Rabourn et al. (2015) indicate, higher 
education cannot continue to be exclusively designed for traditionally aged students; institutions must 
make substantial changes to the way they currently operate if they want to provide a realistic opportunity 
for adult learners to succeed. This paper identifies two specific strategies The University of Tennessee at 
Chattanooga (UTC) implemented in tandem to support adult learners. 
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Background 
 

Harry Snyder, Vice President at the Association for Career and Technical Education, provides an 
apt description of the goal of adult education efforts: “The goal is to bring incumbent workers back into 
the higher education and postsecondary fields, and this will help increase their economic value to 
themselves and their communities” (Reese, 2012, p. 31). The U.S. Department of Education’s Office of 
Vocational and Adult Education reported in 2010 that 69.8 percent of jobs will require some level of work 
training, 20.9 percent will require at least a bachelor’s degree, and 9.3 percent will require an associate’s 
degree or postsecondary vocational certificate (Reese, 2012). Adult learners are a crucial piece of the 
completion puzzle. The State of Tennessee is a national leader in pushing the completion agenda with its 
Drive to 55 initiative, supporting the Governor’s challenge to equip at least 55 percent of the population 
of Tennessee with a postsecondary degree or certificate by the year 2025. In pursuit of Tennessee’s Drive 
to 55, the Governor has approved two programs: Tennessee Reconnect and Tennessee Promise. Through 
one of Tennessee Reconnect’s funding initiatives, adult learners may attend any of the 27 Tennessee 
Colleges of Applied Technology tuition-free to earn a one-year diploma or certificate. Tennessee Promise 
allows recent high school graduates to receive two years of tuition-free community college in exchange 
for community service. Though these programs positively contribute to the completion agenda, they 
incentivize students to attend institutions other than four-year schools. President Obama’s commendation 
of the Tennessee Promise program will likely encourage other states to follow Tennessee’s example, 
placing other four-year schools in a similar situation.  
 
 
Literature Review 
 

Data from the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) indicate that adult learners, 
defined as enrolled students older than 24 years of age, now comprise at least 40 percent of all 
undergraduate students (NCES, 2013). Furthermore, the data show that a mere 26 percent of 
undergraduates fit the description of a traditional student, defined as a financially dependent, recent high 
school graduate who is enrolled full-time in higher education (NCES, 2015). Pragmatically, this 
significant shift in the demographic composition of higher education presents an opportunity for 
institutions to fill the enrollment gap created by the declining number of recent high school graduates. 
Scobey (2016) best describes higher education’s current position in relation to adult learners: “To tuition-
driven institutions, they [adult learners] offer an untapped market. To employers and policymakers…they 
represent a labor pool with which to close the ‘skills gap’ in a dynamic economy. And to national 
policymakers…[they] are crucial to the completion agenda” (p. 16). 

Yet many institutions have not taken the opportunity to redefine themselves in order to 
accommodate adult learners and fully integrate them into the institution. Hagedorn (2005) emphasizes the 
struggle that adult learners face when re-entering higher education: “Like the proverbial ‘square peg’ that 
meets resistance when forced to go through a round hole, adult students often struggle as they try to 
progress through systems of higher education that have been shaped to accommodate traditionally aged 
students” (p. 22). Osam, Bergman, and Cumberland (2016) describe three types of barriers that frequently 
impact adult learners’ persistence in higher education: situational, dispositional, and institutional. Of the 
three types of barriers, institutional barriers are the only type that colleges and universities have the power 
to adapt to better serve adult learners. Institutional barriers are defined as systemic barriers (institutional 
policies and practices) that make it difficult for adult learners to achieve success in higher education, such 
as scheduling required classes exclusively during the workday or requiring students to attend a full-day 
orientation on campus (Osam et al., 2016). At best, these barriers may be a source of frustration for adult 
learners; at worst, these barriers may cause adult learners to drop out of school altogether, due to the 
institution’s lack of flexibility and accommodation. 

25

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



 
 

The research indicates that adult learners are often juggling multiple responsibilities in addition to 
school, including work, family, and community obligations (Lundberg, McIntire, & Creasman, 2008; 
Carney-Crompton & Tan, 2002; Villela & Hu, 1991). As such, most adult learners have different 
expectations for higher education than their traditionally-aged counterparts. Frequently, adult learners re-
enter higher education in pursuit of very specific career goals. However, since adult learners have 
numerous responsibilities in both their personal and professional lives, they are not looking for a “life-
encompassing, identity-building experience” (Fairchild, 2003, p. 12) similar to that of traditional 
undergraduate students. Rather, higher education for adult learners is “one activity among many in which 
adults can participate to meet other specific needs, such as learning a new job-related skill or preparing 
for a new career altogether” (Fairchild, 2003, p. 12). To accommodate adult learners’ busy schedules and 
assist them in achieving their educational goals, institutions must provide them with more flexible 
learning opportunities (Osam et al., 2016; Rabourn, Shoup, & BrckaLorenz, 2015). Although distance 
education is often beneficial for adult learners, offering more online courses is not the only way 
institutions can provide flexibility (Osam et al., 2016; Rabourn et al., 2015). Other methods for 
accommodating adult learners include the following: allowing part-time enrollment, offering competency-
based education so that students may work at their own pace, and providing student services online and at 
extended hours (Villela & Hu, 1991; Fairchild, 2003). A one-stop-shop for student services can minimize 
the number of trips adult learners must make to camps as well as reducing the time they spend taking care 
of administrative activities (Fairchild, 2003). In combination, these strategies create an adult learner-
friendly environment on campus and help institutions support adult learners in their pursuit of excellence. 
 
 
Methodology 
 

To accommodate adult learners, UTC is providing greater schedule flexibility through increased 
online offerings. Repurposed online general education courses support adult learner progression and 
degree completion. Additionally, the new Instant Decision Day simplifies the admissions process for 
adult learners. Instant Decision Day allows applicants who have all the required documentation to receive 
an immediate admission decision and meet with an advisor to select classes. Applicants are also able to 
receive information about military and veteran affairs, financial aid, the Center for Advisement and 
Student Success, and many other campus resources during the Student Services Fair. These two initiatives 
are modest but crucial steps toward supporting the success of adult learners and embracing the diverse 
perspectives they bring to campus. 

UTC’s vision is to engage students, inspire change, and enrich community. In pursuit of this 
vision, we are committed to transforming the lives of students through meaningful learning experiences. 
We completed the Adult Learning Focused Institution (ALFI) assessment in Spring 2015 to better 
understand how we could improve our service to adult learners. The ALFI assessment is comprised of 
two survey instruments and allows institutions to compare an institutional self-assessment with adult 
learners’ satisfaction. After completing the ALFI assessment, we identified the area of Outreach as an 
opportunity for us to improve learning and outcomes for our adult population. We were awarded a 
$50,000 grant from the Tennessee Higher Education Commission (THEC) to address our Outreach 
efforts. This grant was matched with $27,000 in funds from UTC.  Our belief was that a three-pronged 
approach would not only have a positive impact on adult learners, but would benefit all students on 
campus, regardless of age. The goals of our grant project were as follows: (1) identify and repurpose 
high-demand General Education courses; (2) increase access to these courses by offering alternate 
delivery methods; and (3) promote these course offerings as well as Instant Decision Day through a local 
marketing campaign. 

After consulting with department heads, we selected two General Education courses to be 
repurposed: Science and Society (GNSC 1150) and United States History Since 1865 (HIST 2020). The 
department heads recommended faculty members who might be interested in repurposing a course during 
the Fall 2015 semester and teaching online during the subsequent spring semester. The repurposing 
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faculty worked with the Walker Center for Teaching and Learning (an on-campus resource for faculty 
members) from the end of September through December 2015 to repurpose these courses for Spring 2016. 
During the Fall semester, the repurposing faculty were required to meet a mutually agreed-upon timeline 
of deliverables to ensure they were making sufficient progress. Additionally, the repurposed courses were 
required to meet Quality Matters standards upon completion. Quality Matters is a peer-review process 
that certifies the quality of online courses. Both courses were successfully repurposed during the Fall 
semester; two online sections of GNSC 1150 and three online sections of HIST 2020 were taught in 
Spring 2016. At the 14th day of classes, each of the five online sections was filled to capacity (and even 
beyond capacity, in some cases). 

In addition to the two repurposed courses, UTC held its first Instant Decision Day on October 19, 
2015. Focused on adult learners, Instant Decision Day provided an opportunity for prospective students to 
complete an application to UTC (application fee was waived for all applicants), receive an instant 
admission decision (if the student had all his/her required documents), set up their student email account, 
and obtain a student ID. Additionally, many university offices participated in the Student Services Fair 
held during Instant Decision Day. At the Student Services Fair, applicants were able to receive 
information about military and veteran affairs, financial aid, the Center for Advisement and Student 
Success, and many other resources available on campus. We advertised for Instant Decision Day with an 
announcement on the homepage of the UTC website, a commercial on several local radio stations, print 
ads in the newspaper, electronic news ads, and billboards located on high-traffic roadways in the 
Chattanooga area. Our second Instant Decision Day was held on March 10, 2016.  
 
 
Results and Discussion 
 

UTC defined three expected outcomes for the grant project: (1) sections offered online will have 
a higher enrollment percentage of adult learners; (2) overall increase in adult learner enrollment; and (3) 
increase in campus and public awareness of UTC’s commitment to adult learners. 

Table 1, based on a report from our student information system, provides evidence of progress 
toward Outcome 1. Although the percentage of adult registrations varies across the five repurposed 
sections, each section has a higher percentage of adult registrations when compared to the courses’ face-
to-face counterparts. Additionally, the average percentage of adult registrations in the five repurposed 
sections is 15.93%, nearly 6 percentage points higher than the adult registrations in all undergraduate 
courses at UTC (10%). The results are more dramatic when examined at a granular level. The repurposed 
sections of GNSC 1150 have an average percentage of adult registrations of 20%, whereas the face-to-
face version of GNSC 1150 has 3.5% adult registrations. Similarly, the repurposed sections of HIST 2020 
have an average percentage of adult registrations of 14.1%, whereas the face-to-face version of HIST 
2020 has 3.18% adult registrations. These data indicate demand among adult learners for online courses, 
as they are enrolling in the repurposed courses at a much higher rate than traditional face-to-face courses. 
 
Table 1: Percentage and number of adult registrations, repurposed verses face-to-face 

Course(s) % Adult # Adult / Total Registrations 
GNSC 1150, course number 27215 25% 4 / 16 
GNSC 1150, course number 27359 15.79% 3 / 19 
GNSC 1150 repurposed (average) 20% 7 / 35 
Face-to-face GNSC 1150 (average) 3.5% 5 / 143 
HIST 2020, course number 27116 29.17% 7 / 24 
HIST 2020, course number 27117 6.67% 2 / 30 
HIST 2020, course number 27118 8.33% 2 / 24 
HIST 2020 repurposed (average) 14.1% 11 / 78 
Face-to-face HIST 2020 (average) 3.18% 5 / 157 
Total repurposed (average) 15.93% 18 / 113 
Total UTC undergraduate (average) 10% 4,425 / 44,256 
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Application and enrollment numbers for Spring 2016 demonstrate progress toward Outcome 2. 
As shown in Figure 1, adult learner applications for admission to UTC decreased slightly each year 
between Spring 2013, Spring 2014, and Spring 2015. From Spring 2015 to Spring 2016, on the other 
hand, adult learner applications increased from 378 to 457 – an increase of 79 applications (20.9%) in a 
single year. Additionally, there has been an increase in the percentage of adult applicants who enroll in 
classes after acceptance to UTC. Between Spring 2015 and Spring 2016, the percentage of adult 
applicants who enrolled in classes increased from 54.23% to 58.64%, an increase of nearly 4.5 percentage 
points. Not only did UTC have more adult applicants in Spring 2016, but we also had a higher percentage 
of those applicants who actually enrolled in classes after acceptance. The results from the Instant Decision 
Day in October support these data: thirty-five students attended, 24 of whom were admitted at the event. 
Thirteen of them enrolled in Spring 2016 courses. 

 

 

Figure 1: Adult learner admissions data, Spring 2013 – Spring 2016 
 

To demonstrate our progress toward Outcome 3, we collected weekly website analytics reports 
from our adult learner Admissions page. The data on page views, sessions, and users (depicted in Figure 
2) has been encouraging. As one would expect, activity on the Admissions webpage for adult learners 
decreased after Spring 2016 classes began on January 11. However, all three metrics (page views, 
sessions, and users) increased sharply during the weeks ending February 14, February 21, and February 
28. This upward trend coincides with the time period at which we began our heavy marketing initiative 
for the Instant Decision Day on March 10th. This marketing initiative involved an announcement on the 
UTC website’s homepage, a commercial on several local radio stations, print ads in the newspaper, 
electronic newspaper ads, and billboards located on high-traffic roadways in the Chattanooga area. Our 
efforts to communicate with adult learners have led to increased interest in UTC and indicate that our 
university is a viable option for adult learners who want to continue their education. 
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Figure 2: Usage data from admissions webpage for adult learners 
 
Table 2 contains a summary of the number and percentage of adult learners who were impacted 

by the project: (1) two repurposed sections of GNSC 1150; (2) three repurposed sections of HIST 2020; 
and (3) Instant Decision Day in Fall 2015. 
 
Table 2: Adult participation in grant activities 

Activity/Event Number of Adults Percentage of Adults 

2 repurposed sections of GNSC 1150 7 20% 

3 repurposed sections of HIST 2020 11 14.10% 

Instant Decision Day, Fall 2015 29 82.86% 

 
We had two short-term goals for this project: 1) to pilot alternate or experimental scheduling and 

2) to increase available modes of instruction. Our hope was that by incentivizing faculty to repurpose 
current courses for online (and hybrid formats in the future), UTC would be able to examine the efficacy 
of alternate modalities and the demand for these courses among adult learners. We believe that alternate 
modalities will not only facilitate course scheduling but should also increase enrollment and credit 
production of adult learners, resulting in a financial increase from tuition revenue and online fees. Due to 
the compressed timeline for the repurposing process, we did not have any faculty members willing to 
repurpose a course to be offered in hybrid format, so we were not able to collect data on that particular 
modality (Goal 1). However, we did have faculty members repurpose two General Education courses to 
be offered online and were able to collect data on these sections. The five additional online sections 
indicate substantial progress toward Goal 2. Additionally, the department head of History was so 
impressed with the demand for the repurposed sections of HIST 2020 that he has arranged to offer a 
hybrid History course from 8:00-9:15 AM on Tuesday in Fall 2016. This is a major departure from 
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UTC’s cultural opposition to offering online and hybrid courses. We are optimistic that other departments 
will follow suit and come to see the value of courses offered in alternate modalities. 

Our primary long-term goal for this project is to increase access and course availability for adult 
learners by ensuring that General Education requirements can be met through courses offered at 7AM and 
6PM, through weekend and block schedules, and across all methods of course delivery. We believe that 
increased access will lead to an increase in retention, progression, and completion rates for adult learners 
(Osam et al., 2016; Rabourn et al., 2015). UTC also plans to increase the number of programs/majors 
attainable through extended scheduling and online courses. Based on the popularity of our five 
repurposed sections (all filled to capacity or beyond), we feel confident that other departments offering 
General Education courses will consider repurposing their courses, even if only as a strategy to generate 
additional revenue or to attract more majors. As described previously, one department head has already 
added a hybrid course at 8AM to the Fall 2016 schedule. We hope that the success of these courses will 
create a ripple effect and convince other department heads of the value of offering courses in alternate 
modalities. This will contribute greatly to our progress toward our long-term goal. 
  
 
Conclusion 
 

The impact of this grant on our institution has been substantial. Not only have our grant activities 
resulted in a higher number of adult applications and a higher percentage of adult applicants who enroll, 
but the grant activities have also generated countless conversations about adult learners at UTC. These 
institution-wide conversations have led to increased awareness of adult learners on our campus and 
discussions about how we can best assist them in achieving their educational goals. These conversations 
have occurred at all levels, involving faculty, staff, administration, and even students. The shift away 
from focusing exclusively on traditional students and toward embracing a more diverse student body 
represents a critically important transition for UTC. 

As for our actual grant activities, we intentionally designed our proposal to use the one‐year 
investment of THEC funds to seed our efforts to develop, implement, refine, and ultimately 
institutionalize key project activities. The online sections and eventual hybrid and extended schedule 
sections will provide UTC the opportunity to increase adult learner enrollment by offering greater 
schedule flexibility. Additionally, these extra sections and increased enrollment will generate sufficient 
tuition and online fees to offset cost, while increasing funding for future course repurposing. The 
successful completion of this initiative provides an opportunity for faculty that have favored traditional 
course delivery to see the value added by alternate methods of course delivery. We intend to continue 
repurposing general education courses for online and hybrid formats, and we eventually want to develop 
more programs that can be completed entirely online or at extended hours to broaden our reach. 

Similarly, the tuition revenue generated by students who enrolled as a result of Instant Decision 
Day covered the cost of the admissions event in Fall 2015. We spent approximately $20,000 to advertise 
for our Fall 2015 Instant Decision Day, and 13 students who attended Instant Decision Day enrolled in 
classes for Spring 2016. These 13 students enrolled in a total of 129 hours, equivalent to 43 three-hour 
courses. Our tuition is roughly $1,000 per three-hour course, so these 13 students generated about 
$43,000 in tuition revenue, which more than covers the cost of advertising. Furthermore, 10 of the 13 
enrolled students (76.92%) are considered adult learners. Graduating students that fall within the adult 
focus population not only puts us in a positive position for THEC’s outcomes based formula funding 
(since a premium is attached to the progression of these students) but it also supports Tennessee Governor 
Haslam’s Drive to 55 initiative. We have discussed using a more targeted approach to advertising, 
perhaps focusing primarily on billboard advertising rather than radio and print. We believe this event is 
valuable, especially for adult learners, so we need to ensure that we are investing our dollars wisely and 
yielding a healthy return. 

Given the current direction of higher education in Tennessee, it is advantageous for us to 
continuously evaluate and strive to improve our service of adult learners at UTC. Providing courses at 
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extended times and in alternate modalities coupled with the implementation of Instant Decision Day have 
helped our campus become more aware of and more sensitive to the needs of adult learners. However, we 
still have much to learn about this population. UTC is committed to becoming an adult learner-friendly 
institution, for the benefit of our students, institution, and state. Through institutional self-assessment and 
careful reflection, we will persist in our endeavor to support adult learners, and we encourage other 
institutions to follow suit. 
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Abstract: This case study in student support examines one private, Christian university and their 
efforts to remedy risk factors of student attrition by developing a weekly academic coaching model 
in conjunction with a first-year seminar course. The evaluation reflects the University’s intent to 
develop students holistically by measuring both cognitive and non-cognitive factors of student 
success. In the inaugural semester of implementation, one generally characterized as a ‘trial run’ and 
wrought with missteps and learning opportunities, the preliminary results demonstrate a stark 
contrast in academic engagement and academic performance between those engaged in the program 
and those who were not engaged. Furthermore, the development of confidence, self-efficacy, and 
other non-cognitive factors supports the findings of prior research on the effects of academic 
coaching on non-cognitive development. Although early in the implementation, lessons from this 
program can be extrapolated for integration at institutions reflecting similar university and student 
characteristics. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 The mission of the researched University is predicated on an inherent desire to serve students and 
their holistic development recognizing that each student has been bestowed with individual skills and 
limitations. As an institution, the impetus has been placed on identifying those needs and focusing extra 
attention as necessary. Recently, the administration and staff identified a key area for growth in its 
missional commitment to student development. The yearly retention data, supplied by the University’s 
Office of Institutional Research, provided the retention task force valuable insight to attrition prone 
populations as well as the students most inclined to retain. Several classifications exist for defining ‘at-
risk’ students, those at risk of not retaining, on a national level. It is well established, students who fit 
classifications such as: first generation, minority, and low-income (Pell eligible) face considerable 
challenges at universities nationwide, and have justly been deemed ‘at-risk’ (Engle & Tinto, 2008). 

The University is no exception to this reality. In fact, the retention rates of the University’s Pell 
eligible students have historically been 10% lower (68% versus 78%) than those students who exceed the 
eligibility threshold for Pell grants. Similarly, from 2008-2013 ethnic minorities had retained at rates 20% 
lower than their Caucasian peers. Despite these limitations, there is a factor that demonstrates an even 
greater attrition disparity. Any benefit of increased effort to this population could result in an immediate 
return on investment cultivating a systematic, cultural change to student service, ultimately aiding all 
students. 
 Students who matriculate to the University at or below the minimum university admission 
standards have shown a propensity for attrition nearly 30 percentage points greater than the University 
average. Among the variables considered, high school grade point average provided the greatest impact 
on predicting retention (38%) whereas ethnicity had an impact of 10% and Pell status 4.4%. From 2008-
2013, the retention data indicated a retention rate of only 46% for matriculating students whose high 
school GPA fell below 2.5 on a 4.0 scale. The disparity in retention rates underscores the need for greater 
resources to address this reality. The PROSPER program was developed with these factors in mind and 
charged with serving the needs of our most ‘at-risk’ students. 
 The program to Provide Resources and Opportunities for Student Performance, Engagement, and 
Retention (PROSPER) was, and is, intended to mitigate the disparity between the theory and practice of 
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serving student needs., Ernest Pascarella (1986) identifies the need for institutions to engage in a strategic 
program of research, policy development, and continual evaluation. The PROSPER program was 
conceived with that directive in mind by implementing initiatives that are predicated on the exhaustive 
research of higher education and student success scholars. The framework of the program required 
students to meet with their PROSPER advisor in an individual setting, on a weekly basis. Each week the 
advisee and advisor would discuss certain topics relevant to the student target outcomes. Using concepts 
from scholars of retention theory and educational psychology like Vincent Tinto (2005) and Ernest 
Pascarella (1986), multiple goals were formulated to address the various needs of the most academically 
underprepared freshmen. 
 
 
Review of Foundational Research  
 

Vincent Tinto (2005) states “Quite simply, the more students are academically and socially 
involved, the more likely are they to persist and graduate” (p. 4). He notes how critical it is that this 
engagement begins in students’ inaugural year of school where the habits fostered during this year lay the 
foundation for future habits of success. With this in mind, the PROSPER program sought to influence 
student engagement through weekly, individual meetings to connect with the student in a safe 
environment. This kind of intrusive advising is paramount in establishing the structure necessary for 
student academic success.  During these weekly meetings, advisors worked to identify and develop both 
the academic skill set of these students and the mindset necessary for lifelong growth and learning. For 
students who lacked time management skills, instructional worksheets on ‘to-do’ lists, weekly calendars, 
and the use of planners was used. Similarly, conversations encompassed topics like learning styles, how 
to avoid procrastination, and reasons why earning your degree is important. When needs were identified, 
like supplemental instruction or tutoring, students were encouraged to reach out to the Learning Resource 
Center (LRC) for support. PROSPER advisors also received weekly attendance reports from the 
Registrar’s Office which provided timely feedback on each student’s participation in the classroom. From 
these tools and the intentionality of the meetings, if the program was successful in enhancing academic 
engagement, those participating in the PROSPER program—henceforth referred to as PROSPER 
scholars—would demonstrate higher frequency of attendance and LRC usage. The goals of this program 
sought to exceed this basic outcome of improving engagement by further developing the intrinsic factors 
that lead to student success. 

The role of self-efficacy has had a tremendous impact on students’ proclivity for success. Studies 
by Barry Zimmerman, Albert Bandura and Manuel Martinez-Pons continually suggest the implications of 
high self-efficacy on student academic success. In 1992, they demonstrated the causal role of students’ 
self-efficacy beliefs in self-motivated academic attainment (Zimmerman, Bandura, & Martinez-Pons). 
They found that “perceived self-efficacy for academic achievement and student goals account[ed] for 
31% of the variance in the students' academic course attainment” (p. 671). The validity of this data 
warranted strong consideration in its inclusion as a measurable outcome of the PROSPER program. The 
support provided through these weekly meetings was intended to augment the ability of students in 
confronting challenges and identifying key strategies to overcome obstacles. By these students learning 
the process of identifying obstacles and subsequently addressing components of concern, the self-efficacy 
of PROSPER scholars should increase. Recognizing that academic success is also predicated on 
meaningful interaction between students, faculty, and staff (Schreiner, Noel, Anderson, & Cantwell, 
2011; Tinto, 2005) the study pursued strategies to measure the meaningfulness of their PROSPER 
experience. 

The impact of faculty or staff connections with high-risk students, no matter how seemingly 
insignificant, plays a crucial role in the likelihood of their persistence (Schreiner et al., 2011.) Tinto’s 
work (2005) found that the support students receive, and perceive to receive, from the campus 
environment factors heavily into a student’s decision to continue enrollment at a given school. He 
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characterized institutional commitment as an important perception in an individual student’s experience. 
Consequently, the structure and timeliness of each weekly PROSPER meeting should elicit positive 
feedback from each PROSPER scholar on the effectiveness and meaningfulness of their meetings. To 
further corroborate the attitudes of the scholars, solicitation of PROSPER advisor feedback should 
validate, or perhaps explain any discrepancies, between the perceived value of the program. 
 Through this and additional research (Chemers, 2001; Miller, 2010), these quantitative and 
qualitative measures were introduced to understand what impact, if any, the PROSPER program had on 
these student learning outcomes. If the PROSPER program is effective in influencing the behaviors, 
attitudes, and perceptions of its students, then superior academic performance should be evident when 
compared to an equivalent cohort of students. 
 
 
From Theory to Practice 
 
 The yearly retention data provided by the Office of Institutional Research identified many 
predictors of retention, none more significant than the intellective predictors used in admission decisions: 
ACT scores and high school grade point average. Students who matriculated to the University with high 
school grade point averages below 2.5 and/or national standardized test scores below an 18 on the ACT or 
equivalent conversion for SAT, had retained at a rate 30-50% lower than the University retention rate. 
Students earning a high school GPA of 2.0-2.5 retained at 46% whereas students with less than a 2.0 GPA 
retained at a mere 25.9%. When compared to the University retention rate of 74.8%, it became evident 
that more intrusive staff involvement should be undertaken. The University has had a longstanding 
program intended to serve students on academic probation. The Student Success program is comprised of 
faculty and staff across campus who meet with these students in a one-on-one capacity to help identify 
and correct shortcomings in academic success. Although supremely effective, it often seemed to be too-
little, too-late to curb mid-year attrition as well as that of students whose first grades were considerably 
low. To rectify this, the PROSPER program was developed as an intrusive advising ministry to 
proactively serve those students who had the highest likelihood of performing inadequately.  
 From the admission reports, students who were initially ‘pended’—falling below either the GPA 
or ACT requirement—were identified, then contacted for engagement in the PROSPER program. To 
mitigate the plausible setbacks of any new initiative, it was decided that the initial group of PROSPER 
advisors would be comprised solely of members of the Student Academic Support Services department. 
Consequently, six advisors were recruited. With realistic caseload for each advisor averaging out to five, 
the inaugural cohort would be comprised of as many as 30 matriculating students. Because the number of 
‘pended’ students nearly doubled the possible cohort, enrollment in the program was subject to 
availability on a first-come, first-served basis. For the Fall 2015 semester, the comparable numbers of 
students in each group allowed for real-time assessment as opposed to historical comparisons, alleviating 
the influence of extraneous factors. The pairings of advisor to advisee were selected by the PROSPER 
coordinator based upon several factors, including, but not limited to: major, gender, extra-curricular 
participation, and what the coordinator felt would be the best personality fit. Understanding the 
importance of faculty-student connections, the coordinator decided this approach was more appropriate 
than an arbitrary, random assignment. It is also important to understand, 17 of the PROSPER students 
were concurrently enrolled in a specific section of freshmen seminar (LA 105) course structured to mirror 
the PROSPER curriculum. Although not a requirement, enrollment in this particular section of LA 105 
was encouraged. 
 At the beginning of the semester, the PROSPER advisors and students were given their pairing 
assignments and asked to reach out to each other to set up an appointment to meet. During their initial 
meeting they were asked to review the Advisor/Advisee Roles and Responsibilities then proceed onto 
Week 1 conversation and tasks. Each week the advisor and advisee would discuss the topic of the week, 
usually related to an academic skill, academic engagement, or social engagement. Above and beyond the 
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stated conversation prompts, advisors and advisees were encouraged to engage in genuine, relevant 
dialogue. Approachability, rapport building, and troubleshooting were paramount to establishing a healthy 
and productive relationship. In weeks where a student did not show up or an advisor could not make the 
appointment, they were encouraged to reschedule or simply make up that topic at the next meeting. 
Feedback was solicited from the advisors at multiple points in the semester, both by face-to-face 
conversations as well as email. This allowed for minor adjustments to be made if necessary. Upon the 
conclusion of the semester, the analysis began. 
 The measures put into place by the PROSPER coordinator were designed to garner both 
quantifiable data as well as affective feedback from advisors and advisees alike. The data used to compare 
the PROSPER cohort with the non-PROSPER cohort (those eligible but not participating) included grade 
point averages, attendance records, Learning Resource Center engagement, and students’ probationary 
status. With the exception of the Learning Resource Center data, all of the aforementioned was collected 
through the use of the University’s learning management system (Banner) as well as Microsoft Access 
queries. Students were identified solely by their student ID number to provide as much relative anonymity 
as possible. To compare the LRC engagement, a list of student ID numbers for all PROSPER eligible 
students was sent to the director of the Learning Resource Center. Color-coded by engagement status, the 
LRC director was able to identify the number of times each member of each specific cohort utilized any 
one of the LRC services. The extent of the comparison between cohorts was solely limited to these data.   
 There were a few tools used to determine the more affective outcomes, like self-efficacy, for 
these students. First, a 30-question survey, as constructed by Zajacova, Lynch, and Espenshade (2005), 
was administered at the first and last LA 105 class of the semester or, for those not enrolled in that 
section, the first and last PROSPER advisor meeting of the semester. The questionnaire was submitted in 
person, with student ID numbers used to maintain relative anonymity. The data were then compiled in a 
spreadsheet that delineated between pre-semester, post-semester, and Δ semester – where Δ semester 
refers to the change in response from pre-semester to post-semester. The second tool used to measure the 
PROSPER only data was Qualtrics surveys administered to the advisors and scholars separately, through 
email. The student survey was comprised of nine questions, where the ninth question requested their 
student ID for possible, future comparison of attitudes and academic performance. The following 
questions were included in the survey. 

1. How often did you meet with your PROSPER advisor? 
2. How helpful were your meetings with your PROSPER advisor? 
3. What [topic] did you usually go over in your PROSPER meetings? Select all that apply 
4. What did you receive the most help with? (Where did you feel you had the most growth over 

the semester?) 
5. Please complete the phrase: Because of my PROSPER advisor I – 

a. Feel I will be successful in college 
b. Feel I am more prepared for college than before, but still have a long way to go 
c. Feel like my success would be the same without their assistance 
d. Feel I will not be successful in college on my own, I will always need a weekly 

mentor 
e. Feel I will not be successful in college  

6. Overall, how would you rate your experience in the PROSPER program? 
7. Would you recommend this program to other new students? 
8. Any other comments, concerns, or recommendations? 
 
The PROSPER advisors were also sent a questionnaire, which consisted of seven questions plus 

one question identifying the specific student by student ID number. This was to compare engagement 
with the measurable outcomes. Students who never met with their advisor were removed from the 
PROSPER cohort and placed into the non-PROSPER cohort as they received an equivalent level of 
support and attention from the advisor as those who were not enrolled in the program. The eight questions 
for the advisors were: 
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1. PROSPER Advisee’s student ID (F00#) 
2. How often did your PROSPER Advisee come to meet with you? 

**The survey concluded here for those who indicated ‘Never’ 
3. How prepared [for each meeting] was your PROSPER advisee? 
4. How productive were your meetings with your PROSPER advisee? 
5. What [topics] did you usually go over in your PROSPER meetings? Check all that apply 
6. In which of the abilities did you notice the greatest improvement [for your advisee]? 
7. Overall, how beneficial do you feel the PROSPER program was for this particular student? 
8. Any other comments, concerns, or recommendations? 
 
The use of both qualitative and quantitative measures is appropriate to evaluate the effectiveness 

of any student success program. The holistic student development encapsulated in the University mission 
embraces the affective growth to students as well as the validity of quantifiable comparisons between 
those students who engaged in the PROSPER program and those who did not.  
 
 
The Results 
 
Comparative Data  

 The collection of data allows for concrete comparison in the academic outcomes of these two 
populations, PROSPER and Non-PROSPER. By comparing the measurable differences between the two 
populations, a co-relationship could plausibly be established. If students engaged in the program achieved 
significantly higher grades or demonstrated considerably greater engagement through attendance or LRC 
engagement, it could be partially attributed to the curriculum and design of the PROSPER program. 
Similarly, if the data showed a negligible discrepancy in academic outcomes among these students, then 
the data would suggest a limited effectiveness of the program. The comparable data is seen in Table 1.  
 
Table 1: Comparison data of student performance 

 
 As seen in Table 1, those engaged in the program demonstrated a grade point average .66 higher 
than the comparative cohort. To think about this contextually, this is the equivalent difference of a C- to a 
C+ or two thirds of a letter grade. The PROSPER scholars also carried a slightly higher credit load with 
13.4 credits per student as opposed to 13 credits per student. The difference is negligible but does validate 
the grade data as the results could not be attributed to a lighter course load. The achievement gap between 
these cohorts is more significant when considering the number of students on Academic Probation (P1 
status). Three of the 25 (11.5%) engaged PROSPER scholars ended the semester on academic probation 
(GPA below 2.0) compared to 13 of the 28 (46.4%) students not engaged in PROSPER who finished the 

  
PROSPER         

(N = 25) 
NON-PROSPER      

(N = 28) 
GPA COMPARISON    

 Semester GPA 2.56 1.9 
 Credits Attempted 13.4 13 

ACADEMIC PROBATION    
 Number of Students on their first semester of Academic Probation (P1) 3 13 
 Percent of Cohort on P1 11.5% 46.4% 

ATTENDANCE COMPARISON    
 Total Absences 225 473 
 Average Absences / Student 9 16.9 

LRC COMPARISON    
 Total Visits 80 56 
 Visits per Student 2.65 2.23 
 Number of Students using LRC at least once 12 6 
 Visits per User (total visits divided by number of students who visited at least once) 6.64 9.66 
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semester  on academic probation. Although this evaluation did not seek to validate the plausibility of 
causal relationship between engagement measures and academic achievement, the subsequent data does 
suggest a correlation. 
 The attendance data reported a total of 225 absences for those engaged in the program, compared 
to the 473 absences reported for those not participating in PROSPER—a total more than double that of 
their comparative group. When expressed as a per student average, the comparison is less egregious 
although still staggering.  The 16.9 absences per non-PROSPER student greatly exceeds the nine absence 
average recorded by the PROSPER scholars. The University Learning Resource Center also experienced 
greater engagement from those in PROSPER, reporting 80 total visits compared to 56 total visits for those 
not participating in PROSPER. The PROSPER cohort also had a greater number of students visit the LRC 
at least once (12) compared to six from the comparison cohort. When expressed as averages, the 
difference is less noticeable. The average PROSPER student utilized the LRC 2.65 times over the course 
of the semester as opposed to a 2.23 average for the comparison cohort. The non-PROSPER group did 
outperform the PROSPER students in the visits per user. The visits per user was tabulated by dividing the 
total number of visits by the total number of students who used the center at least once. The six non-
PROSPER students each went approximately 9.66 times whereas the twelve PROSPER students who 
visited the LRC, visited an average of 6.64 times throughout the semester. The limited quantity of non-
PROSPER students (six) is too small to draw any generalizations for this population; more research is 
necessary to determine any correlation. The comparison between groups ended with these statistics, 
further examination of fall-to-spring retention and year-one to year-two retention would further assess the 
effectiveness of PROSPER towards fulfilling its intent.  
 
Student Development Outcomes 
 The Tasks for Measuring Stress and Self-Efficacy survey (Zajacova, Lynch, & Espenshade, 2005) 
was administered to all 25 PROSPER students upon their first PROSPER session (class or meeting). 
Since the University is a private, Christian university with faith integration and chapel attendance among 
the core student activities, a few faith integration questions were included to supplement the survey. The 
post-semester study, administered on the last day of class or the last meeting of the semester, returned 
only 19 surveys. The lack of engagement and attendance of some members accounts for the discrepancy. 
Although not an exact representation of the PROSPER scholars’ development in self-efficacy and stress 
management, the 19 student responses do provide considerable insight into the growth experienced by 
these students. The 30 questions were categorized into seven different group measures: Academic Skill, 
Academic Performance, Academic Integration, Student Life Integration, Social Support, Time 
Management, and Non-Academic. Furthermore, students were required to answer how ‘important’, 
‘stressful’ and ‘confident’ they were in each of the 30 measures for a total of 90 individual responses per 
survey. If students’ self-efficacy were to positively benefit from the PROSPER program, the results 
would depict lower levels of stress associated with each measure and would also respond with higher 
levels of confidence in the 30 measures. The tabulations for the representation of the group are reported in 
Table 2.   
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Table 2: Self-efficacy survey results as defined by Zajacova, Lynch, & Espenshade (2005) 

 
 Each of the seven self-efficacy indexes experienced a decline in associated level of stress, with 
the greatest change occurring in the areas of Time Management (-2.0), Academic Skills (-1.2) and 
Academic Performance (-1.2). Conversely, students’ confidence in their abilities increased by a similar 
margin across each of the seven indexes. The highest increases for confidence were within Time 
Management (1.6) and Academic Skills, experiencing an increase of 1.4 points on a 10 point scale, 
followed by Academic Integration boasting a 1.1 point average increase. The students also responded 
with an increased feeling of Importance associated with six of the seven indexes, the highest of which was 
increased importance in the Social Life Integration Index. The overall change for the group was a 
decrease of .9 points in Stress, a 1.0 point increase in Confidence, and a .3 increase in Importance levels. 
The indexes were further categorized into three distinct classifications—Academic, Social, and Personal 
Self-Efficacy. Student responses suggested the greatest development in Academic Self-Efficacy, with an 
overall decrease of 1.0 point in Stress and a 1.2 point increase in Confidence levels and .3 increase in 
Importance. To understand the change in each individual construct, Table 3 shows the average change.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Average Change in Stress Confidence Importance 

Academic Skills -1.2 1.4 0.3 
Academic Performance -1.2 1.0 0.0 
Academic Integration -0.6 1.1 0.7 
Student Life Integration -0.4 0.7 1.0 
Social Support -0.8 0.6 0.1 
Time Management -2.0 1.6 -0.3 
Non-Academic -0.5 0.6 0.6 
Overall -0.9 1.0 0.3 
Academic Self-Efficacy -1.0 1.2 0.3 
Social Self-Efficacy -0.6 0.7 0.5 
Personal Self-Efficacy -1.2 1.1 0.1 

39

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



 
Table 3: Change in each individual self-efficacy construct as defined by Zajacova, Lynch, & Espenshade (2005)  
 Averages 
Group Task S C I 
Skills - Academic Studying -0.6 0.7 0.6 
Skills - Academic Asking questions -0.8 1.5 -0.2 
Skills - Academic Writing term papers -1.8 1.8 1.1 
Skills - Academic Taking good class notes 0.0 0.6 0.6 
Skills - Academic Preparing for exams -1.1 1.2 -0.2 
Skills - Academic Improving my reading & writing skills -1.6 1.5 0.2 
Skills - Academic Researching term papers -2.1 2.3 0.1 
Performance - Academic Doing well on exams -1.0 1.2 -0.4 
Performance - Academic Getting the grades I want -1.4 0.4 -0.5 
Performance - Academic Doing well in my toughest class -1.4 1.4 0.7 
Performance - Academic Understanding my textbooks -1.1 1.1 0.1 
Integration - Academic Understanding my professors -0.4 0.5 1.1 
Integration - Academic Talking to my professors 0.5 1.3 0.4 
Integration - Academic Getting help and information at school -1.4 1.5 0.5 
Integration - Academic Participating in class discussions -1.1 1.2 0.6 
Integration - Student Life Understanding college regulations -0.8 1.5 1.2 
Integration - Student Life Join a student club or organization -0.1 0.1 1.1 
Integration - Student Life Attend chapel, Bible study, or campus ministry event -0.4 0.5 0.8 
Social Support My parents' expectations of my grades -1.6 0.7 -0.4 
Social Support Making friends at school -1.2 0.0 0.2 
Social Support Getting along with family members 0.5 -0.2 0.3 
Social Support Talking to college staff -0.4 1.1 0.1 
Social Support Communicating concerns in your academic experience -1.2 1.5 0.1 
Time Management Keeping up with the required readings -1.5 1.7 0.2 
Time Management Getting papers done on time -2.1 1.9 -0.2 
Time Management Having multiple tests in the same week -2.0 1.9 -0.4 
Time Management Managing both school and work -2.1 1.0 -0.8 
Time Management Managing time effectively -1.9 1.6 0.1 
Time Management Finding time to study -2.0 1.4 -0.8 
Non-Academic Having enough money -0.5 0.6 0.6 

 
Although the development of many of these tasks could be associated with the general growth 

each student experiences as result of simply having more familiarity with the process, the feedback from 
PROSPER advisors corresponds with the areas where student development was most prominent. When 
asked what the weekly topics most often covered, Table 4 reflects the Advisor responses to this question 
(question 5) on the Advisor Feedback Survey. 
 
Table 4: Advisor response to question 5 on the Advisor Feedback Survey* 

Answer Response Count Percentage 
Questions on homework and tests 17 68% 
Asked for help getting connected with resources 16 64% 
Time management strategies 19 76% 
Study skills and study plan 19 76% 
Social support 10 40% 
Troubleshooting – problems with professor, faculty/staff unresponsiveness  14 56% 

*Note: What [topics] did you usually go over in your PROSPER meetings? Check all that apply 
 
Similarly, the responses to question 6 - ‘Which of the abilities did you notice the greatest 

improvement?’ affirms the results of the student self-efficacy survey, as seen in Table 5. 
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Table 5: Advisor response to question 6 on the Advisor Feedback Survey*  
Answer Response Count Percentage 
Questions on homework and tests 2 8% 
Awareness of non-academic responsibilities (financial aid, billing, work study) 4 16% 
Time management strategies 4 16% 
Study skills and study plan 5 20% 
Social engagement 0 0% 
Confidence, self-efficacy, and academic engagement 10 40% 

*Note: In which of the abilities did you notice the greatest improvement [for your advisee]? 
 

The PROSPER Scholar survey returned only eight satisfaction surveys which provides feedback 
with minimal reliability; for this reason it was excluded. However, during the final exam of the LA 105 
course, students composed essays on their growth through the PROSPER program. A selection of the 
responses are below: 

- I have noticed a great change in myself. I learned how to manage my time. As a student who 
didn't think her grades would get her into college, this is very important for me. 

- The concepts that we learned are beneficial outside of academics as well. Critical thinking will be 
a main focus when I begin my vocation of psychology. I will have to think of many different ways 
to help my patients. I will also need to manage time with my work schedule and patients. 

- This class made me get out of my comfort zone and try new things while thinking about why we 
tried them. I am very glad I took this class because it set me up for success. 

- LA 105 has taught me that critical thinking skills, presenting skills, and the skills for working 
with a team. [These skills] will help me achieve my goals in life. 

 
 
Discussion and Implications for Strategic Growth 
 
 The results of the study strongly suggest that the PROSPER program has had a meaningful 
impact on the students engaged in the program. Although the pilot group was limited in size, initially 30, 
the results when compared to an equally sized control group are undeniable. The students who engaged in 
the program performed at nearly 2/3 of a letter grade higher, which is always laudable but even more so 
when the specific performances are examined. Students who did not engage in the program were four 
times more likely to be on academic probation (46%) than those who participated (11.5%). The 
PROSPER scholars, whose academic preparedness was the same as the control group, attained nearly a 
C+ average. Furthermore, the results build upon the work of national scholars on the importance of 
accountability and relationship building between students and staff. The academic engagement of students 
in the program was significantly higher than the control group, missing class nearly half as often (nine 
absences compared to 16 for the control group), and recording 34 more visits to the Learning Resource 
Center. It stands to reason that those who would engage in PROSPER are predisposed to engagement in 
other support services. However, the random composition of this initial cohort refutes that supposition. 
With the prominence academic engagement has in retention and student success, every effort should be 
made to enhance student engagement; the PROSPER program has demonstrated that.  
 When looking at the missional fit of the University, the development of self-efficacy among 
PROSPER students, another strong predictor of retention and student success, warrants increased resource 
allocation to academic coaching. The weekly, individual meetings with each student contributed to the 
development of student confidence, reduced stress, and afforded students the opportunity to troubleshoot 
various academic, social, and personal challenges with the help of a mentor. It is generally assumed that 
the first year or two of any initiative is wrought with necessary adjustments so that within a few years the 
program will make improvements and become more effective in its purpose. The pilot group has 
demonstrated considerable success but that is not to deny growth opportunities. Further development over 
the next few years will continue to enhance this program. First, the PROSPER program should seek to 
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serve each student who is admitted at, or below, the admission criteria for the University. With a program 
class size nearly double the inaugural class, it is necessary to proportionally increase the number of 
PROSPER advisors to help serve these students. To increase the likelihood of student engagement in the 
program, the results from this year’s evaluation can be used to market its effectiveness to parents and 
students alike. The contrast between outcome scenarios should bolster the excitement of those engaging, 
whether voluntary or not. By increasing the inclusivity of PROSPER, it alleviates the logistical challenges 
that are inherent in a multi-departmental process of recruiting students to the program. Since participation 
in PROSPER is not contingent on availability, it allows for the PROSPER coordinator to recruit every 
eligible student. Similarly, with assurances all interested students can, and will, be welcomed into the 
program, the admission staff can confidently market to students early in the recruiting process, increasing 
the size of the program and fostering a culture of student success.  
 A second growth opportunity for the program is in tailoring the learning outcomes based upon a 
pre-semester inventory to identify significant psychosocial barriers between students and their success. 
Once those barriers are identified, the PROSPER coordinator can work with the assigned PROSPER 
advisor to prioritize the curriculum based upon the results of the inventory. Currently, the most effective 
inventories, as identified in contemporary literature, charge per student, per inventory which may restrict 
its implementation. Further research into alternatives and cost effective measures are needed to identify 
the most economical options to employ.  

With the missional direction of the University being focused on increasing ‘access and 
opportunity’ the imperative to increase institutional efforts on meeting the needs of under-prepared 
students is unequivocally cogent. The matriculation (access) of this population would be rather unethical 
if there were not substantial initiatives in place to afford these students the opportunity to be successful.  
Whereas efforts in other departments have been emerging, the impetus for enhancing current student 
success initiatives is now supported by data. The holistic approach of developing students in Mind, Body, 
and Spirit is encompassed in the curriculum and implementation of the PROSPER program. Any 
intentional and meaningful growth in this program will continue to faithfully build upon the work that has 
been done and can inherently foster a culture of success that permeates every level of student academic 
ability.  
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Abstract: Academic Entitlement (AE) is a belief held by students that they deserve high grades in 
school despite a lack of effort put forth into their work (Chowning & Campbell, 2009).  Although AE 
has become a major focus of conversation amongst higher education professionals, few studies have 
been published on this topic in relationship to student retention and success. The purpose of this 
study was to examine the relationship between academic performance and AE. Two college student 
groups were utilized in this research (n = 311): those who were considered to be academically at-risk 
and those who were considered to be academically non-at-risk. Results included academically at-risk 
students scoring significantly higher on AE than the non-at-risk group, with AE being negatively 
correlated with GPA.  
 
 
Introduction 
 

Academic entitlement (AE) has recently become a controversial issue among higher education 
professionals (e.g., podcasts, YouTube videos, commentary posted on the Chronicle of Higher Education 
website). According to Greenberger, Lessard, Chen, and Farruggia (2008), AE is characterized by student 
demands for high marks despite putting forth an amount of effort that warrants lower grades. And 
although it is a term that has been bandied about in the media, AE has received only minimal scholarly 
attention. Yet this attitude has been speculated to be the cause of inappropriate student behaviors such as 
expressing anger or being rude to the instructor, talking on a cell phone or sleeping during lecture, having 
side conversations with other students during class (Mellor, 2011) and disregarding mandatory campus 
events (Kopp & Finney, 2013), to name a few.  These inappropriate behaviors present significant 
obstacles to teaching and learning, which limits instructor effectiveness.  And, in this age of high stakes 
testing and faculty accountability, it is clear that additional information on student attitudes towards 
education and achievement would benefit educators. 
 
 
Academic Entitlement Literature 
 

Professors have been noting incidences in the AE literature based upon personal experience 
(Dubovsky, 1986).  The following comment, shared by an academically at-risk undergraduate who was 
enrolled in one of the researcher’s courses, is an example of what is considered to be academically 
entitled behavior.  Not only is disrespect towards the instructor exhibited, but also evident is the student’s 
disregard for course assignments and learning environment, as this comment was included in an assigned 
paper addressing the student’s utilization of study skills: 
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I see this assignment as busy work and a total waste of time. The other night I played Call of 
Duty instead of studying for a test and still got a B. […] if you [instructor’s name] plan on giving 
me a bad grade because I don’t agree with anything you have had us do; then you are a miserable 
person who only wishes to tick everybody off.  

This and similar behaviors can be the source of aggravation and stress for many professors and can be 
especially frustrating for those who invest a great deal of time and energy in working to optimize the 
learning process for students.   
 
The Need for Future Research on AE 

Although there appears to be a growing sense of entitlement in the current generation (Singleton-
Jackson, Jackson, & Reinhardt, 2010; Singleton-Jackson, Jackson, & Reinhardt, 2011), few studies have 
been conducted on AE specifically. According to Singleton-Jackson et al. (2011), research still needs to 
be conducted on the accurate defining, measuring, and understanding of AE’s role in student academic 
success.  Little is known about its influence on student learning or academic performance.  In fact, a 
Boolean search for “academic entitlement” in peer-reviewed journals via EBSCOhost yielded just over a 
dozen entries. And of these studies, a small minority has actually addressed the relationship between AE 
and student academic performance (Greenberger et al., 2008; Jackson et al., 2011).  

 
The History of AE 

Entitlement was first placed within an academic context by Dubovsky (1986) who taught medical 
students.  Kopp, Zinn, Finney, and Jurich (2011) built their research upon Dubovsky’s, along with 
Achacoso’s (2002), Chowning and Campbell’s (2009), Greenberger et al.’s (2008), Hersh and Merrow’s 
(2005), and Shelley’s (2005).  Kopp et al. (2011) conceptualized academically entitled students as holding 
beliefs that: 1) students “deserve to learn” and that learning should not be strenuous; 2) students should 
not have to be proactive in gathering information for greater knowledge; rather, the professor is 
responsible for that; 3) any learning-related problems are not due to the deficiencies of the student, but 
rather, are due to deficiencies of the academic domain, the instructor, etc.; 4) students should be able to 
dictate the policies made by the instructor for the course; and 5) since students pay to be at the university, 
they have a right to certain grades.  These behaviors present obstacles to the learning process and reflect 
attitudes within the academic environment. 

Clearly, students’ attitudes influence their learning (Greenberger et al., 2008; Hsieh, Sullivan, & 
Guerra, 2007; Jackson, Singleton-Jackson, & Frey, 2011; Pino & Smith, 2004; Singleton-Jackson et al., 
2011) and we measure their learning by their earned grades and their GPAs.  Thus, it was surprising that 
Greenberger et al. (2008) found no statistically significant relationship between AE values and GPA.  
However, other researchers have found a relationship between AE and other academic and gender-related 
variables.  Hartman (2012) discovered that male students experienced an increase in AE during the latter 
half of their college careers while female students experienced a decline during that same period.  Taking 
into consideration the studies conducted by Greenberger et al. (2008) and Hartman (2012), it appears that 
the relationship between AE and GPA has only been minimally researched and, thus, warrants further 
exploration.  This study will extend both Hartman’s (2012) and Greenberger et al.’s (2008) research to 
determine if AE and GPA are significantly related to one another.  

 
AE and Millennials  

In addition to the research cited above, several studies (Achacoso, 2002; Chowning & Campbell, 
2009; Greenberger et al., 2008; Hartman, 2012; Kopp et al., 2011) have been conducted that explored AE 
levels within the current cohort of college students, termed the Millennial Generation.  Millennials are 
generally considered to be individuals who were born between the years of 1982 and 2009 (Alexander & 
Sysko, 2011), although these boundary years vary slightly in the literature.  Although Millennials have 
been acknowledged as having a variety of specific strengths, such as appreciating teamwork in the 
classroom, being adept at using technology, desiring social connectedness, and devotion to specific 
supervisors as opposed to organizations (Alexander & Sysko, 2011; McGlynn, 2008; Papp, 2010), they 
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have also been called hedonistic, narcissistic (Alexander & Sysko, 2011), entitled, and unhappy (Twenge, 
2006).  One of the aims of this study is to further explore how academic entitlement manifests and is 
related to the academic performance of this generation of college students.  The majority of participants 
polled in the current study can be classified as Millennials, which makes this research important to 
consider. 

 According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2012), 68% of individuals aged 16-24 attended 
college in 2011; this translates roughly into 12.8 million students.  All of these individuals can be 
categorized as members of the Millennial population.  Millennials, like other generations, may be drawn 
towards pursuing a degree in higher education for reasons that include earning higher salaries over the 
course of their lifetimes as well as acquiring the skills necessary to fulfill certain job requirements 
(Carnevale, Strohl, & Melton, 2012).  Even though many individuals aspire to obtain an advanced degree, 
not all students will actually complete their degree programs.  Many will either drop out completely or 
drop back in the number of hours attempted each semester.  Others may earn failing grades in their 
coursework that will result in academic probation (James & Graham, 2010).  And, not surprisingly, 
researchers have found that students who are on probation have a much lower likelihood of graduating 
from college than those whose performance is above the threshold for probationary status (Mathies, 
Gardner, & Webber Bauer, 2006). 

In order to help this current generation of college students, many universities have established 
retention programs. Specifically, the purpose of such programs is to help students with low grades 
become more successful academically.  Although such programs exist, James and Graham (2010) argued 
that determining exactly which interventions are useful in helping students succeed is not an easy task.  
Furthermore, Trombley (2000) stated that many retention programs implement interventions despite 
having only a limited understanding of their students.  The aim of the current study is to explore the 
relationship between academic performance and AE, which may be of particular interest to retention 
program personnel. 

 
Contributors to AE 

Researchers have not yet reached a consensus as to what has led to the “AE movement”.  Some 
believe that parenting practices (Greenberger et al., 2008) and the self-esteem era (Twenge, 2006) may 
have contributed to students developing AE.  Others speculate that professors who give higher grades 
than what students deserve in the hopes of receiving positive teaching evaluations (Lippmann, Bulanda, & 
Wagenaar, 2009) could have contributed to this AE issue. Interestingly, some researchers have found AE 
to be associated with low self-esteem (Greenberger at al., 2008), while others have found just the opposite 
(Baer & Cheryomukhin, 2011.  Additionally, Kopp et al. (2011) found that an external locus of control is 
more likely to be found in those who are academically entitled.  Low self-esteem has been associated with 
external locus of control in previous studies (Man & Devisse, 1987). These findings may make one 
wonder: Are academically entitled students created as a result of parenting, professors, self-esteem or 
locus of control issues? Although some of these questions are beyond the scope of this article, the results 
of the current study may provide a foundation for future research in these areas. 
 
 
Purpose 

 
Increasing student retention is the goal of many universities.  Students who do not make 

satisfactory grades may face academic probation, suspension, or dismissal.  The purpose of this study was 
to provide a foundation for empirically investigating the relationship between AE and academic success. 
With academic entitlement being such a controversial issue, the researchers thought it would be important 
to explore in greater depth the relationship between AE and Grade Point Average (GPA), while also 
comparing at-risk students with non-at-risk ones.  The results of this research may increase the awareness 
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of AE for many university personnel, including retention staff, faculty, and administrators, who work on a 
daily basis to assist college students at every level.  
 
 
Methods 
 
Participants 

This study took place during the Spring 2013 semester.  Volunteers were obtained using 
purposive sampling and included undergraduates from a medium-sized public university in the 
Southeastern United States.  After the IRB office approved the study, the researchers asked the retention 
program coordinator for permission to poll her academic readmission students, which would comprise the 
academically at-risk group.  The researchers also asked a psychology instructor for permission to poll the 
introductory psychology students, which would comprise the non-at-risk student sample. Once the 
researchers received permission to proceed, psychology students were able to enroll in the study through 
SONA, a software program that is used to manage subject pools.  The academic readmission students 
were sent the link via Blackboard, a site that is used to manage college courses. Both sets of groups could 
access a link that routed them to Qualtrics, an online software program where data can be collected for 
research purposes. Once in Qualtrics, students viewed the informed consent documents, gave their 
permission to participate, and completed the survey and demographics questionnaire. After participating, 
their instructors allotted them either course credit or extra credit, depending on the course. The 
researchers then obtained students’ cumulative GPA’s by running a report in the university’s SAP system, 
a student management database. 

Next, student identification numbers were checked to make sure a student did not take the survey 
twice, in case they were enrolled in both a psychology course and an academic readmission program 
course.  If a student took the survey twice, his or her first set of scores were kept while the second set of 
scores were eliminated from the analysis.  Additionally, if students’ cumulative resident GPA was 2.0 or 
above prior to the spring 2013 semester, their responses were placed in the academically non-at-risk 
category; if their GPA was below 2.0, their responses were placed in the academically at-risk category.  

 
Instrumentation 

The Academic Entitlement Questionnaire (AEQ), designed by Kopp et al. (2011), is a self-report 
assessment that was designed to measure AE.  The AEQ is comprised of eight items, which can be rated 
on a seven-point Likert-type scale that ranges from 1, “Strongly Disagree,” to 7, “Strongly Agree.”  
Statements included those such as, “I am a product of my environment.  Therefore, if I do poorly in class, 
it is not my fault,” “It is the professor’s responsibility to make it easy for me to succeed,” and “Because I 
pay tuition, I deserve passing grades” (Kopp et al., 2011, 125-126).  The AEQ has been recognized as 
having desirable reliability (coefficient omega = .81, .84, Kopp et al., 2011; w = .83, .84, Kopp & Finney, 
2013) and validity (R^2 for both samples varied between .21 and .60, Kopp et al., 2011; k = .29, p<.01, 
Kopp & Finney, 2013).  

The demographics questionnaire contained questions regarding age, ethnicity, and gender.  
Additional information, including number of attempted and completed credit hours, in addition to GPA, 
was also obtained. This information is important to know when comparing the at-risk group versus the 
non-at-risk group and is also helpful to consider for future studies and post-hoc analyses.  Little research 
has been conducted on the relationship between AE and these variables, hence the reason for collecting 
this data.  

 
Research Hypotheses 
Several research hypotheses were explored in this study including: 
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RQ1: Is there a significant difference between at-risk and non-at-risk students for  
 AE? 
RQ2a: Is there a significant relationship between academic performance and AE for non-at-risk 

students? 
RQ2b: Is there a significant relationship between academic performance and AE for at-risk 

students? 
RQ2c: Is there a significant relationship between academic performance and AE for all students? 

 
Results 

Three hundred eighty-five responses were initially obtained. Of those responses, 165 at-risk and 
146 non-at-risk were kept, for a total of 311 responses. The other responses were not used, due to either 
duplicates (e.g., students being enrolled in both courses and taking the survey twice) or not completing 
the entire survey. The average age of the academically at-risk students was 22.05 years, while the average 
age of the non-at-risk students was 19 years. Demographic information for both groups is displayed, in 
Table 1. 
 
Table 1: Demographic information for academically at-risk and non-at-risk students. 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
     At-Risk         Non-At-Risk 
     (n=165)            (n=146) 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
Gender 

% Male    59.4  20.5 
% Female   40.6  79.5 

 
Race 
 % African American   30.3   15.1 
 % Asian    2.4  0.7 
 % Caucasian   61.8  78.1 
 % Latino/Latina   0.6  2.1 
 % Middle-Eastern   0.6  1.4 

% Other    4.2  2.7 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
GPA and credit hours are displayed for both groups in Table 2. 
 
Table 2: GPA and credit hours for academically at-risk and non-at-risk students as of fall 2013.  
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

At-Risk         Non-At-Risk 
     (n=165)  (n=146) 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
GPA 

Mean Cumulative   1.52  3.05  
Range    0.00-1.99  2.00-4.00 
Standard Deviation   0.46  0.59 

 
Credit hours 
 Mean Resident Hours Attempted 76.62  39.9 
  Range   24-198  24-165 
  Standard Deviation  34.92  23.17 
 

Mean Resident Hours Completed 57.84  38.52 
 Range    3-165  19-158 
 Standard Deviation  30.71  21.06 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Research Questions Analysis 
Hypothesis 1   

A significant difference was expected between academically at-risk and non-at-risk college 
students for AE.  An independent samples t-test revealed that there was a significant difference, t(309)=-
2.610, p= .009, between academically at-risk and non-at-risk students for this construct. Non-at-risk 
students scored lower (M=25.47, SD=6.69) than at-risk students (M=27.59, SD = 7.58) on AE. 
Confidence intervals were fairly narrow and ranged from -0.52 to -3.73. 
 
Hypothesis 2a 

A significant correlation was expected between academic performance and AE for non-at-risk 
students.  A Pearson product-moment correlation revealed that there was not a significant correlation 
between these two variables, r = -.101, p>.05. 
   
Hypothesis 2b 

A significant correlation was expected between academic performance and AE for academically 
at-risk students.  A Pearson product-moment correlation analysis revealed that there was not a significant 
correlation between these two variables, r = .048, p>.05.  
 
Hypothesis 2c 

A significant correlation was expected between academic performance and AE for all students.  A 
Pearson product-moment correlation analysis revealed that there was a significant correlation between AE 
and GPA for all students, r = -.150, p<.01. 
 
 
Discussion 
 
AE and Academic Standing 

The results of this study show that academically at-risk students scored significantly higher on 
AE than non-at-risk students. Taking into consideration the literature that has been written on AE, one 
could arrive at the conclusion that these results indicate that academically at-risk students may, therefore, 
be more likely to maintain and express academically entitled beliefs and behaviors than non-at-risk 
students.  

According to Kopp et al.’s (2011) conceptualization of AE, academically entitled students believe 
that they have a right to an education and that this process should not be taxing; that their instructors are 
in charge of disseminating information to them, thereby making the students passive learners; that issues 
which arise in learning are not the students’ fault but instead, are the fault of the institution, educators, 
etc.; that students should be given the power to amend course policies created by their professors; and, 
last, that they are owed certain grades since they are paying for their education.  The results of the current 
study indicate that academically at-risk students may be more likely to maintain these AE-laden beliefs. 

Additionally, some researchers (Chowning & Campbell, 2009) propose that AE is linked to 
uncivil student behaviors.  Mellor (2011) conceptualized such behaviors as expressing boredom in class, 
acting in a rude or angry manner towards the instructor, speaking at inappropriate times with classmates 
or talking on the phone, sleeping, exiting the classroom without permission, using technology 
inappropriately, and/or trying to negotiate higher grades with the instructor in a discourteous fashion.  The 
current study sheds light on the issue that academically-at-risk students may be more inclined to 
participate in such behaviors than their non-at-risk peers, although future research should be conducted in 
this area.  

No matter whether a student is considered to be academically at-risk-or non-at-risk, however, 
academically entitled student behaviors can be a cause of concern for faculty and staff who truly want to 
help students navigate their way successfully through college.  Furthermore, knowing that academically 
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at-risk students may have a greater likelihood of being academically entitled could help university 
personnel focus AE-reduction behavior strategies more frequently on academically-at-risk student groups 
than on non-at-risk students.  Additionally, universities may also want to offer AE-related coping strategy 
workshops for faculty and staff who are unsure of how to work with academically entitled students. 

 
AE and Academic Performance 

In the second hypothesis, the researchers predicted that there would be a significant correlation 
between academic performance and AE for both academically at-risk and non-at-risk students. When AE 
and GPA were correlated for each group separately, no significant correlation was found; however, when 
students from each group were combined into one, the researchers did find a small yet significant 
relationship between these variables. Besides the argument that this result was due to an increase in power 
associated with an increase in the number of participants, several potential explanations exist as to why 
this relationship may occur.   

 
AE as a Coping Strategy used to Inflate Grades 

The researchers speculate that AE may be a coping strategy used more frequently by 
academically at-risk students in an attempt to protect their GPA.  This strategy would make sense, as 
students with higher grades would not necessarily need to negotiate grades with their instructors as 
frequently as academically at-risk students.  Academically at-risk students, however, may feel as though 
they are dangerously close to not getting the grades that they need to graduate or even remain at the 
university for an extended period of time.  Intense negotiations may be effective in persuading professors 
to give into demands made by such students.  As Lippmann et al. (2009) suggested, some instructors may 
even inflate student grades in an effort to maintain positive teaching evaluations.  Thus, AE may be an 
effective coping strategy for students attempting to get their academic needs of a higher GPA met.  This 
strategy may therefore decrease the GPA gap between academically at-risk and non-at-risk students, 
making it seem as though there is just a small relationship between AE and GPA when, in fact, it may 
actually be a larger relationship that is hidden by grade inflation. 

Alternatively, one could explain the small yet significant relationship between AE and GPA as 
implying that although some students attempt to negotiate higher grades with their instructors, this does 
not mean that their attempts are effective in increasing their grades substantially.  Instructors may witness 
AE-related opinions and behaviors but refuse to give in to these students’ demands.  This would indicate 
that, although persistent, academically entitled students are not necessarily effective in negotiating higher 
GPA’s.  If this explanation is true, students may benefit from being informed that this strategy is 
ineffective.  Perhaps being educated on how AE is defined and expressed in the classroom may help some 
students realize that this behavior is not actually helpful in increasing their GPA. 

It is important to consider, however, that a crucial piece to this AE-GPA relationship is that 
professors are in charge of changing student grades.  Knowing whether or not professors agree to increase 
grades more frequently for academically entitled students could help researchers further explore whether 
or not there is a significant relationship between AE and GPA in the future. 
 
AE is a Coping/Identity-protection Strategy 

The results of this study indicate that at-risk students are more likely to score higher on AE than 
non-at-risk students, and thereby, may potentially express AE beliefs in the classroom. Could this 
potentially be less related to wanting a higher grade and rather, to wanting to “save face” by preserving a 
more positive identity? This identity preservation strategy may be important not just to protect how the 
students are perceived by others, but also to themselves.  In other words, perhaps AE is really related 
more to self-confidence and self-esteem issues and less to one’s grades. This idea is supported by the 
results of previous studies.  For example, Greenberger et al. (2008) found that AE was associated with 
low self-esteem.  Falling below important university GPA standards may make academically at-risk 
students in particular feel embarrassed, distressed, or angry about their own academic performance.  
Instead of giving in to those negative feelings, however, academically entitled students may attempt to 
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turn either their own attention or their instructors’ away from this issue by placing blame elsewhere. This 
would make sense, as research shows that Millennials in particular feel tremendous pressure to succeed 
(Twenge, 2006).  

Additionally, one may want to consider Kopp et al.’s (2011) discovery that those who score 
higher on AE are also more likely to have an external locus of control.  With external locus of control 
having been linked to low self-esteem in previous research (Man & Devisse, 1987), it may be the case 
that those who are more academically-entitled feel that they have less control over their grades.  When 
these grades are threatened, the academically entitled students attribute their low grades to an entity 
outside of themselves, such as their instructor or university.  Thus, AE could be a strategy that appears to 
be used by individuals solely for grades but actually is a “mask” worn to protect themselves from feeling 
insecure and powerless. 

Obviously there is more territory that should be explored between the research areas cited above.  
The discrepancy between Greenberger et al.’s (2008) and Baer and Cheryomukhin’s (2011) results as 
well as the results of the current study indicate that the relationship between AE, self-esteem, external 
locus of control, and GPA warrant further exploration. 
 
 
Limitations 

 
The findings from this study should be interpreted with caution, as there are several important 

factors to consider when interpreting these results.  First, the participants in this study were from just one 
university, located in the Southern U.S.  These students may have had their own particular qualities that 
make the results less applicable to other college student groups. Another potential limitation is that 
participants willingly volunteered to take the assessments.  This tendency to volunteer may also mean that 
these students have other qualities that could influence the results in ways that are unknown to the 
researcher.  

Additionally, the data were acquired using self-report procedures. This process may be inherently 
problematic, as some participants may be unwilling to report their accurate thoughts and feelings.  These 
fears may be due to either not wanting to be perceived as dissatisfied with their lives or to being 
academically entitled.  

Third, course-related credits were offered to the participants by the researcher to take part in this 
study.  These incentives may have attracted students to the study who may not have participated 
otherwise.  Last, even though the AEQ (Kopp et al., 2011) has been shown to be both valid and reliable 
(Kopp et al., 2011; Kopp & Finney, 2013), this assessment is still a relatively new assessment of AE.   

 
 

Recommendations for Future Research 
 

The results of this study indicate that academically at-risk students may have a greater tendency 
toward expressing academically entitled beliefs than non-at-risk students.  This information is valuable in 
that it can provide a foundation for educators and other university personnel to begin developing 
education programs that are geared towards reducing AE-behaviors in academically-at-risk student 
groups. These programs may take the form of either workshops for faculty and staff who are unsure of 
how to work with academically entitled students, as well as educating college students themselves in how 
AE is defined and conceptualized as being quite negative. 

Second, the results from this study indicate that the relationship between AE and GPA is still 
nebulous.  If AE truly is an effective strategy in negotiating higher GPA’s, then it would be beneficial for 
students to receive education to this effect. Future research should be conducted not only on AE and its 
relationship to GPA, but also on whether or not instructors actually inflate grades when encountering 
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academically entitled students. Knowing the professor’s exact role in AE could provide a missing piece to 
this puzzle.   

Last, a discrepancy was found between Greenberger et al.’s (2008) and Baer and Cheryomukhin’s 
(2011) analysis of the relationship between AE and self-esteem.  Are students who score high in AE also 
more likely to have high self-esteem?  Do academically at-risk students score higher on AE assessments 
because of low self-efficacy levels or an external locus of control?  These ambiguities highlight the 
importance of exploring the relationship between AE, external locus of control, self-esteem, and academic 
performance in the academically at-risk population.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 The current study highlighted the importance of developing a greater understanding of 
academically entitled students, particularly the academically at-risk population. Knowing that some of 
these academically at-risk students may be wearing a “mask”—a quality that appears to be AE but could 
potentially be something deeper—may also illuminate the need to understand these individuals on a 
deeper level than purely a stereotypical label of being “entitled, low performing students”.  Future 
research should be conducted on AE and its relationship to stress coping, external locus of control, self-
efficacy, and specific demographic variables.  Conducting additional research on these variables could 
help university faculty and staff understand how to help academically at-risk students in particular reach 
their full potential. 
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Abstract: The Gannon University Writing & Research Center and STEM Center, traditionally 
offering one-on-one consultation and tutoring to support coursework across campus, each began an 
initiative in Fall 2015 aimed at supporting students in certain historically difficult courses. The 
Gannon University CHESSMate program was initiated to increase retention of conditionally 
accepted students. Through embedded peer mentorship and supplemental sessions, CHESSMate 
aims to foster academic engagement and reinforce learning outcomes in the humanities core related 
to critical thinking, reading, abstract reasoning, and writing and research skills. Two sections of 
history were pre-filled with a blind mix of conditional and non-conditional students, who were 
mandated to attend seven sessions. Grades increased for both conditional and regular-admit students 
in CHESSMate. The Gannon University STEM-PASS (Peer Assisted Study Scheme) initiative, 
derived from Supplemental Instruction, is centered around peer tutors facilitating extra-help 
recitations in traditionally difficult courses. After its first semester, professors' Drop/Fail/Withdraw 
(D/F/X) rates decreased by an average of 5% running STEM-PASS or SI for a given course, but 9.1% 
for professors strictly requiring STEM-PASS attendance.  Specific highlights include reducing the 
D/F/X rate by 16.4% in a Calculus 1 course, and reducing the D/F/X rate to zero in a Physics 1 course. 
 
 
Introduction 

STEM-PASS 
Supplemental Instruction (SI), from which STEM-PASS (Science, Technology, Engineering, & 

Mathematics-Peer Assisted Study Scheme) was derived, is a non-remedial, peer-led academic support 
program that offers voluntary extra-help recitations to all students in a targeted course. SI has been shown 
to increase student performance (Peterfreund, Rath, Xenos, & Bayliss, 2008) and retention (Terrion & 
Daoust, 2011). Of specific note, a key feature of STEM-PASS included from SI is that it targets 
bottleneck courses, which traditionally carry an elevated risk of student failure, poor performance, or 
incompletion. This is in contrast to approaches and services that are offered to specific at-risk students. 
Another key feature of SI is that attendance is optional, allowing students to choose for themselves 
whether or not to attend sessions without any direct bearing on their course grade. Conversely, STEM-
PASS recognizes that the students who may benefit most from these sessions may be less likely to attend 
voluntarily. Therefore, it is structured so that attendance may be mandatory (that is, graded in some 
fashion) if faculty teaching targeted courses desire such a requirement for their students. 

CHESSMate 
With college enrollment rates decreasing, institutions of higher learning are more often admitting 

students with diverse backgrounds and learning experiences. On one hand, the desire to increase 
enrollment has provided the opportunity for students who may not otherwise qualify for admission to 
attain a college degree. The wider net college admissions casts enables those students who may not have 
been highly participative in their secondary education to gain a new footing in college. This population is 
granted “Conditional” admit status. Traditionally, the conditionally admitted student is an individual who 
is a first-year student that has not adequately met the university’s GPA and/or ACT score requirements 
(Heaney & Fisher, 2011). 
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The conditionally admitted student is often identified by a variety of factors most often including, 
though not limited to: being male, being part of a minority group, being a first-generation student and 
having, on average, a family income that is 10,000 dollars less than the average annual family income 
(Heaney & Fisher, 2011).  Conditionally admitted students are also “more likely to be basic writers and 
readers, evidenced in part by English ACT scores that average between 1 and 3 points below those of 
regularly admitted students” (Heaney & Fisher, 2011, p. 64). Another quality that often identifies a 
conditionally admitted student is a lack of confidence in academic settings which lead the conditionally 
admitted student to need additional help and support in cultivating behaviors and habits that promote 
scholastic success, as noted by Kinzie et al., as cited in (Heaney & Fisher, 2011). 

 
 

Background 

STEM-PASS 
Supplemental Instruction, in various forms, has been implemented on and off by different units 

within Gannon University, most recently by the Dean of the Morosky College of Health Professions and 
Sciences (MCHPS) in the Spring 2014 semester, who funded SI for three professors' sections of different 
courses: one in mathematics, one in chemistry, and one in biology. Over the course of three semesters, the 
mathematics SI implementation rotated between Calculus 1 and Calculus 2, and similarly, the chemistry 
implementation rotated between General Chemistry 1 and General Chemistry 2, while the biology 
implementation covered Introductory Microbiology each semester.   

Previously, Gannon University operated several different tutorial units: the Math Center, Writing 
Center, Speech Communication Center, and Tutoring Center. The Tutoring Center was responsible for 
support in courses not linked with the other three units. To begin the Fall 2015 semester, Gannon 
University unveiled a new STEM Center unit, which permanently combined the Math Center, STEM-
related and business-related responsibilities of the Tutoring Center (each of the three units responsible for 
providing free one-on-one tutoring consultations to any University student), as well as the MCHPS SI 
initiative. The STEM Center was staffed by one director, and no other staff or employees other than 
student tutors, though was supported by a new endowed fund created primarily to expand SI to other 
courses. 

As part of the transition, SI was rebranded as STEM-PASS: Science, Technology, Engineering, & 
Mathematics-Peer Assisted Study Scheme, in part to give the initiative a less generic-sounding moniker, 
but also to specifically respect the marked differences between Gannon's SI and traditional SI, inclusive 
of potential additional future variations. Like SI (The International Center for Supplemental Instruction, 
2016), the purpose of STEM-PASS is to improve student performance in targeted course sections, by 
increasing course grades and decreasing the percentage of students who drop, fail, or withdraw from the 
course (D/F/X rate).  

STEM-PASS is currently amidst a planned, two to three year pilot phase, where details of 
program structure are expected to evolve. Significant leeway is given to faculty with respect to these 
details at the individual course level, such as how to grade attendance, if at all. Also, a variety of courses 
have been sought out as targets for STEM-PASS implementation, as opposed to focusing efforts on a 
smaller number of easily-identifiable bottleneck courses. 

CHESSMate 
As Gannon University continues to extend admission to Conditional students, the hope is the 

Conditional students will “find their niche” and thus succeed at the university with minimal intervention. 
Retention statistics prove this is not the case. In fact, Gannon only retains 40% of Conditional admits. 
Herein lies the ethical issue with admitting students virtually unprepared for the rigors of higher learning, 
a dilemma compounded by a lack of strategic support to facilitate success. Fortunately, the current 
emphasis on retention, combined with the widespread humanities crisis, has pushed higher education 
administration to support creative programming geared at retaining specific populations. At Gannon 
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University, the STEM-PASS program was successfully attacking deficits in STEM courses; what we 
needed was a program that addressed the DFX/W rates in the College of Humanities, Education and 
Social Sciences (CHESS). Conditional students, in particular, were suffering in required liberal core 
CHESS courses. 

In the fall of 2015, the Advising Center initiated an intrusive coaching and engagement program 
entitled STEP (Success through Engagement and Participation), which required conditional students to 
participate. CHESSMate, which had been struggling to find funding, launched as a component of STEP 
and piloted with a modified SI platform, targeting conditional students and their specific disparities. 

While it is tempting to identify any embedded tutoring strategy as Supplemental Instruction, it is 
important to note distinctive differences. SI characteristically “Targets courses that are considered high-
risk for failure, academically rigorous gateway courses for academic majors, or historically difficult 
upper-division courses” (Arendale, 2004, p. 32).  While the careful selection of these historically 
challenging courses within the liberal core is indeed central to CHESSMate, the program’s main focus is 
to target the at-risk students who register for a particular course. These students are grouped together in 
the selected CHESSMate course and comprise the collaborative learning cohort for that course. Each 
cohort is assigned a Course Mentor to guide the structured learning assistance sessions. These sessions 
will supplement the regular classes held during the week. 

In keeping with the objectives of well-established Structured Learning Assistance (SLA) 
programs, CHESSMate strives to:  

Build a cohort community of students that is academically oriented and a source of peer 
support…advocate the interests of the cohort…monitor their academic progress and adjustment to 
the environment…provide the cohort with ongoing adjunct instructional sessions that promote 
development of cognitive and metacognitive learning strategies needed for independent learning.  
(Arendale, 2004, p. 33) 
 
 

Methodology 

STEM-PASS 
Target course sections were identified by the STEM Center director with input from department 

chairs, and selected only with full support of faculty teaching those courses.  STEM-PASS tutors were 
hired by the STEM Center director, with varying degrees of input from facilitating faculty.  In most per-
course STEM-PASS implementations, tutors received an A (or A+) in the applicable course, often with 
the same faculty. In a small number of implementations, tutors were selected based upon success in other 
higher-level courses determined to equate to preparedness to work with the applicable course.  For several 
implementations, faculty recommended specific students who were generally hired, provided they were 
interested in the full scope of the position. Tutors were paid at a rate slightly over $9 per hour, 25% more 
than the $7.25 minimum wage that most student employees earned across campus. 

In general, tutors were expected to run three one-hour extra-help recitations per week, sit in on 
three hours per week of the course section's (or sections') lectures, and spend about two additional hours 
per week in preparation for the recitations, though there were variations in these numbers, generally due 
to faculty preferences, inability to hire a highly-qualified tutor that could fully attend all course lectures, 
and sharing of tutors between multiple faculty's sections in a small number of implementations.  
Attendance was tracked at each recitation by the tutor, and relayed to the STEM Center and faculty for 
purposes of official tracking (and grading, if required by the faculty).  Tutors themselves set the weekly 
schedule at the start of the semester, in consideration of student preferences as indicated through an online 
poll provided by the STEM Center. 

Given general unit resource limitations beyond funds to pay tutors for delivering the fundamental 
components of STEM-PASS, tutors did not receive initial or ongoing training with respect to delivering 
STEM-PASS or tutoring in general, and tutors were not evaluated on their recitation delivery, or 
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otherwise supervised.  However, it also must be noted that the STEM Center Director received no 
complaints about STEM-PASS delivery at any point, from students, faculty, or other stakeholders. 

Unlike traditional SI (The International Center for Supplemental Instruction, 2016), attendance 
was required in some course sections, or required if certain conditions were not met; however, it was up 
to the individual faculty to define these parameters in their syllabi, including specific impact upon course 
grade. In general, required attendance was defined as attending a certain number of total recitations per 
semester or attending at least one recitation per week throughout the semester. Conditional attendance 
schemes involved waiving the requirement in full for students who received a sufficiently high grade on 
an initial diagnostic test or temporarily for students who received a sufficiently high grade on the most 
recent course exam. The temporary attendance requirement waiver was good until the next course exam. 
In one instance, faculty allowed students to opt-in to graded STEM-PASS attendance. Additionally, while 
traditional SI relies heavily on redirection and similar strategies to continually engage students, this type 
of delivery was not specifically expected of the facilitating tutors, nor was it encouraged as a primary 
strategy.  Given potentially required attendance, there was instead necessary emphasis on providing a 
forum for productive open question-and-answer sessions, or facilitating recitations at least in part guided 
by worksheets that students were asked to complete (or at least attempt) in advance. Further, tutor 
attendance and participation in class lectures varied between implementations. In one implementation, the 
tutor did not attend class (instead, offering additional recitations), while in most, the tutor's role was 
almost exclusively as an observer.  In some implementations, the tutor would actively assist the faculty, 
by helping check students' in-class work and answering questions. See Appendix A for specific metrics 
pertaining to STEM-PASS sections. 

CHESSMate 
The CHESSMate program aims to foster academic engagement and reinforce learning outcomes 

related to Critical Thinking and Reading, Logical and Abstract Reasoning, and Writing and Research 
Skills. Through collaborative learning, embedded peer mentorship and supplemental sessions, students 
will develop insightful connections to material in the CHESS liberal core.  

The CHESSMate program operates based on three fundamental objectives: improving the 
academic experiences of students enrolled in the CHESSMate course, assisting faculty in their endeavors 
to teach key skills in historically challenging “gateway” courses, and facilitating a sense of community 
and peer support in the classroom and at the university level. Each goal has varied strategies and 
measured outcomes. See Appendix B for strategies and measures for each of the goals. 

Western Carolina University conducted a study analyzing student perceptions of cooperative 
learning initiatives. The questionnaire indicates that students typically have higher anxiety about 
collaborative learning when they believe their grades will reflect this collaboration. While “student 
perceptions of the individual cooperative learning techniques were [generally] favorable,” student 
perceptions of “shared grades…and auditorium seating” were unfavorable (Phipps, Phipps, Kask, &  
Higgins, 2001, p. 18). 

CHESSMate anticipates that by using collaborative learning in supplemental sessions led by a 
Course Mentor, rather than exclusively in regularly scheduled class sessions, students will be more open 
to collaboration when their individual grades are not directly influenced by “group work.” By setting up 
the collaboration as tutoring that supplements their progress in the linked CHESSMate course, students 
will be encouraged to see the benefits of collaboration without their grade being directly impacted. 
Collaboration within the supplemental sessions was framed as a means of helping one another attain 
autonomous academic success, rather than as a way of “sharing” outcomes with other cohort members. 

August, Hurtado, Wimsatt and Dey (2002) conducted a similar study through the National Center 
for Postsecondary Improvement (NCPI). The study collected two surveys from both students and faculty 
at seven different universities in order to determine “attitudes, beliefs, and experiences regarding the use 
of non-traditional pedagogies such as active learning, collaborative/cooperative learning, and the 
encouragement of student participation and involvement in the learning experience” (August et al., 2002, 
p. 2).  
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The results indicate that students and faculty generally agree on the “value and desirability” of 
these nontraditional approaches, but disagree substantially on how often these methods are actually 
employed: “Overall, faculty believe they foster an interactive, participative classroom environment much 
more frequently than students believe this occurs” (August et al., 2002, p. 14). In order to close this 
disparity, they suggest being “more transparent in our pedagogy, more explicit about our intentions and 
methods, and stating clearly our expectations and learning goals,” and assessing “as realistically as 
possible, whether from our students’ perspective we are in fact doing what we say we are” (August et al., 
2002, p. 21). 

The Course Mentor is a key component of each CHESSMate course’s design. The faculty mentor 
creates the course with the supplemental sessions in mind; thus, his/her lessons and mentor sessions with 
the cohort are mutually supportive and intended to meaningfully reinforce one another. Rather than 
maintaining a traditionally rigid structure of teacher as authoritarian figure, CHESSMate faculty mentors 
promote the collaborative learning environment, which will allow the Course Mentor to directly influence 
the cohort to develop a sense of ownership and accountability for their own learning.  

The Course Mentor is responsible for ensuring students attend the seven required labs and 
develop lesson plans that focus on metacognitive awareness, collaborative-knowledge construction, and 
the development of critical thinking. The goal of these sessions is not simply a tutoring experience, but a 
holistic learning environment where students could voice concerns about the class and connect more 
personally with the information through additional curriculum-related activities.  

Data suggests that while most students are able to identify key information within the context of 
an isolated text or lecture, they are unable to make larger connections between disciplines, their own 
experiences, or society. Making such connections would require students to identify underlying 
assumptions, understand causal relationships, and solve problems self-sufficiently through reasoning.  
The Course Mentor’s responsibility is also to relay notes to the faculty member about the progress made 
in the supplemental sessions. The connection between faculty and Course Mentor is necessary in 
reinforcing the mutually supportive ideal of CHESSMate. Arendale notes that in the Structured Learning 
Assistance programs at Ferris State and other universities, “class professors receive regular, ongoing 
information about student progress, student concerns, and ways of better connecting with students” (2004, 
p. 32).  

The use of the CHESSMate Course Mentor as a “go-between” from faculty to students is crucial 
in closing these and other gaps between the cohort and instructor of record. The Course Mentor plays a 
key role in the retention of these at-risk students by facilitating the collaborative learning community and 
serving as the “spokesperson” between the students and faculty mentor. The students should be able to 
rely on the mentor to ensure their lessons and supplemental sessions are “working” for them. Further, 
deep faculty involvement in a program remains a key guiding principle of Peer-Led Team Learning, an SI 
initiative developed in the mid-1990s at City University of New York. 
 
 
Results 

STEM-PASS 
As the number of students attending a given number of hours of STEM-PASS sessions ranges 

greatly, from zero or one student to dozens or hundreds, bubble charts are used to show the volume of 
student participation in more detail.  
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Figure 1: Average D/F/X rates per STEM-PASS attendance 

 
Figure 2: Average GPA per STEM-PASS attendance 

 
 These figures indicate that the vast majority of students utilizing STEM-PASS attended between 
1 and 10 hours over the course of the semester.  On the whole, D/F/X rates trend downward, and GPAs 
trend upward within this range. Further, students with significantly increased participation (17 to 32 
hours) almost always had a D/F/X rate of zero. 

CHESSMate  
Two sections of LHST_111 History without Borders, a required course in the liberal core, were 

designated as CHESSMate courses in FA15. These classes were a blind mix of conditional and non-
conditional students. Combined the two classes had 50 students, 11 of which were Conditional admits, as 
seen in Table 1.  
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Table 1: CHESSMate performance in Fall 2015 semester 

 
Students were mandated to attend seven sessions throughout the semester and use the Writing & 

Research Center for their required paper. Students who attended seven sessions or more attained a higher 
course grade. Conditional students who regularly attended labs were retained 100% the following 
semester. See Appendix C. 

Students were asked to evaluate the impact of the lab sessions on their personal connection to the 
course concepts, engagement with classmates, connection to professor and connection to the university. 
Results from both sections were averaged and are shown in Table 2. 
 
Table 2: Student response to CHESSMate 
                     Greatly >>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> None 

 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
History (as a course) 4.53 
Personal connections to historical concepts 4.03 
Engagement with classmates 3.86 
Connection to Professor 4.31 
Connection to Gannon University 3.86 

 
 
Conclusion 

STEM-PASS 
 As STEM-PASS continues at Gannon University in its pilot form, short-term future direction of 
its administration will be highlighted by exploring changes to the course slate, eliminating under-utilized 
sections (Microeconomics and Macroeconomics), and narrowing attendance requirement parameters to 
increase continuity. This will include exploring the potential to offer STEM-PASS as an optional 0 or 1 
credit corequisite course, thereby offering students a choice to opt in to (or out of) the initiative, 
especially if schedules would not align. A new STEM Center hierarchical structure will place an 
experienced tutor in a position to provide additional training, support, and materials to STEM-PASS 
tutors, as well as observe STEM-PASS recitations and read through weekly STEM-PASS tutor reports to 
better observe and assess day-to-day and week-to-week aspects of the initiative. 

A specific key challenge to address in the future is that of graded attendance. While faculty 
recognized benefits of requiring attendance (whether they did or did not require it themselves), dealing 
with individual students' scheduling conflicts impacting STEM-PASS attendance (such as athletics, clubs, 
work, commute length, etc.) was often cumbersome and posed potential issues related to fairness. 
Additionally, while having one tutor work with multiple faculty members' course sections was only 
attempted with hesitation to begin with, it is not likely that such arrangements will be allowed in the 
future; even when there are considerable perceived similarities between how different faculty may teach a 
course, differences arose frequently enough to the point where it became difficult for tutors to juggle them 
during recitations. 
 Given the impact that active learning techniques have had in a multitude of universities 
worldwide, STEM-PASS will experiment on a very small scale sub-pilot with enhancing the tutor's (and 
STEM Center's) role in the course lecture, by planning active learning activities and projects for the 
course. To aid these efforts, the STEM Center plans to purchase tablets so that all students in a given 

Status CHESSMate Total Enrolled Mean Final Grade 
Regular Admit No 325 3.31 

Yes 39 3.53 

Conditional No 32 2.98 

Yes 11 3.02 
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classroom can experience any such computer-based interactions. The tutor will also use these tablets to 
keep in-class attendance records and deliver short lecture post-tests, the results of which can be used to 
drive recommendations related to STEM-PASS recitation attendance. Analogous post-tests will be used 
to assess STEM-PASS recitation effectiveness. Finally, additional emphasis will be placed on training 
STEM-PASS tutors to address course clarity and preparedness, as emphasized by Tinto (1999), in 
addition to course material. This added focus is intended to increase students' ability to fully understand 
the standards, syllabus, and time line of a course. 
 As STEM-PASS continues past its first year, there is also an intention to assess its effectiveness 
and impact by correlating STEM-PASS attendance trends to retention rates, graduation rates, and success 
in students' future coursework, also considering success with respect to various cohorts, including 
minority, first-generation, and low-income students. 

CHESSMate 
The foundation of the CHESSMate program was built upon the current pillars of High Impact 

Practices (HIPS), such as collaborative learning, emphasis on undergraduate research, and writing-
intensive work (Kuh, 2008). What matters, of course, is HIPs are considered and applied universally to all 
students of the university, regardless of admissions status. Student support at Gannon University is 
evolving, as evidenced by the implementation of strategic programs such as CHESSMate and STEM-
PASS. Administration has recognized the need for funding, not simply to bolster a discipline, but to take 
responsibility for the students they admit by providing essential support services.  

Due to initial budget constraints and registration logistics, the program was unable to conduct a 
controlled pilot in SP16. However, the CHESSMate program will extend to four classes in FA16, two 
sections of LTHE_121 (Introduction to Sacred Scriptures), LHST_111 (History without Borders), and 
PSYC_111 (Introduction to Psychology). Each course contains a blind mix of Conditional and non-
Conditional admits, approximately 15 of each in each section.  

In the future, the CHESSMate program will incorporate round table discussions, mini-
symposiums, and themed dinners to foster engagement within the cohort and with the university. 
CHESSMate is also going to target General Studies and the Undeclared, beginning FA16. We are no 
longer simply hoping students find their “niche.” We are strategically creating a community that 
empowers students, and provides the resources they desperately need to succeed. 
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Appendix A: Summary of STEM-PASS Implementations 

This chart shows additional key metrics related to the applicable sections and STEM-PASS 
implementation details.  For each implementation, one tutor was responsible for the course sections as 
indicated by the horizontal ruled lines, in two different implementations serving students between two 
faculty members' course sections. 
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Appendix B: CHESSMate Learning Outcomes: Strategies and Measures for Each Program Goal 

Goals Strategies Measures 

 
To foster academic engagement and 
reinforce learning outcomes related 
to Critical Thinking and Reading, 
Logical and Abstract Reasoning, 
and Writing and Research Skills, 
thereby positively affecting the 
retention and engagement of 
particular at-risk populations. 
 

 CHESSMate will provide 
weekly, required meetings led 
by a Course Mentor. These 
sessions will supplement the 
regularly scheduled class 
meetings. 

 
 Course Mentors will “coach” 

cohort members in critical 
reading, reflexive 
thinking/metacognition, and 
reasoning skills. 

 
 

 Students who attend seven 
session or more attain a higher 
course grade. 

 Students positively rate 
connection to (≥ 3.0) Gannon 
University on CM evaluations.  

 Conditional and General 
Studies students who regularly 
attended labs are retained the 
following semester.  
 

 
To assist faculty in their endeavor 
to teach key skills in historically 
challenging gateway courses. 
 

 Professors receive regular, 
ongoing information about 
student progress, student 
concerns, and ways of better 
connecting with students. 

 
 Course Mentors will act as an 

advocate for the students and 
will communicate information, 
objectives, and outcomes 
between the faculty mentor and 
cohort

Students positively rate connection 
to (≥ 4.0) professor on CM 
evaluations.  
 

 
Course Mentors will facilitate a 
community of students that is 
academically oriented and a source 
of peer support.  

 
Course Mentors will help students 
with the following: 
 Develop their underlying 

perception of learning or 
knowledge 

 Develop metacognitive 
awareness and eventually 
metacognitive control 

 Learn how to inquire and 
construct knowledge 
 

 Students positively rate 
connection to (≥ 4.0) Course 
Concepts on CM evaluations.  

 
 Students positively rate Course 

Mentor’s performance (≥ 4.0) 
on CM evaluations.  
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Appendix C: CHESSMate Attendance and Grade Correlation 
Students who attended seven sessions or more attained a higher course grade.  
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Building a Proactive Retention Program for At-Risk Students: 
Siena’s Early Warning and Retention Team (SEWART) 

 
Peter Ellard 

Dean of Student Success 
Merrimack College 

Peter.Ellard@merrimack.edu 
 
Abstract: Siena College has a history of best practices regarding first-year retention with a 
long-term average retention rate of 87.7%. However, after the Fall 2010 freshman retention 
rate at dropped to a twelve year low of 84.9%--a 2.2% drop from the previous year and 3% 
drop from the long term average—Siena’s Early Warning and Retention Team (SEWART) 
responded with a plan to stem the tide by targeting the most at-risk freshmen.  By all 
accounts, this endeavor was a significant success. The classes that entered in the fall of 2014 
had a retention rate of 90%. This paper will tell the story of one aspect of how Siena 
succeeded. Instead of focusing on any individual subgroup—first-generation, ethnically 
diverse, low economic status, commuters, etc.—Siena focused on the aggregate of all of the 
demographic indicators pointing to retention risk. It then targeted the most at-risk with 
purposeful registration, careful selection of First-Year Seminar faculty and faculty advisors, 
and appointment of an administrative mentor, as well as proactive outreach regarding 
integration into campus life. Together with a wide array of high impact practices, Siena laid 
the groundwork for building a culture of retention and a 90% first-year retention rate.   
 
 
Introduction  
 

In September 2011, it was “discovered” that the Fall 2010 cohort retention rate at Siena 
College dropped to a twelve year low of 84.9%. Panic ensued, as this was a 2.2% drop from the 
previous year and almost 3% lower than the college’s long-term average of 87.7%.  Operating at 
55% tuition discount rate, this 3% drop in freshmen retention reflected over $400,000 drop in 
revenue—a drop that would carry on proportionally for the remaining two years of this class 
cohort’s progression through its Siena career. That year’s drop in retention would eventually cost 
the college over a million dollars in lost revenue over the next three years and proportional 
decrease in alumni giving for the life of the students who would never be Siena graduates. The 
Office of Student Success and Academic Advising, a unit of Academic Affairs, was put in charge 
of revamping retention efforts.  

Working with constituents across the college, the office transformed its recently created   
Early Warning Team into an Early Warning and Retention Team (SEWART). This group 
spearheaded the retention efforts of the college.    

After several years of hard work, SEWART helped Siena retain 90% of the Fall 2014 
freshman class. That is a full 1.3% higher than the previous year (88.7%) and 2.3% better than the 
long time average of 87.7%. In addition, returning junior and senior retention rates and the 
transfer student retention rate were also higher than average, indicating that a culture of retention 
had been created. See Appendix 1 for retention data beginning with the 2001 cohort. 

This jump was no accident. It was the product of a concerted effort of many individuals 
across the college. Siena’s Early Warning and Retention Team which was co-chaired by the 
Associate Vice President for Student Affairs and the Associate Vice President for Academic 
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Affairs1, with significant assistance from the Director of  Risk Assessment who reported to the 
Vice President for Finance and Administration. These individuals led a team of over a dozen 
administrators from across five different Vice President’s offices.    
 
 
Telling the Story of Siena’s Targeted Retention Efforts 
 

This paper tells the story of steps that Siena took to increase first-year retention. The end 
product is a story that reveals that with solid data enabling campuses to identify those most at risk 
of not being retained upon entering, a targeted approach to this population, institutional support, 
and a strong and integrated first year seminar, retention rates can rise. More, it is the assertion of 
this paper that the model created at Siena can be duplicated at other institutions.     

The literature in the field is filled with retention intervention strategies that focus on the 
particular factors that increase retention risk. The work of Bean (1980) and Berger and Lyon 
(2005) lay out the clear connections between background or demographic characteristics and the 
work that can be done in targeting these at risk groups. Clear correlations have been shown 
between likelihood of retention and indicators such as first generation (Thayer, 2000), diverse 
background (Retention Study Group, 2004), and low-income (Retention Study Group, 2004). 
However, with the exception of an increased focus on engaging commuter students, Siena did not 
focus on any subgroups or on students who fit into any of these special populations. Instead, 
Siena focused on the aggregate of all of the demographic indicators pointing to retention risk.  

Siena targeted the most at risk with: purposeful registration; careful selection of First-
Year Seminar faculty and faculty advisors; appointment of an administrative mentor; proactive 
outreach regarding integration into campus events, work study and other opportunities; innovative 
use of email, texting and mail; directly engaging students and parents of those with registration 
holds and those not yet registered; individualized attention, such as knocking on doors and 
“chance” meetings in hallways; and above all, comprehensive communication across the college. 
This laid the groundwork for building a culture of retention and it moved the needle to a 90% 
first-year retention rate.   
 
 
Early Identification of At-Risk Students: Creating a List and Using It Proactively  
 

Scholarly literature on retention of first-year students is almost exclusively on how to 
work with students once they arrive on campus (Seidman, 2005; Tinto, 1975, 2002, 2004). With 
the exception of colleges which can selectively admit students who are more likely to retain—a 
luxury that many colleges do not have—and those focused on summer bridge and orientation 
programs, few studies have examined strategies that can be employed before students arrive on 
campus. This, however, is exactly where successful retention efforts must start.   
 The list of students determined to be most at risk of not returning for the second year at 
the college was determined after analyzing five years of data on freshmen cohorts. Siena’s 
Director of Institution Research examined many variables looking for a correlation with retention 
following best practices established by other studies (Bean, 1980), but expanded to include Siena-
specific data. Though there were many fields that were initially included in the list, those that 
were found to be the most statistically significant were: ethnicity, Pell grant status, high school 
GPA, SAT scores, Aid Grade (an internal Siena score based on high school rigor and high school 
performance), waitlist status, gender, resident/commuter status, geographic location, legacy, 
athletic status and confirmation date. We were able to create a strong model of past retention 
                                                 
1 Before moving to Merrimack College in fall 2016, the author served as the Associate Vice President for Academic 
Affairs at Siena College where he had worked for sixteen years.   
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activity at the college and offer a strong predictive model for student retention of future cohorts. 
In subsequent years, the method was assessed and refined to enhance its success.  
  
The Aggregate Approach  

Siena is a data rich institution and as such, was able to tap into this rich source of 
information on the demographic indicators attached to students who were not retained. To no 
one’s surprise, data analysis produced a clear pattern along traditional lines that was concurrent 
with national data (Bean, 1982). Students of color retained at a lower rate. Students with lower 
economic means retained at a lower rate. Likewise was the case with students who had: lower 
academic preparation in high school, late confirmation dates, low interaction with the college 
including lack of visits to campus, lower SAT scores, low expected family contribution (EFC) 
and high unmet need; were PELL eligible; were first generation—as defined by neither parent 
graduating from college—and those who were commuters. Armed with this data, it was decided 
to create a point system wherein students earned “a point” for each demographic indicator noting 
a statistically significant retention risk and subtracting points for those who were affiliated with 
programs or groups which increased success such as athletes and close legacy. The elevation of 
unmet need was so strong a predictor, it was made a weighted measure with 1 point for $5,000, 2 
points for $10,000 and 3 points for $15,000 of unmet need. The end product of this system was a 
list of all incoming freshmen with their accompanying risk status—a number from (-2) to (+7). 
Originally the scale went as high as 9 but was refined in 2012. This system was not unlike that 
used by businesses like Ellucian or Human Capital Research Corporation. Because Siena had 
highly skilled institutional research personnel, we created the list internally.  

Each year, shortly after deposits are received in May, a list of the at-risk students is 
created. It was determined that students with scores of 3 or above were deemed to be of increased 
risk with the amount of risk rising with the number. Those who had 7 risk factors were almost 
twice as likely to attrite as those with a score of 1. With Siena’s average retention rate at 87.7%, 
any group that was below this percentage could be deemed at increased risk. In the end, this list 
became “life”. Rather than focusing on any one attribute that might lead to attrition, our focus for 
the summer and throughout the year remained on the aggregate. Thus equipped, Siena sought to 
utilize the best practices as outlined by many previous studies to enhance integration (Tinto, 
1975, 1993), increase engagement (Upcraft & Gardner, 2005) increase achievement (Weiner, 
1979). 

Seeking not to increase feelings of hopelessness or shame and to avoid self-fulfilling 
prophecies (Anderman & Wolters, 2006), Siena never informed students of their at-risk status, 
and only shared such information with certain campus community members—faculty and faculty 
advisors were not informed. So, while everyone on the campus was informed that we were 
working to enhance the retention of the most at-risk, the names of these students were not 
disseminated beyond “a need to know.” The list, however, was intimately utilized by the Office 
of Student Success to enhance student engagement, success and retention. This began with the 
selection of classes.   
 
Registration for First Semester Classes 

In addition to the summer communications and checklist items managed by the Office of 
Enrollment Management, during the month of May, incoming freshmen at Siena were sent a link 
to an Academic Interest Form which asked them about their interests and listed all of the courses 
available for freshmen in the coming semester. Only classes traditionally taken by freshmen were 
listed. We were careful to list electives and ask about “favorite” classes so as to create the best 
schedules.   

Following this, the professional staff of the Office of Student Success, along with a few 
talented and highly trained undergraduates and recent graduates all of whom had access to the at-
risk list, registered the freshmen for their classes. The at-risk students were treated differently. 
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These students—over two hundred of whom had a risk score of 3 or higher—had their schedules 
created first. These fall schedules were meticulously created. Based on their program of study and 
their answers on their academic interest forms, students were placed in classes most conducive to 
their success. These students were not placed in “easy” classes or with professors who gave 
higher grades. They were enrolled with professors where positive faculty student interactions 
were more likely to take place (Retention Study Group, 2004; Wyckoff, 1998; Habley, 2004). 
They were placed with faculty who were highly engaging, who would communicate with the 
Office of Student Success early about disengaged students, and who would convey information to 
the student from the Office of Student Success about opportunities for additional assistance such 
as tutoring or writing center availability (Tinto, 2010). The students most at risk were placed in 
classes where faculty created an environment of integration and engagement—where there was 
opportunity for collaboration and, where possible, a sense of “community”. At-risk students were 
not placed in classes as a cohort, though at times they were clustered with each other.  

Of particular importance was their placement within Siena’s year-long two-semester 
First-Year Seminar (FYS) where faculty, teaching within a passion model with regard to content, 
served as additional mentors to everyone in their class of nineteen students. These FYS classes 
were part of the high impact practices as outlined by the Association of American Colleges and 
Universities (2008) and these classes were a significant part of why Siena’s retention rate was 
historical high in the first place. Though students were placed in sections with themes that they 
chose, the careful placement of the most at-risk students with these important faculty mentors was 
a key part of the our pre-fall retention efforts. While all faculty in the program were considered 
excellent, some were more excellent than others.  

Finally, many at-risk students were placed in a section of a zero credit six-week college 
transition course—Siena Student Advantage—which was focused on academic skills taught by 
the professional advisors in the Student Success Center. They could opt out of the course, but 
most remained. The staff of the Office of Student Success used email, social media—Facebook 
page and a Twitter account with over 1,000 followers—to market this course and to make the 
Center a normative destination for those in need. In fall 2015, this course was made into a one-
credit course with the hope that more students would benefit from the course and thus reduce the 
number of at-risk freshmen who fall onto academic probation and earn low total credits for their 
freshman year—two additional indicators of retention risk (Tinto, 2004; Retention Study Group, 
2004).  
 
Purposeful Assignment of Faculty Advisors and Administrative Mentors  

A positive experience with academic advising has been shown to be correlated with 
student success (Anderson, 1997; Tinto, 1997). With this in mind, where possible, at-risk 
freshmen were placed with particular faculty advisors. These advisors were handpicked and 
among those who were approachable, had previously demonstrated the most proactive outreach, 
were responsive to outreach, and generally those that had developed a reputation of being more 
student-centered and supportive of the efforts of the support staff of the college. Siena’s faculty 
advising improved greatly in the last ten years, as evidenced by both internal and external 
assessment surveys, and the ability to place the most at-risk students with the best faculty 
advisors was a key part of our retention efforts.  

Additionally, and perhaps most importantly, each at-risk freshman was assigned an 
administrative mentor. The role of administrative mentor was created after the decrease in 
retention, and is distinct from and in addition to that of the faculty advisor. The faculty advisor 
meets with students a few times each year to review their academic program choice and to talk 
about other academic options, including those regarding the core curriculum. The faculty advisor 
helps students define and develop realistic goals, to talk about “the life of the mind”, and discuss 
links between academic preparation and world of work after Siena. 
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The administrative mentor serves as an additional resource who monitors the academic 
performance and engagement of students over the course of their first year at Siena. Mentors are 
asked to reach out to their mentees with invitations to meet and discuss their Siena experience, 
and perhaps share a meal. Mentors also convey information about campus programing and 
activities. Overall, Mentors serve as an additional campus professional that a student can go to 
with questions, and as someone to reach out to if they run into any obstacles. 

Administrative mentors were selected from administrators across the college. Some were 
told by their supervisors that they had to take on this role. Most volunteered. For many, the 
positive nature of the interaction and the realization that in addition to their regular work, that 
they were part of the special retention effort of the college, led them to join. At first, we 
anticipated that students might react negatively once they found out they had been assigned an 
additional mentor. The opposite was the case. Students who were not at-risk and did not have a 
mentor assigned to them, began requesting one based on the fact that their roommate had one. In 
the four years of the program, only one student out of more than one thousand raised suspicions 
of why he had been singled out. Again, students were never told they were at-risk. They were just 
informed by an email from their admissions counselor that they had been assigned an 
administrative mentor who would help them navigate freshman year. 
 
 
Moving the Early Warning and Retention Team from Reactive to Proactive Mode 
 

In 2009, Siena developed an Early Warning Team (SEWT) that was designed to work 
with Siena’s Behavioral Intervention Team (BIT). The BIT reviewed cases and did outreach to 
students with family or personal trauma, substance abuse, and health issues. SEWT focused on 
students who acted in such a way that indicated they were in need of intervention or outreach, 
including students with early academic warnings, low midterm grades, and absentee issues. This 
did not include those on academic probation who were already enrolled in an academic success 
course for low performing students. It did include students who were unengaged, had minor 
social policy infractions, had mentioned their dissatisfaction with the college to some 
professional, or who had requested transcripts. It also included those who had not registered for 
the following semester at the appointed time, and those for whom faculty or others had registered 
a red flag. As is apparent, the activity of this retention effort was primarily reactive, responding to 
student actions or inactions. This points to perhaps the biggest philosophical change that took 
place in fall 2011, when the new retention group became proactive.  
 
Siena’s Early Warning and Retention Team (SEWART)  

SEWT was redesigned to serve as the central proactive retention and student success 
team of the college. Re-christened as Siena’s Early Warning and Retention Team for fall 2011, 
SEWART became a central part of the college’s student safety net. As one of the many efforts of 
the college that sought to retain students, SEWART was responsible for identifying students at 
risk of not persisting at Siena. SEWART members each had a caseload of at-risk freshmen and 
new transfers and they became the administrative mentors for these students. They sought to 
engage students in ways to enhance success and retention. The team met every two weeks to 
discuss particular students, especially those that were non-responsive to our outreach. The team 
discussed challenging and successful outreach strategies, and ways to increase the response of 
students. During our meetings, best practices from retention literature were shared and discussed, 
and members worked together to creatively generate ideas to increase retention and success with 
a particular focus on applying best practices in the Siena milieu.  

The charge of SEWART was to provide a systematic approach to establishment and 
management of the list of at-risk students; gather information on at-risk students so as to assess 
their level of engagement and success; develop outreach appropriate to the particular needs of the 
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individual students; refer students with non-academic behavioral or adjustment concerns to the 
Student Concerns Team; and monitor and/or manage each case individually. 

Members of this group included the Dean of Students, the Associate Vice President for 
Student Affairs, the Associate Vice President for Academic Affairs for Student Retention and 
Success, the Coordinator of Tutoring Services, the Director of Academic Advising, the Director of 
the Writing Center, the assistant deans in the three schools of the college, the Athletic Academic 
Advisor, the Director of Campus Programs, the Assistant Director of the Career Center, the 
Assistant Director of Financial Aid, and the Director of Risk Analysis /Project Management in the 
office of the Vice President for Finance and Administration.   

Members of this team came from five of the six Vice Presidents’ offices of the college—
only administrators from External Affairs and Development were missing and these were 
included in a second tier of administrative advisors outlined below. This cross section was a very 
important part of the effectiveness of team. Though co-chaired by Associate Vice Presidents, the 
team contained members who did not report to them, but who took direction from them. More, 
the activity of the team was able to be brought back to each of their disparate offices and VP 
areas to celebrate the good work being done, to harness the support of those on the President’s 
cabinet, and to serve as mavens who would bring others into the retention efforts of the college 
and the work of the team.  
 
The Role of the Team Members  

The central role of the SEWART members was to serve as an additional administrative 
mentor to students. As such, they were asked to reach out to their mentees with an initial 
welcome and invitations to meet to discuss their Siena experience. These one-on-one encounters 
need not have been more than twice during the semester and they could include meals with the 
students, with meals on campus paid for by the college. With the knowledge that increased social 
engagement can enhance retention (Swail, 2004; Tinto, 2004), members of the team were tasked 
with monitoring the level of engagement of students, such as presence and activity in clubs, work 
on campus, and encouraging specific opportunities for engagement via email, texting, face to face 
encounters such as events, clubs to join, service, and work study opportunities. Some members 
asked Resident Directors to knock on doors. Others “coincidentally” appeared outside a class that 
their unresponsive mentee was exiting and started a conversation.  

Additionally, team members were asked to log engagement data into a shared Google 
Drive sheet several times throughout the semester and alert the team with specific concerns. This 
data collection system was managed by the Director of Risk Management and without such 
management, our efforts would have been severely undermined. Finally, SEWART members 
were asked to devote one hour every two weeks to take part in discussions with other team 
members to discuss their progress and to share strategies for increasing success.  
 
Administrative Mentor Group (AMG) 

In addition to the members of SEWART, there was a second tier of administrative 
mentors who served as auxiliary to the efforts of the SEWART. This group was called the 
Administrative Mentor Group (AMG). Administrative mentors in this group were also called 
upon to increase the connections between new at-risk students and the Siena community. 
Retaining, graduating, and preparing students for success was their collective goal. The AMG 
attended one workshop per semester and did not meet on a regular basis. Whereas the members of 
SEWART had between ten and twenty administrative mentees, the AMG had only two to six 
mentees. Members of the AMG included three vice-presidents, associate vice-presidents, the 
deans and assistant deans of each of Siena’s three schools, administrative assistants, executive 
secretaries, IT specialists, alumni office administrators, career advisors, communications office 
staff, the director of academic programs, the director of the Cross-Cultural Center, and the 
director of Disability Services. In all, over forty of the college's administrators volunteered to be 
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part of the team. As news of the positive effect that the team had spread throughout the college, it 
became a badge of pride to be associated with the team’s efforts.  

Again, the listing of the titles of the people on SEWART and the AMG is designed to 
convey the fact that the success of our retention efforts was tied to the understanding that 
retention was everybody’s job. More, the participation in the program was demonstrable that this 
was not lip service. It was a functional reality of people from every corner of the college. The 
cross-section of the people on the team, especially SEWART, led to a deepening of relationships 
and cooperation across the many silos. Indeed, during some more challenging years of deficit 
spending, cutbacks, frozen budgets, and flat incomes, the comradery of the team allowed for 
morale boosts and shared strategies for navigating the stormy seas. 

The end product of SEWART and the AMG was that several dozen individuals were 
actively engaged with direct contact with students with the central focus on retention. This, 
combined with the extensive outreach to faculty and advisors and close collaboration with school 
offices, helped to build a culture of retention across the college.  
 
 
Results  

 
Our goal, following along the lines of a traditional integration model for retention, was to 

increase levels and depth of social and academic integration of the most at risk students so as to 
enhance retention (Tinto 1987, 1993). We know that increased student engagement, integration, 
and involvement has a positive effect on a student’s academic success (Tinto 1975, 1993; Parker 
& Schmidt, 1982), and that such success can serve as predictive of increased retention (Veenstra, 
Dey, & Herrin, 2009; Wei & Bai, 2010). The key was investing the staff resources of the college 
on those deemed most at risk and setting up those students for greater success. It would not have 
been possible to do this for the entire class and it would not have been possible to isolate one or 
two demographic indicators and develop separate outreach for each. By focusing on the 
aggregate, we were able to get the highest return on our investment of time, energy, and money. 

Tables 1-3 offer a glimpse of the results of the work of SEWART and other retention 
efforts. While the overall retention rate for first-time freshmen entering fall 2014 was 90%, the 
breakdown by demographic indicators is very revealing.  
 
Table 1: Siena College Institutional Research internal reports: Freshmen retention rates   

 2006- 2010 Freshmen 
Average Retention Rates 

2014 Freshmen  
Retention Rates  

ALANA** 83.9% 84.5% 

White 88.2 90.4% 

Pell Eligible Yes 84.0% 86.9% 

Pell Eligible No  88.2% 90.4% 

Aid Grade* >= 45 89.5% 92.3% 

Aid Grade* < 45  83.4% 86.4% 

Unmet Need <15K 88.5% 90.7% 

Unmet Need >15K 51.5% 73.5% 

Resident  88.1% 89.9% 

Commuter  76.2% 88.9% 

*Aid Grade is an internal Siena score that is a measurement of HS rigor, SAT, & HS adjusted average. The higher the 
aid grade, the higher the merit scholarship is earned. Lower aid grade corresponds to academically weaker students.  
** ALANA – African, Latino(a), Asian, Native American 
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Table 2: First generation retention rates as measured by neither parent completing a bachelor’s degree 
First Generation  2012 Freshmen 2013 Freshmen 2014 Freshmen 
Yes 81.4% 82.6% 89.6% 
No 86.5% 90.4% 89.9% 

 
Table 3. Siena College, one-year retention rates by risk factors, Fall 2014 cohort of all new freshmen, September 28, 
2015 

 At-Risk Score* Count % Retained 

0 155 92.3% 

1 199 94.0% 

2 168 91.1% 

3 106 82.1% 

4 46 82.6% 

5 22 72.7% 

6 8 100.0% 

7 5 100.0% 

* The at-risk scores are generated based on the total number of at risk factors with which a student enters – economic 
status (unmet need, expected family contribution, confirmation date, Pell eligibility, race/ethnicity, high school 
performance/weight, commuter, first generation). A score of “0” indicates low risk and score of “7” indicates highest 
risk. 
 
 
Discussion  
 

Historically at Siena, students that entered with risk scores of 5, 6 or 7 retained at a 
staggering low rates in the 60 or 70 percentile. Here we see dramatic results, especially among 
those most at risk, which is where the most targeted efforts were placed by SEWART. These 
students were assigned to the Associate Vice Presidents in Student Affairs and Academic Affairs 
as their mentors. These individuals were perhaps the most intrusive in their advising and 
mentoring outreach. Additionally, the commuter freshmen retention rate jumped to 88.9%. In fall 
of 2012 the commuter freshmen retention rate was 79% and in 2013 it was 83%. Commuters 
were one group for which there was added attention during the 2014-15 academic year. This was 
done regardless of the at-risk score of commuters, though a vast majority of them had enough 
additional factors to significantly increase their at risk status. There was early outreach and 
additional campus visits over the summer; they all had a very skilled and intrusive administrative 
mentor who was also the coordinator of Tutoring Services; and the Office of Campus Activities 
orchestrated special programs on a monthly basis for commuter students. This effectively reduced 
the at-risk status of this group to neutral indicating that for this cohort, being a commuter was 
itself not a risk factor.  

Whereas there were additional programs for commuter students, there were no additional 
targeted programs for students who were Pell eligible, had high unmet need, or who had weaker 
academic backgrounds in high school, as measured by Aid Grade. Still, the students in all of these 
groups saw a rise in their retention. Additionally, first-generation students retained at rate of 
89.6%, again completely mitigating the at-risk nature of being a first generation student at Siena.  
This is an astounding result. This number had been 81.4% in 2012 and 82.6% in 2013. Of greatest 
significance is the fact that although this group had some of same personal attention mentioned 
above with regard to schedule creation, advisor selection and SEWART mentoring, there were in 
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fact no special "programs" or outreach specifically for first-generation students. This means that 
the overall retention efforts were successful even without direct focus on the subgroup. One of the 
many things this data reveals is that Siena had developed a culture of retention which revolves 
around the proactive work the SEWART group, and together with other best practices, it was able 
to move the needle.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 

Siena College has a long history of strong retention and graduation rates as seen in 
Appendix 1. A wide array of best practices supporting student success have been a hallmark of 
the educational experience both within the classroom and outside of it. Siena’s success was a 
result of many factors including: deep levels of student engagement, internships, study abroad, 
interactive learning, a vibrant First-Year Seminar, affinity groups, strong student life offices, and 
a dedicated student-centered faculty who recognize that advising is an important part of the job. 
These faculty members are available for interaction with students outside the classroom, offer 
frequent feedback on graded assignments, and create an engaged classroom. 

 Still, pushing the retention numbers to 90% after dipping down into the 85% in 2011was 
no accident. The systematic targeting of the most at-risk students and the collaborative efforts 
between the administrators in Enrollment Management, Finance and Administration, Athletics, 
Student Life and the Office of Student Success was at the heart of the effort and should be 
recognized as a model of institutional relationships. Indeed, in the summary comments during the 
visit to campus by the 2014 Middle States Visiting Team, SEWART was mentioned as just such a 
model of collaboration, outcomes-based endeavor that should be emulated by the rest of the 
institution. Indeed, it is our assertion that this is a portable model, and with adjustments for 
institutional uniqueness, one that could be put into place in colleges across the country.  
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Appendix 1: Siena College Retention Rates 
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Abstract: Research indicates that learning communities improve college students’ feelings of 
connectedness and commitment to the college experience, which increases student academic 
measures. But how can online universities build actual communities and provide students with real-
time support, engagement, and emotional connections? Western Governors University now offers an 
online-only course—Leadership and Communication—to influence students’ affective personal 
growth and help them build self-supported peer networks. The course aims to increase retention by 
addressing the known risk of student isolation as a precursor to university withdrawal. The 
fundamental premise of the course is that academic success begins with both student social support 
and self-reflective awareness. These two experiences prepare students to weather the challenges and 
demands of pursuing a college degree. In our methodology we discuss the design choices used to 
recreate the essential elements of a live classroom so we could facilitate deeper learning and 
connection among peers. Quasi-experimental study results showed that our experiential learning 
design helped students build their identity as a college student and increase perceptions of their 
leadership and teamwork efficacy. New WGU students in the study also made gains in university 
measures of retention.   
 
 
Introduction  
 

Western Governors University (WGU), a non-profit, competency-based, online university serving 
nearly 70,000 students, strives to improve graduation rates for all students. To help with this university-
wide effort, we took a successful course that helped community college students develop academic 
mindset within the Affective Domain and connect with other students for greater peer support, and we 
adapted it for use in our exclusively online learning environment. The guiding principle of the new course 
is that student success starts with both social support and self-reflective awareness, and that these two 
experiences prepare students to weather the challenges and demands of pursuing an online college degree.   
Research indicates that learning communities improve college students’ feelings of connectedness and 
commitment to the college experience, which increases student academic measures of success (Hughes, 
Ventura, & Dando, 2007; Liu, Magjuka, Bonk, & Lee, 2007; McInnerney & Roberts, 2004; Pigliapoco & 
Bogliolo, 2008). But how can online universities build successful communities that provide students with 
real-time support, engagement, and emotional connections? WGU proposed to increase retention in part 
by addressing the known risk of student isolation as a precursor to university withdrawal. We also 
intended to show that we could influence students’ affective skills such as self-efficacy, college student 
identify, and emotional intelligence through our specialized course design.   

We discuss the design choices used to recreate the essential elements of a live classroom so we 
could facilitate deeper learning and connection among peers. Quasi-experimental study results showed 
that our experiential learning design helped students build their identity as a college student and increase 
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their perception of their leadership & teamwork efficacy. At the institutional level, results also showed an 
increase in student retention, a key performance indicator within university metrics.   

 
 

Background and Literature Review  
 

In 2011, the number of students enrolling in online courses exceeded the number of students 
signing up for face-to-face (F2F) courses in the United States (Allen & Seaman, 2011). WGU 
experienced an annual growth of 20-30% from 2005 to 2012 (WGU, 2016). But in both F2F and online 
learning environments many students continue to start degree programs that they do not finish, which 
holds them back professionally and financially and increases personal and national debts from student 
loans (Chen & DesJardins, 2010; Elliot, 2014).   

Online learners face their own specialized set of risks. Much like adult learners, online learners 
battle competing demands on their time, and often juggle work, home, and social lives (Gajewski & 
Mather, 2015). Online learners are also at risk of isolation (Hughes et al., 2007; Liu et al., 2007; 
McInnerney & Roberts, 2004; Pigliapoco & Bogliolo, 2008); Yuan and Kim (2014) stated isolation that 
results from a lack of interactions amongst peers and between instructors and students is a contributing 
factor in the dropout rates of online learning. Decreased motivation can also hold back online learners as 
these previously stated risk factors compound (Hamshire, Willgoss, & Wibberley, 2013) and as students 
try to stay focused and excited about learning during academic challenges that arise in self-directed 
learning (Hartnett, St. George, & Dron, 2011). Since student attrition rates for online students are 
traditionally higher than F2F students (Beckford, 2015), it is important to address student motivation and 
other emotional needs as a critical part of the student experience in order to position students for success 
in online learning. 

Traditionally, when students struggle, universities provide academic help through tutoring or 
further instruction-guided assistance. Universities might also offer metacognitive support through 
mentoring and coaching (Howley, Chavis, & Kester, 2013), but we assert that online students would 
benefit from non-cognitive support in the affective domain, namely support of their personal 
characteristics of Self-Efficacy, College Student Identity, and Interaction with Others that could increase 
resilience in the face of struggle. Newly engaged self-awareness could help independent learners as they 
compensate for missed human interaction in their own academic learning efforts, build their own support 
systems at home, and self-motivate when deadlines and learning methods are within flexible schedules.   

The Academy of College Excellence (ACE, n.d.) has worked extensively to create gains for F2F 
community college students within the Affective Domain through an experiential curriculum. The ACE 
foundations course includes information about the functions of the brain, the Hero’s Journey, 
interpersonal communication theory, working styles with 5 Dynamics, and elements of emotional 
intelligence—all with the central goal of improving student self-efficacy and other affective constructs 
that impact learning outcomes and student retention. Students in the ACE course attend eight 8-hour 
sessions over a two-week period. The rigor of this schedule helps them to bond quickly with other college 
students in the class and also helps them begin to form a deeper identity as a college student. By making 
school the most dominant thing in the student’s life during these two weeks, students are more quickly 
able to see themselves as a part of the college experience (KET, n.d.). ACE results support these claims; 
after completion of the foundations course, ACE students exhibited significant gains in self-efficacy, 
personal responsibility, college student identity, mindfulness, and leadership and teamwork efficacy. 
These same students also earned more than twice as many college credits, were more likely to enroll as a 
fulltime student the following semester, and were 7.8 times more likely to pass a transfer level math and 
English course in the next semester (ACE, n.d.). Intensive experiences such as the ACE course have also 
been validated in studies which focus on the concept of belonging as a critical element to student 
persistence and academic achievement. Lichtenstein (2005) found that students who felt that they 
belonged were able to overcome challenges and persist in their journey toward their college degree at 
greater rates. 
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The research used to develop the ACE curriculum points to experiential pedagogy—where 
students learn through “doing” instead of just reading and recalling—is a critical component of student 
success (Navarro, 2012). It is not just enough for college students to know about effective 
communication, leadership, or emotional intelligence concepts. Since the foundation of the ACE course 
rests in helping students change their core beliefs and behaviors, it is critical that they experience the 
curricula concepts first-hand and for themselves. For example, if the affective concept at hand is to share 
and reflect in order to build connected relationships, then students need a safe community in which to 
share and reflect so they can immediately see, learn to recognize, and internalize the patterns and effects 
of those actions (Beard & Wilson, 2013; Navarro, 2012).   

The outcomes of the experiential learning in the ACE course are two-fold: 1) students 
experienced deeper and more authentic learning of the emotional-based curriculum because they were 
able to apply, reflect upon, and practice concepts immediately within the learning community, and 2) the 
learning community itself could become hyper-bonded and a self-sustaining network of peers that helped 
eliminate isolation among its members. This kind of learning community is not simply a group of 
individuals. The group must share several realities and experiences such as: a common goal, trust, a 
process for knowledge construction, and the ability for students to share and feel connected to the group 
(Yuan & Kim, 2014). When these learning communities are constructed correctly by providing numerous 
opportunities for peer interactions in addition to direct interaction with faculty, participation in the 
learning community itself can decrease attrition rates (DiRamio & Wolverton, 2006). This element of 
peer social support is a critical piece for changing and sustaining positive academic mindsets and is thus 
an important part of the experiential course design (Navarro, 2012). Empirical studies show that the 
differences between students who succeed and students who fail are more related to grit, persistence, 
social responsibility, and academic mindset (Sparkman, Maulding, & Roberts, 2012; Day, Hanson, 
Maltby, Proctor, & Wood, 2010). But this targeted research is still largely in its infancy within the 
landscape of higher education.   

Our goal is to adapt the ACE foundations course to meet the emotional and non-cognitive needs 
of our students within the context of their exclusively online academic world. We hypothesize that we can 
increase university measures of retention and also positively impact student Self-efficacy and other 
affective constructs that are known precursors to academic success. Our course also aims to increase 
student retention by addressing the known risk of student isolation as a precursor to university 
withdrawal. Our research aligns with the university goal to increase retention and graduate more students, 
but instead of targeting academic skills, this intervention will focus on non-cognitive factors in the 
Affective Domain that support student academic success. 

The course will include much of the original ACE curriculum that has already proven successful 
in reducing attrition amongst community college students, and it will therefore maintain the integrity of 
the course content; but the challenge is to design a virtual space that will feel authentic and intimate 
enough to mirror the success of face-to-face experiential learning and relationship building. The big 
questions then become: Can face-to-face experiential learning be adapted for online learning? And are 
students able to create genuine connections and relationships in an online space that can lead to both 
hyper bonding and experiential learning, and ultimately resulting in higher rates of retention and 
academic success?  

It is not yet proven if all forms of learning can be adapted for online spaces. Hybrid and blended 
approaches have been used to adapt some hands-on specific curriculum or activities into half-and-half 
models with students sometimes in the classroom and sometimes learning online (Yuping, Xibin, & Juan, 
2015).  Many programs with a required field experience are already using these hybrids and blended 
methods within health professions, teacher education, and even the new field of “service-eLearning” 
(Bourelle, 2014; Duhaney, 2012). The process is complicated, but research shows very focused design 
choices can help facilitate student opportunities for reflection, cultural inclusiveness, emerging leadership 
within the peer group, faculty participation and availability, and student interaction in live, online sessions 
(Andrew, Maslin-Prothero, & Ewens, 2015; Dzubinski, 2014; Ekmekci, 2013; Rivers, Richardson, & 
Price, 2014; Waters, 2012). These studies add insight into the various aspects of our critical design 
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questions relating to experiential learning and peer connections, but they don’t offer comprehensive 
solutions that truly recreate an in-person experience online. Instead we look to ethnographic research to 
understand the overarching classroom experience in order to recreate both experiential learning and peer 
connectedness. Our ethnographic research highlights that in order to form connections, students will need 
eye contact, awareness of physical proximity in the classroom, the ability to work one on one, and 
experiences that help them feel both emotionally-bonded and supported. These needs are what set this 
design and study apart from others. Previous studies have found success in building online learning 
communities when those same communities start with some element of F2F interaction such as an in-
person program orientation (Rogo & Portillo, 2014). While these results are promising for future 
development of online learning communities, they do not fully meet the needs of an online only school. 
Future research is necessary because, if we can focus our design and succeed in addressing these needs 
for physical space, we can move forward to address our students’ retention risks from two angles at one 
time: 1) helping students manage deficiencies in academic mindset and self-efficacy through this 
curriculum as well as 2) alleviating some elements of social isolation through the creation of a new form 
of peer support—leading to increased student retention.   
 
 
Description of Course and Methodology 

 
The intentional design of the Leadership & Communication (LC) course replicated the most 

impactful, community-based aspects of the traditional classroom described in our ethnographic research 
and placed instructors and students on webcam in a virtual classroom (Zoom video-conferencing 
platform), which incorporated video breakout rooms for team time, student-pairing activities, and one-on-
one sharing. The visual representation of the person on camera allowed students to interpret body 
language, emotions, and other nonverbal indicators that contribute to authentic personal connection as 
described in the ethnographic findings. Other aspects of the synchronous sessions were then built to 
enhance and perpetuate the in-person simulation initiated by the webcam experience. The whole design 
supported the principles of vulnerability, interpersonal interactions, and the ability to relate to others, 
which we believed would create an environment conducive for students to form personal connections and 
supportive relationships.    

For each day of class, students completed a short, asynchronous module that included pre-work 
assignments to build a foundation on the concepts that would be reviewed and practiced in class. After 
completing a module and required assignments, students attended the corresponding session of class with 
their peer group of 12 to 16 students and a faculty instructor. The course was designed specifically so that 
live sessions would feel like a traditional F2F group setting in as many ways as possible. Appendix A 
includes detailed descriptions of design elements within the synchronous sessions that contributed to 
positive peer relationships, learning, and shared experiences in the course’s online, yet live, environment.   

A total of 233 first term WGU students completed the course through March 2016. Enrollment 
and the subsequent participation in the course was completely voluntary. Prospective students received 
information about the course through a marketing campaign directed at new incoming WGU students. 
Select demographics of the participants are shown in Tables 1 and 2. 
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Table 1: Demographics of participants 

Characteristic        N  %

Total 233 100% 

Gender  

     Female 180 77.3% 

     Male 53 22.7% 

Ethnicity 

     White 168 72.1% 

     Black or African-American 30 12.9% 

     Hispanic 20 8.6%

     Asian 3 1.3%

     American Indian/Alaska Native 1 0.4%

     Two or More Races 9 3.9%

     Unknown/Other 2 0.9%

Attendance   

     First-generation 101 43.3%

     Non-First-generation 132 56.7%

 
Table 2: Student Age Metrics 

 Age 

Average 37.6 

Minimum 18 

Maximum 71 

Median 36.5 

 
Faculty Training  

Previously, 10 faculty instructors received experiential training around the course concepts and 
then formal pedagogical training on how to teach the course. This training was facilitated by a master 
mentor from the Academy of College Excellence as well as a faculty member at WGU that was 
personally trained by Diego Navarro. Throughout the training, faculty instructors used a course manual 
and committed to teaching the specific curriculum as prescribed in the course design. Faculty instructors 
were trained to follow the curriculum and not deviate from its guidelines of delivery and content. Content, 
structure, and process remained consistent for each instructor and every session section.   
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Data Collection & Instruments 
Prior to the first live session, students were given the College Student Self-Assessment Survey 

(CSSAS), developed by ACE and its partners, to measure specific constructs within the Affective 
Domain.  Students attended the course over a three-week period and completed the CSSAS again at the 
completion of the course. We analyzed the results of students who completed the survey both before and 
after the course. In addition to this psychometric assessment, students in the course were tracked by the 
WGU Institutional Research (IR) office over their first academic year to measure their academic progress 
and their rates of retention.   

Student data was compiled around three university measures that focus on retention and student 
progress: 7-month retention, 13-month retention, and On Time Progress (OTP). The 7-month retention 
data indicates the re-enrollment of a student in their second term after the successful completion of their 
first term. The 13-month retention marker indicates that a student has successfully enrolled in the second 
year of their program at WGU. This 13-month retention measurement is similar to the commonly defined 
“one-year retention” metric in academia. OTP is a university measure of student academic progress that 
indicates the condition where an undergraduate student has completed the minimum required 12 credits in 
a given term. OTP is a binary student status, either a student is “on OTP” or “off OTP.”  

Data related to these measures were collected during participants’ first year at WGU and were 
compared against means in a control group of peers from similar programs of study who had similar 
academic strength ratings, but did not opt into the course. Academic strength ratings were based on 
enrollment algorithms that predict future success at the university.    
 
 
Results 
 

Through March 2016, 86 of the 233 participants had completed the course and a full term at 
WGU and were included in the 7-month retention and term 1 OTP analysis, and 32 of those 86 
participants had completed two full terms at WGU and were included in both the 13-month retention 
and/or term 2 OTP data analysis. By April 2016, 131 students had taken the CSSAS before and after 
completing the course and were included in the CSSAS analysis. See Table 3.  
 
Table 3: Student Academic measures 

             N       Value 

% Students on Term 1 OTP Cohort Completed 83 83.1% 

Control (Non-Cohort)   805  74.3% 

% Students on 7-Month 
Retention 

Cohort Completed 86 93.0% 

Control (Non-Cohort)   860 90.1% 

% Students on Term 2 OTP Cohort Completed 27 70.4% 

Control (Non-Cohort)  277 55.2% 

% Students on 13-Month 
Retention 

Cohort Completed 32 84.4% 

Control (Non-Cohort)   320 85.3% 
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CSSAS Data 
 In evaluating our pre-course and post-course CSSAS results among participants that completed 

both surveys, we found that we were able to positively impact student growth in the Affective Domain at 
a statistically significant level in 6 of 11 constructs. Table 4 shows the scores for each construct. The six 
constructs found to be significant were: Self-Efficacy, College Student Identity, Mindfulness, Observing, 
Teamwork & Leadership, and Judging. Each of these constructs were measured at P<.05. For this study, 
significant findings in the constructs of Leadership & Teamwork, College Student Identity, and 
Interactions with Others are of particular importance to our research into peer relationships and the 
development of self-supportive networks of peers and their relation to student persistence. On the survey, 
each response was given a score of one through five. Responses ranged on a Likert scale that read as 
follows: 1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly Agree.  
The following constructs were reverse coded: Choices, Describing, and Mindfulness.  
 
Table 4: Pre- and post-college students self-assessment survey results 

 Affective Constructs N Average Answer 
(Pre) 

Average Answer 
(Post) 

Average Answer 
(Diff) 

Average Prob 

Total 131     

    Self-Efficacy  4.33 4.43 0.10 0.00 

    Identity  3.98 4.16 0.18 0.00 

    Mindfulness  4.11 3.88 -0.23 0.00 

    Observing  3.43 3.61 0.18 0.00 

    Judging  2.44 2.57 0.13 0.01 

    Teamwork and Leadership  4.36 4.42 0.05 0.03 

    Describing  3.82 3.73 -0.09 0.06 

    Choices  4.14 4.12 -0.02 0.56 

    Interactions with other  4.37 4.37 -0.00 0.64 

    Accepting  3.68 3.69 0.01 0.76 

    Challenges  3.85 3.85 0.00 0.95 

 
 
Discussion  
 

It was theorized that we could measure our experiential design based on results from three 
constructs—College Student Identity, Teamwork/Leadership, and Interacting with Others because these 
constructs accentuate behaviors consistent with high levels of interpersonal interaction. We found 
statistically significant results in two of the three constructs: Teamwork/Leadership and College Student 
Identity. We believe this is a direct result of the cohort based structure and features of the course that 
allow for working together and forming college peer connections. We further assert based on these results 
that students can expand their new leadership qualities to more effectively manage their own educational 
goals as part of their more clarified self-identity as a college student. This, in turn, should continue to help 
increase retention rates.   
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We expected, but did not see, significant gains in the construct for Interacting with Others. We 
hypothesized that we would find gains in this construct because a large amount of the course curriculum 
addressed student interactions with people in their lives, both in and outside of the university, and because 
the course design provides many chances for students to learn these concepts, reflect upon them, and 
practice them in class. There are two ways to interpret this data. First, it is possible we are not providing 
enough space and time for students to practice and apply new tools for Interacting with Others within the 
course design. But we might also conclude that many students come to the course thinking that they 
already have a lot of competence in Interacting with Others, and then during the course students 
recognize a more honest or realistic view of their skill set in this area. For example, students have 
expressed in class that they thought they were good listeners before the course and then have to later 
rethink that self-assessment. Students’ CSSAS answers could, therefore, be reflecting a more honest 
answer to the questions related to Interacting with Others on the post-assessment than on the pre-
assessment. However, this does not align with Navarro’s results with the same curriculum and survey, 
and we might conclude this is because Navarro’s sample contained a greater number of students with 
extreme risk factors (e.g., recently released from prison). His students might have attended the course 
with a lower or more honest self-assessment of their ability to interact with others. Future studies will 
need to more fully address the construct of Interactions with Others, since our results did not show 
significance in that area, and perhaps survey questions could be added or adapted to better measure this 
phenomenon.   

The CSSAS data also indicated a statistically significant increase in student Self-Efficacy. Based 
on research that certain measures of Self-Efficacy, such as hope, can predict aspects of student success and 
retention, more research should be done to further investigate and understand this and other findings and 
how they pertain to online learners and university retention goals.   

 
Effects on Academic Progress and Retention 

The retention results suggest that college students who take this course persist to their next terms 
at higher percentages. We conclude that these preliminary results indicate that this retention intervention 
is meeting its primary goal, which is to support students in their goal towards degree attainment.    

OTP results at WGU strongly predict student graduation rates. In 2014, internal research studies 
conducted by WGU showed that 56% of WGU students who made OTP in the first term would graduate 
from the university, and, an even more powerful indicator, 73% percent of students who made OTP for 
the first two terms would graduate. As such, OTP is also a major part of the day-to-day focus and strategy 
at WGU. The strong OTP results found in this study provides ample evidence to support a university wide 
intervention aimed at increasing retention.   

 
Effects and Success of the Course Design  

Student responses to the course indicate that the course does create a space where students can 
connect to each other. We believe this is largely because of the webcam and, in part, because of other 
details described in the methodology. Students reported that they came to the first day of class nervous 
and afraid to be on webcam, and this seemed to add to instant vulnerability and connection within many 
groups of students. The course design included reflection, student comments, or group activities in all 
segments of each live session, which proved to create many opportunities for students to hear from and 
learn about each other in a short amount of time. An activity in the second session called Sharing 
Experiences, in which students went to a video breakout room with one other classmate and shared an 8-
10-minute story related to their educational journey, allowed quick bonding among students. In the 
debrief that followed this activity, students expressed that they had never considered how similar their 
experiences and difficulties could be to someone else, and they often expressed gratitude for the group at 
this time if they had not already during the first session.   
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Future Research Ideas and Goals 
Informal qualitative data, located in Appendix B, shows that many students were able to feel 

connected to their new peer group. We recommend a more formal and complete analysis of these and 
other qualitative results.   

Our current methodology does not have a means of measuring the number of contact 
opportunities students have with the other students in their cohort after completion of the course. 
Additionally, the curriculum does not have any official or formal recommendations for students on how 
they should stay connected. A longitudinal study should be created to measure if and how group members 
support each other in the future.   

We have identified a need for a more systematic line of studies and feedback on the use of Zoom 
and other web based technologies that place all participants on webcam. These results could be very 
pertinent and timely within the literature and studies across multiple disciplines including instructional 
design, online learning, higher education, teacher preparation, counseling, business, and health 
professions education. We also affirm a relevancy for more studies on how growth in affective measures 
influence and impact different populations of college students and their retention rates.   

Currently, all new undergraduate students have the option and ability to sign up for the LC course 
in their first term. The initial implementation of this program was a proactive effort to support university 
students before they faced the struggles that often impact retention. New university initiatives now also 
provide a reactive intervention to students who are facing immediate risk of attrition by allowing 
struggling continuing students to be referred to this course. Data will be collected about these participants 
through 2016.   

The success of the Leadership and Communication program moving forward relies on continued 
university-wide collaboration and focus on retention intervention. This project requires and has received 
continuous institutional support in order to accomplish the ultimate goal of graduating more students. The 
course taught in this study will continue to be offered to students at the university.   

In order to offer the course, the WGU IR office collaborated with many other key stakeholders at 
the university, and we are currently working to create more training for faculty members on how to 
support students during and after they take the course to better integrate the outcomes of the course and 
the change within each student into the broader, streamlined WGU student experience.   

One issue to note is that the students who attended the class might be more gregarious and self-
directed than the students who didn’t take the course. Because of the quasi-experimental nature of the 
project, it would be more illustrative and definitive to include a more scientific and robust model to 
further identify the qualitative differences and similarities of students who took the course from those 
who didn’t take the course. In this manner, a better description of the course’s “impact” on the student can 
be determined. 

 
 
Conclusion  
 

Humans are social beings-- even online, they need connectedness to their peers. Their emotions, 
feelings, expectations, and personal goals deeply impact their online academic experiences, and these 
non-cognitive, affective characteristics are magnified when students face isolation and are not able to 
foster peer relationships. In order to address the retention risk of online students, it is important to create 
ways for students to connect to each other and to facilitate personal reflections and personal 
understanding about learning, achievement, and leadership. WGU students who completed the LC course 
showed more resilience to independent learning and showed gains in their Self-Efficacy, Identity as a 
College Student, and ability to be Mindful and Focused in learning. Even in an online space, the strong 
course design allowed them to connect with other college students to build relationships and more fully 
develop their higher education identity and personal perceptions of leadership. We see these gains not 
only as a victory in our goals to create more graduates but also a win for higher education. College 
graduates bring academics and lifelong learning into their homes as a resource for future generations; as 
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students gain degrees, they change the trajectory of their families and their futures. A focus on college 
retention among online learners is a critical step in opening access to higher education to provide a means 
for individual to learn independent of time or place and move forward to earn degrees that improve their 
lives.   
 
  

88

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



References 
  
Academy for College Excellence (ACE) (n.d.). Impact. Retrieved from 

http://academyforcollegeexcellence.org/ 
Allen, I. E. & Seaman, J. (2011). Going the distance: Online education in the United States. Babson 

Survey Research Group and Quahog Research Group, LLC.  Retrieved from 
http://www.babson.edu/Academics/centers/blank-center/global-research/Documents/going-the-
distance.pdf 

Andrew, L., Maslin-Prothero, S., & Ewens, B. (2015). Enhancing the online learning experience using 
virtual interactive classrooms. Australian Journal of Advanced Nursing, 32(4), 22-31. 

Beard, C., & Wilson, J. P.  (2013). Experiential learning: A handbook for education, training and 
coaching. London: Kogan Page. 

Beckford, M. A. (2015). The online learning orientation session. Distance Learning, 12(4), 43-50. 
Bourelle, T. (2014). Adapting service-learning into the online technical communication classroom: A 

framework and model. Technical Communication Quarterly, 23(4), 123- 133, 
Chen, R., & DesJardins, S. L. (2010). Investigating the impact of financial aid on student dropout risks: 

Racial and ethnic differences. Journal of Higher Education, 81(2), 179-208. 
Day, L., Hanson, K., Maltby, J., Proctor, C., & Wood, A. (2010). Hope uniquely predicts objective 

academic achievement above intelligence, personality, and previous academic achievement. 
Journal of Research in Personality, 44, 550-553. 

DiRamio, D., & Wolverton, M.  (2006). Integrating learning communities and distance education: 
Possibility or pipedream? Innovative Higher Education, 31, 99-113. 

Duhaney, D. D. (2012). Blended learning and teacher preparation programs. International Journal of 
Instructional Media, 39(3), 197-203. 

Dzubinski, L. M. (2014). Teaching presence: Co-Creating a multi-national online learning community in 
an asynchronous classroom. Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks, 18(2). Retrieved from 
http://www.eric.ed.gov/contentdelivery/servlet/ERICServlet?accno=EJ1036267  

Ekmekci, O. (2013). Being there: Establishing instructor presence in an online learning environment. 
Higher Education Studies, 3(1), 29-38. 

Elliott, W. (2014). Student loans: Are we getting our money's worth? Change, 46(4), 26-33. 
doi:10.1080/00091383.2014.925757 

Gajewski, A., & Mather, M. (2015). Remediation strategies for learners at risk of failure: A course based 
retention model. College Quarterly, 18(1). 

Hamshire, C., Willgoss, T. G., & Wibberley, C. (2013). Should I stay or should I go? A study exploring 
why healthcare students consider leaving their programme. Nurse Education Today, 33, 889-895. 

Hartnett, M., St. George, A., & Dron, J. (2011). Examining motivation in online distance learning 
environments: Complex, multifaceted, and situation-dependent.  International Review of 
Research In Open & Distance Learning, 12(6), 20-37. 

Howley, C. C., Chavis, B., & Kester, J. (2013). "Like Human Beings": Responsive relationships and 
institutional flexibility at a rural community college. Journal of Research In Rural Education, 
28(8), 1-14. 

Hughes, M., Ventura, S., & Dando, M.  (2007). Assessing social presence in online discussion groups: A 
replication study. Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 44, 17-29. 

Lichtenstein, M.  (2005). The importance of classroom environments in the assessment of learning 
community outcomes. Journal of College Student Development, 46(4), 341-356. 

Liu, X., Magjuka, R. J., Bonk, C. J., & Lee, S. (2007). Does sense of community matter? Quarterly 
Review of Distance Education, 8, 9-24. 

McInnerney, J. M., & Roberts, T. S. (2004). Online learning: Social interaction and the creation of a sense 
of community. Educational Technology & Society, 7, 73-81. 

Navarro, D. (2012). Supporting the students of the future. Change, 44(1), 43-51. 

89

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



Pigliapoco, E., & Bogliolo, A. (2008). The effects of psychological sense of community in online and 
face-to-face academic courses. International Journal of Emerging Technologies in Learning, 3, 
60-69. 

Rivers, B. A., Richardson, J. E., & Price, L. (2014). Promoting reflection in asynchronous virtual learning 
spaces: Tertiary distance tutors' conceptions. International Review of Research in Open and 
Distance Learning, 15(3), 215-231. 

Rogo, E. J., & Portillo, K. M. (2014). Building online learning communities in a graduate dental hygiene 
program. Journal of Dental Hygiene, 88(4), 213-228. 

Sparkman, L. A., Maulding, W. S., & Roberts, J. G. (2012). Non-cognitive predictors of student success 
in college. College Student Journal, 46(3), 642-652. 

Waters, J. (2012). Thought-leaders in asynchronous online learning environments. Journal of 
Asynchronous Learning Networks, 16(1), 19-34. 

Western Governors University (2016). Annual Report. Retrieved from 
http://www.wgu.edu/about_WGU/2015_annual_report  

Yuan, J., & Kim, C. (2014). Guidelines for facilitating the development of learning communities in online 
courses.  Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 30(3), 220-232. doi:10.1111/jcal.12042 

Yuping, W., Xibin, H., & Juan, Y. (2015). Revisiting the blended learning literature: Using a complex 
adaptive systems framework. Journal of Educational Technology & Society, 18(2), 380-393. 

  

90

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



Appendix A: Definitions and Descriptions of Course Terms 
 
Curriculum 

The course curriculum includes videos, reading, lecture/review, interactive activities, and 
discussion on the follow topics: leadership skills, personal awareness, interpersonal communication 
theory (The Cycle of Waste and the Cycle of Value, the Ladder of Listening, the Conversation Meter), 5 
Dynamics working styles and energy intensities, functions of the brain that promote and inhibit learning, 
Bio Reaction (fight or flight response), the hero’s journey, and emotional intelligence. The first three class 
sessions center around the students’ past experiences in learning, the functions of the brain that facilitate 
and inhibit learning, Bio Reaction (the fight or flight response), 5 Dynamics working styles, and the 
Hero’s Journey. These days of class help students look inward to practice self-reflection and personal 
awareness of habits, history, strengths, and weaknesses. Day four of the course starts a new look into 
interpersonal communication theory. Students learn the Cycle of Value and the Cycle of Waste and spend 
the next three class sessions learning new tools and skills to improve facets of their emotional intelligence 
such as listening strategies for creating value, the conversation meter, a deep look at Maslow’s hierarchy 
of needs, and an extensive understanding of communication choices and consequences. The last two 
sessions focus on practical application of these new tools within the participant’s journey as a college 
student. These final nights include a direct application of the tools and how they connect to being a strong 
leader, considering oneself as the leader of their own education, study strategies based on working style, 
strategic planning to better understand the direct relationship between choice and consequence, a course 
review, and a final chance for students to share their personal story and goals of the future.    
 
Avatars and Web Conferencing 

Instead of using only webcams or avatars to represent students online, the LC course uses both 
simultaneously to strengthen the peer-interactions and learning community as a whole. The online 
classroom is hosted on a Zoom Room platform and displayed webcam feeds of all participants at one 
time. Avatars are used to represent spatial relationships in class, order of speaking or presentations in 
certain activities, as well as to place students in groups or pairings for breakout activities.   

 
Reflection 

Reflections allow each student the opportunity to recall and review their learning from the 
previous session, and apply them to specific reflection questions. After a short writing sprint, the 
instructor facilitates the sharing of student reflections, allowing students to learn from diverse 
perspectives and participate in peer learning in a virtual F2F environment. As a class of students start to 
build connections with each other, the instructor is able turn this reflection time over to the group to allow 
the newly forming peer group to lead itself through the reflection activity. The instructor listens and 
assesses learning but not necessarily contribute or comment.   

 
Whip Around 

An opening “Whip-Around” activity is another sharing experience in which students finish a 
sentence stem with a personal disclosure about themselves or what they were learning. “A relationship in 
my life I would like to improve is …” would be an example of a vulnerable sentence stem that relates 
directly to the course content.  These whip around activities allow students to find common ground 
amongst their peers and help them to identify with others’ experiences. This activity utilizes collaborative 
virtual tools to show visually a spatial arrangement of student avatars. Student avatars are placed in a 
circle to represent a circle in a classroom.   
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Video Breakout Rooms 
Video breakout rooms allow students to leave the main classroom and enter smaller virtual video 

conference rooms in which students interact in meaningful ways around the curriculum, in pairs, and in 
teams to promote sharing and contributing.   

 
Concentric Circles 

Concentric circles is a classroom layout that is used within the curriculum to allow students to 
work in pairs and then change partners throughout the activity so each student was able to work one on 
one with every classmate inside of video breakout rooms.   
 
Working Styles with 5 Dynamics 

Before the first live session, students take a computer-generated assessment from 5 Dynamics to 
assess their individual, predominate working style. Students are taught the principles behind the 5 
Dynamics energy intensities during both asynchronous work and synchronous activities, and then results 
are delivered to students during class within a discussion of the hero’s journey. This activity helps to 
unify the learning community by giving students common language as they continue in a journey of self-
discovery in the online classroom. Working styles also contribute to the development of hyper-bonding 
because they give students new and meaningful insight into the self and the community. After they 
receive their results, students use the team document to join same-style teams for deeper reflection and 
connection.   
 
Small Class Size 

In order to ensure all members of the learning community could contribute and connect, class 
sizes in the LC course are capped at 16 students. Small class sizes help facilitate the use of avatars and 
video feeds so that images and videos of each student are large enough for everyone to see and relate to 
during sharing, reflecting, and other classroom interactions. It is also important to limit the size of the 
course so that faculty instructors can have large enough video feeds of each student to assess visual 
engagement through body language, facial expressions, and other nonverbal cues.   
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Appendix B: Students’ Post-course comments 
 
Qualitative Data 

Table 1.1 represents a sampling of the qualitative data that we gathered through the final 
summative course assessment and post course CSSAS, in the form of student quotes.  These quotes 
effectively highlight the importance of peer relationships and the opportunity that participants had to learn 
from each other, in their classroom experiences, and not just from a faculty member.   
 
Table 1.1: Student experience quotes 

“What a wonderful experience it has been to get to know other classmates and find that we have so 
much in common and can contribute to each other's success. There is power in teamwork!” 

“I found myself looking forward to each class; a class that I once doubted could be of any assistance to 
me.  Even though this will be my shortest course here at Western Governors University, I feel it was the 
most beneficial. I have made a bond with other students like me, and a teacher that made this class be 
as special as it could be.”  

“I enjoyed the human interaction that the class gave, and I have made my first friends while attending 
WGU. For all of the convenience and speed that WGU brings, the place I personally miss is the 
classroom experience.” 

“[I learned] that I am not alone and there are others like me” 

“I also learned that personal involvement and interaction with fellow students and teachers is something 
I think may help me be more successful.  I feel more a part of my school, there is more of a connection 
now that I met people and got to know them.” 
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Abstract: The discussion of freshmen course load and meeting timely degree attainment has led 
schools to develop programs encouraging students to plan successfully to completion by tracking the 
credit load. Underprepared, first generation, low socioeconomic students are victims of not fully 
understanding the implications of course load and its effects on financial aid and total debt. After a 
review of our own institution student profile and course load, Georgian Court University developed 
a targeted strategy of helping freshmen earn the 30 credits per year needed to stay on track for 
graduation. Re-working the placement procedures for remedial classes, implementing a new 
structure in remedial course delivery, and providing a free college level class to those that are behind 
worked in tandem to improve the university first year retention rate by 8%. This paper will highlight 
how this promising new initiative was developed based on research and implemented to lead to this 
successful outcome, as well as the implications for further development.   
 
 
Introduction 
 

According to The Condition of Education (Kena et al., 2015) the average six-year graduation rate 
at American colleges is 59%, four-year rates drop to 39%. Gallup Researchers Calderon & Jones (2016) 
found “About half of university presidents say the degree completion rate for Pell Grant-eligible students 
is less than 50%, including 8% of presidents who say the rate is fewer than one in five” (para. 4) based on 
more than 400 college and university president interviews. These lackluster results have drawn national 
attention and public concern. Often students who fail to earn a degree have been strapped with 
considerable costs and no meaningful result. For students on state or federal aid, the taxpayers have borne 
a considerable burden with little positive to show for it. While the oft used language of national crisis 
might be hyperbole, this phenomenon is, nonetheless, troubling. 

One contributing factor to low graduation rates is the under-preparedness of a subset of students 
who enter college. When a student enters college with a weak high school background, s/he is often in 
need of non-college level remediation. “Remedial classes have become the Bermuda Triangle of higher 
education. Most students are lost, and few will ever be seen on graduation day” (Attewell & Jang, 2013, 
p. 14) with 20.7% of those seeking a bachelor’s degree require remediation and of those 35.1% graduate 
in 6 years (Complete College America, 2011). 

Sometimes these students are advised, with the best of intentions, to take a lighter workload in the 
first semester as they adjust to college. When this happens the odds of graduation may decrease even 
further (Complete College America, 2011).  Research has shown that students who engage in coursework 
outside of the fall and spring semesters, presumably to stay on track for graduation, are significantly more 
likely to graduate (Attewell & Jang, 2013). 

Given these findings, it is likely that programs whose specific focus is keeping students on track 
to graduate in terms of credit count, while helping to remediate any deficiencies upon entrance, will 
increase. The current study focuses on a program at a small private college that is designed to assure that 
students who are at risk of not reaching 30 credits by the end of their first year have the opportunity to 
take additional coursework at no cost in order to help assure that they remain on track for timely 
graduation. 
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Background 
 

Georgian Court University is a private, comprehensive liberal arts Catholic University in the 
Mercy tradition. Georgian Court University offers undergraduate and graduate programs and has been 
fully coeducational since fall 2013. Serving the high need undergraduate population of mostly New 
Jersey; 94% state residents, 44% of students are first-generation and 45% receive Pell awards.   

The university’s desire to improve university retention and graduation rates precipitated a 
discussion and discovery about student course load. Course load is a huge factor in degree completion as 
the Complete College America (2015) report found 50% of students at four-year institutions are not 
taking enough credits to graduate on time. “The surest path to more college completions is the shortest 
one” (Complete College America, 2011, p. 16). Even with the best of intentions, students enrolling in 
lower credit loads are setting themselves up for weaker academic performance in college. “Students who 
take 15 credits per semester get better grades and are less likely to drop out than those who take 12, 
regardless of their level of preparation based on high school rank, SAT scores, and other measures” 
(Marcus, 2016, para. 11).   

Adding time to the degree does not improve likelihood of completion. “For instance, giving full-
time community college students one extra year to earn an associate degree and giving full-time college 
students two extra years to earn a bachelor’s degree only increases graduation rates by 4.9 percent —for 
both groups” (Complete College America, 2011, p. 12).  Using summer sessions has demonstrated 
improved graduation rates. “There was a statistically significant effect of summer school upon six-year 
graduation. The magnitude was 3.74 percentage points in the regression model and 6.93 percentage points 
in the propensity model (Attewell & Jang, 2013, p. 11). 

Summer sessions are not a new idea, rather colleges and universities have been offering courses 
for years in alternative semesters such as summer and winter.  While students do not plan on them as part 
of their education journey, there is evidence that summer session enrollment improves retention and 
graduation rates.  “Summer school attendance after the freshman year of college was associated with 7 
and 11 percentage point advantages in graduation, at four-year and two-year colleges respectively. The 
research reported here, suggest that summer school may indeed have ‘a meaningful impact’ on 
undergraduates’ progress, and one hopes that educational policy-makers will become aware of that 
evidence” (Attewell & Jang, 2013, p. 12). 

A significant proportion of the timely degree completion is the remedial courses required for 
preparation of college level work. “1.7 million students each year begin college in remediation, and 1 in 
10 remedial students graduate” (Complete College America, 2015, p. 8).  “Fixing remediation now may 
be the best thing we can do to boost college completion. And it’s clear what needs to be done: Start as 
many underprepared students as possible in first-year, full-credit classes” (Complete College America, 
2011, p. 16).   

How remediation is delivered has been researched and redeveloped in recent years. “70% of 
remedial math students at community college had not even attempted college level math in 2 years” 
(Complete College America, 2015, p. 8).  The New Mathways Project implemented “accelerated, non-
algebra-intensive math pathways that are aligned with the needs of social science, health, and liberal arts 
professionals as well as a revised model of the algebra pathway for students in science, technology, 
engineering and math careers” (Rutschow & Diamond, 2015, p. es2).  “Students learn math by doing 
math, not by listening to someone talk about doing math. Interactive computer software combined with 
personalized, on-demand assistance and mandatory student participation is the key element of success” 
(NCAT, 2013, p. 1).  Determining the student skills prior to performance in college level classes is varied.  
“Using both ACTC score and HSGPA was generally more beneficial for improving prediction accuracy 
and success rates over those based on single-predictor models, providing evidence of the incremental 
benefit of using both measures for predicting college success beyond the first year” (Radunzel & Noble, 
2012, p. 41). 
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Implementation 
 

On average, Georgian Court University had a 70% retention rate and a 28% graduation rate in 
four years.  A review of the fall 2013 cohort of 275 first-time full-time students revealed that only 36% 
earned 30 collegiate credits before the start of the second year.  Given that students are required to 
complete at minimum 120 credits to earn a bachelor’s degree, the data suggested that 64% of the 
freshmen class would not graduate within four years without intrusive intentional intervention.  The same 
cohort had 50% (138 students) enrolled in at least one remedial course, many requiring more than one 
remedial course in a sequence prior to moving into college level coursework.   

University students previously had been placed into remedial course work after a three hour 
placement exam testing readiness in mathematics, reading and writing.  Remedial courses for writing 
were determined through a double blind read of a written essay, while cut scores on a computerized exam 
determined math placement.   

Students would be placed in one of three levels of mathematics remediation, where a STEM 
major could be required to spend three semesters in mathematics remediation.  This was based on the 
student’s information input at the beginning of the testing session.  The student would be asked about 
his/her experiences in mathematics and as a result the algorithm of the test would determine the number 
and type of questions the student faced.  Students would often be tested on material learned at a very 
young age and would have to demonstrate competency or never would be questioned on high school level 
math which they were currently experiencing.   

Georgian Court University attempted to remediate students to the level of mathematics in which 
they would need success in college based on their major and career aspirations.  This resulted in three 
different remedial mathematics courses being developed.  However, due to the testing algorithms, the 
students were sometimes placed lower than required and forced to move through all three levels of 
remediation.   

In the fall of 2014, placement determination in mathematics changed to a review of the students’ 
high school transcript and a review of SAT Math scores.  As a result we lowered the number of students 
in remedial courses and had 47% successfully complete college level math within the first year of college.  
More impressively the fall 2015 cohort saw 76% complete college level math in their first year after 
changing the manner in which math remediation is delivered.  See Table 1.   

 
Table 1: Mathematics placement at Georgian Court University 
College 
Level Math 
Course  

MATH SAT 
Minimum 
Score 

HS Algebra HS Algebra II HS Trigonometry HS Calculus 

MA103 450 C or better C or better N/A N/A 
MA105 450 C or better C or better N/A N/A 
MA106 450 C or better C or better N/A N/A 
MA107 450 C or better C or better N/A N/A 
MA109 450 C or better C or better C or better N/A 
MA110 500 C or better C or better C or better C or better 

 
The most significant change was the development of our fifteen to finish initiative, the Chart the 

Course program in the fall 2014.  This program offers first-time full-time students a free three-credit 
college level course during the winter or summer term to help them complete 30 college level credits 
prior to the start of the second year.  Georgian Court University requires a minimum of 120 credits for 
bachelor’s degree completion; to achieve this goal within four years a student needs to complete 15 
college credits each semester for a total of 30 each academic year.  Through careful tracking, we were 
able to identify first-time full-time students not enrolled and/or achieving academic success in 15 college 
level credits each semester.  We conducted outreach to the students and their parents encouraging 
enrollment in the Chart the Course program classes during the winter session period and/or summer 
session.  During the pilot year we offered PS111 Introduction to Psychology (Hybrid), EC180 

96

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



Contemporary Economics (Online) and HI131 US History I (online), all of which fulfill requirements for 
general education at the University.  The classes were hybrid or online courses so students that live a 
great distance from the university could participate without the worry of paying for housing during the 
term.  We hired qualified peer tutors to offer supplemental support for the classes.   

In addition to the course credit, students were provided a face to face orientation program 
including training in completing online classes prior to the start of the courses.  At this orientation 
students met their faculty, their academic coaches and peer tutors.  They learned about course planning to 
meet their degree requirements in four years and were introduced to the online platform for their class.  
The Department of Student Success assisted students in registering for Google Hangouts and created 
groups so students could contact their classmates via group text messages to quickly and easily engage in 
successful dialogue with the students and peer tutors about the course work. 

 
 

Outcome 
 

In the first year of the Chart the Course program, a total of 143 students completed 30 credits or 
more before starting their second year of college.  Of those, 133 enrolled the next fall which is a one year 
retention rate of 93%. A total of 43 students participated in the Chart the Course program.  Of those 39 
enrolled the next fall thus a retention rate of 86%.  Both of these numbers exceed the university one year 
retention rate of 78% and are evidence of an impact to improve overall retention.  

 

 
Figure 1: Retention rates of Credit Earning & Chart the Course Participation 

 
More significant is a review of those 48 students invited to participate in the Chart the Course 

Program, but chose not to participate for a variety of reasons.  Of those CTC Opt-out students, 28 enrolled 
in the fall which is a 54% retention rate.  Thus, students opting out of the program are at greater risk of 
not returning and will need specific dynamic interventions.  Of those Opt-out students, only five 
completed 30 credits prior to the second year and all of them retained to the next fall semester, while the 
non-participant non-30 credit earners retained at only 43%. See Figure 1. 

As can be seen from this data, it appears that the Chart the Course program is impacting 
university student success measures; specifically, university measured first-time full-time retention which 
is 8% higher than our 10 year average of 70%.  See Table 2. Students have developed ongoing 
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relationships with the academic coaches in the student success department and have found confidence in 
online coursework, alternative term courses and degree planning.  We have replicated the program again 
in the 2015 year and will continue to monitor the progress of the cohorts as they move toward graduation.  

 
Table 2: Historical retention rates at Georgian Court University 

 
Increasing retention of one FTFT student resulted in covering the cost of the Chart the Course 

program.  Peer tutoring, faculty overload for 3 courses, and basic operational costs were the actual costs 
of delivering the program.  With the increase in retention by 8%, the university was able see true income 
generation.  Historically, freshmen at the university did not enroll in alternative semester courses at the 
university, therefore there was no loss of revenue by offering free enrollment in our summer courses.    

 
 

Future Implications 
 

Having the discussion of “fifteen to finish” and “thirty a year” helps to frame parent and student 
expectations about college.  Georgian Court University has 44% first-generation students and it is 
important to help the family understand and meet expectations of a four-year degree.  While we will 
continue to influence a culture of completion by providing opportunities like the Chart the Course 
program, it is necessary we recognize the unique family dynamic that is facing our students. We will 
continue to research the outcomes of these cohorts and track their credit completion and graduation rates.  
We hope to find that these cohorts enroll in and complete 30 credits annually as well as consider using 
summer and winter terms to meet the goal of gradation in four years.   

Further, in 2015, we moved to an Emporium model (NCAT, 2013) for mathematics remediation 
delivery.  “Interactive computer software combined with personalized, on-demand assistance and 
mandatory student participation is the key element of success” through ten essential elements (NCAT, 
2013, p. 3). While the results are still being gathered, we are on track to have 76% successful completion 
of college level mathematics this year.  We were able to move all emporium students to college level 
math in the second semester, eliminating the need for multiple semesters/years of remedial work.   

The 2014 cohort will enter their junior year in fall 2016.  We have planned for an intrusive 
communication with the cohort about timely completion.  The student success department will conduct an 
audit of student records and build a communication method for the student and their academic advisor to 
plan for timely completion.  

 
 

Conclusion 
 
 The minimal cost of the implementation of the Chart the Course program and remedial math 
rework make it easily replicable at other institutions.   Engaging faculty, parents and students in 
discussion about timely degree completion promotes the mission of meeting the expectations of improved 
graduation rates.  “Fifteen to finish” and “thirty a year” programs are gathering momentum across the 
country.  

Year Cohort 1 Semester Retention 1 year Retention 
2010 223 84% 65% 
2011 243 87% 71% 
2012 160 83% 71% 
2013 275 85% 70% 

10 year Average through 2013 85% 70% 

2014 228 91% 78%
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According to the White House Report for Increasing College Opportunity for Low-Income 
Students,  

Too many students in developmental courses never move onto credit-bearing 
work, therefore wasting time and resources on students and institutions with no 
bearing on student’s goals or success.  States, post-secondary systems and 
colleges are responding to this challenge by reassessing and redesigning the 
remediation strategies. (The Executive Office of the President, 2014, p. 41) 
Georgian Court University had three levels of math remediation two years ago and students were 

placed in those classes based on a standardized, computer based examination as part of a three hour 
testing experience.  Through a review of the coursework achievement in high school and the SAT 
mathematics score, we are now placing students more appropriately in remedial courses.   

The Chart the Course program offers the most promise of a “fifteen to finish” or “thirty a year” 
offering, because it provides access to achievement regardless of socioeconomic, first-generation, or low-
income factors.  The convenience of the on-line and/or hybrid offering provide equal access to all 
students.  Additionally, it allows the university officials to have easy access to students at risk of attrition, 
because we know that non-participants retain at nearly half the rate of participants.  Targeted outreach to 
those students and families can start as early as October or November.  The Chart the Course program 
engages the population of the student body often missed. Students enrolled in remedial courses are often 
at risk for attrition just as other students with risk factors such as gender and low income status. The 
Chart the Course model is based on student enrollment and success at the institution. By simply including 
any first-time full-time students who are not on track to have 30 college level credits complete within the 
first year, students are reached who otherwise may not have been identified by other labeled risk factors.     
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Abstract: Individuals who earned their scholarly credentials to become faculty in higher education 
may be experts in their areas of discipline, but less proficient in the nuances of academic advising. 
Knowing curricula, prerequisites, graduation requirements, and providing ‘pep’ talks are 
insufficient. Perspectives of assessment that emphasize quality advising must account for the 
minimally prepared current faculty, the underprepared new faculty members and the turnover of 
adjunct faculty who are assigned undergraduate academic advising responsibilities. The advising 
activity is a core necessary function of the University and requires an intentional culture of investing 
in the orientation and development of faculty advisors. Appropriate training will be necessary to 
promote continuous improvement in this area of concern. In this paper, the authors propose seven 
key components for fair evaluation and assessment of the faculty advisors’ effectiveness and 
efficiency to serve students. They are: 1) purpose, 2) education, 3) expectations, 4) evidence, 5) 
indicators of eminence, 6) indicators of quality, and 7) indicators of impact. This paper provides an 
approach toward infusing, evaluating and assessing the activity of advising into the culture of faculty 
work with the support of professional advisors and a supportive University infrastructure. 
 

 
Advising is a Core Function of the University 
 
 According to Kuhn (2008), “Academic advising is one of “the single most powerful predictors of 
student success” (p. 73) because of the correlation between students’ relationships with their academic 
advisors and their sense of connection to the campus community. Yet, academic advising is often 
underfunded and devalued at institutions, resulting in advisors’ inadequate understanding of impactful 
academic advising models and a disconnect between teaching and learning. Efforts must be made to 
address these challenges, equipping both professional advisors and faculty advisors with the skills, 
knowledge, and ongoing professional development, essential to fostering their undergraduate advisees’ 
academic success. 

The North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University (NCA&T), guided by its 
campus-strategic plan, Preeminence 2020, is committed to promoting a diverse and inclusive campus 
community. NCA&T is a public land grant institution and one of 17 constituent institutions in the 
University of North Carolina (UNC) System. The University has a historical mission of educating African 
Americans. Established in 1891 under the Second Morrill Act, NCA&T has grown from its initial focus 
as a teaching institution to the largest teaching, research, and agricultural extension Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) in the state of North Carolina. 

In 2012, Chancellor Harold Martin commissioned a “blue-ribbon task force” with University-
wide representation to review student academic success throughout the campus.  The task force prepared 
a series of recommendations to initiate significant and measurable improvement in student academic 
success and academic support.  The recommendations of the task force were: (a) to emphasize 
accountability in academic advising, (b) to improve academic instruction, (c) to structure support 
services; and (d) to improve the intellectual climate.  

In 2013, the University of North Carolina Board of Governors established the policy on Fostering 
Undergraduate Student Success (UNC Policy Manual, 400.1.5, 2013). In fall 2015, the Foster Student 
Success Committee was charged by the Provost to review the Blue Ribbon Commission’s report and the 
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Fostering Undergraduate Student Success policy, to determine recommendations for improving 
undergraduate student success on campus.  As of fall of 2014, 68.8% of the North Carolina Agricultural 
& Technical State University undergraduate population was identified as low income, first-generation 
college, disabled or a combination of these three categories.  The University learned through assessing the 
results of advising initiatives within their TriO Student Support Services (SSS) Program the positive 
effect advising had on retention rates.   

The TriO Programs are federally funded programs that provide opportunities for academic 
development, assist students with basic college requirements, and motivate students toward the successful 
completion of their postsecondary education. TriO Student Support Services (SSS) project also may 
provide grant aid to current SSS participants who are receiving federal Pell grants. The goal of TriO SSS 
is to increase the college retention and graduation rates of its participants. All SSS projects must provide: 
academic tutoring, which may include instruction in reading, writing, study skills, mathematics, science, 
and other subjects; advice and assistance in postsecondary course selection; assistance for students with 
information on both the full range of student financial aid programs, benefits and resources for locating 
public and private scholarships; and assistance in completing financial aid applications.  

The TriO SSS’s preliminary success specifically with low-income and first-generation college 
students can be attributed to refocusing the academic advising model to place less emphasis on traditional 
course registration and more emphasis on the individual needs of those most at risk of attrition from 
higher education (Gordon, 2010). Specialized academic advising has proven to be highly impactful based 
on studies exploring programs that are especially critical for first-year students, first-generation college 
students, students of color, and undecided majors, particularly since they are the populations most likely 
to leave college (Schaller, 2010). 

Intrusive advising is even more impactful for at-risk student populations who require academic 
advising and career counseling throughout the academic year (not just during traditional advising and 
registration) because of the “one-on-one” academic coaching relationship, intentionally created and 
cultivated. Educating faculty and professional advisors to acquire a holistic focus to provide a proactive 
and intrusive outreach are more likely to address student needs. Bai and Pan (2009) found that students 
participating in specialized advising programs designed to address their individual needs were 24% more 
likely to return to their institution than those who participated in more traditional, prescriptive academic 
advising. 

Since the intentional institution of intrusive advising began in the TriO SSS Program in 2009, a 
correlation is observed of approximately a 7% increase in retention rate over a five-year period for first 
generation and approximately 6% increase for low income students. These increases validate the concept 
that methods that encourage interpersonal connections between undergraduate students and faculty 
advisors and those programs that use a multi-model advising approach, (faculty advisors and professional 
advisors congruently) are especially effective (Walmsley, Wilson, & Morgan, 2010). Creating faculty 
advisor workshops that encourage them to address “big picture questions,” such as helping them align 
identity, purpose, belief, and values (Bloom, Hutson, & He, 2008), are significantly more likely to see 
their advisees (students) persist to graduation as opposed to students whose advisors address only some of 
these functions (Allen & Smith, 2008).  Similarly, Hsu & Baily (2011) found a statistically significant 
correlation between students’ plans to remain enrolled and their advisor’s willingness to answer questions 
and provide personalized assistance throughout the year. Of study participants, 85.4% of students who 
agreed or strongly agreed that their advisor was approachable also self-reported their plans to return to the 
university (Hsu & Bailey, 2011). 

The University is institutionalizing intrusive advising initiatives for other special populations. 
Having pragmatic information regarding the impact these activities have had on the TriO Program’s 
targeted population—first-generation college and/or low-income college students—supports this effort. 
Substantial curriculum revisions, increased academic support services, and early alert systems have also 
been institutionally implemented to promote retention rates and improve academic progress toward 
degree.  Promoting an effective academic advising system that integrates the use of academic support 
services and the early alert system is paramount.  
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Table 1 displays the number of students enrolled as first-generation college students per academic 
year, the number of students that returned from the initial year enrolled, and the retention rate for the 
initial academic year. 

 
Table 1: First-generation college student retention from Fall 2009-2014, NCA&T 

First Generation College Students 

 Initial# Enrolled Retention # Retention % 

Fall 2009 395 287 73% 

Fall 2010 455 340 75% 

Fall 2011 420 317 75% 

Fall 2012 386 309 80% 

Fall 2013 350 271 77% 

Fall 2014 344 260 76% 

 
The intrusive advising efforts since 2009 show a steady increase in retention. The significance of 

the efforts in delivering evidence-based initiatives and high impact practices (i.e., increased academic 
support services and early alert systems) is shown by the comparison between the retention rates of the 
first-generation college student and those who were not first-generation college students.  

According to Figure 1, during five of the six years these initiatives were in place, the retention 
rates for first-generation college students were equal to or exceeded the rates of students who were not 
first-generation college students. 

 

 
Figure 1: First generation vs. non-first generation retention, 2009-2014 
 

The retention success for low-income college students is another demonstration of the 
significance of our efforts. The retention rates for low-income college students from Fall 2009-2014 are 
displayed in Table 2. 
Table 2: Low-income college student retention from Fall 2009-2014, NCA &T 

Low Income College Students 
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Initial# Enrolled Retention # Retention % 

Fall 2009 1160 854 74% 

Fall 2010 1416 1054 74% 

Fall 2011 1266 930 73% 

Fall 2012 1193 966 81% 

Fall 2013 1187 943 79% 

Fall 2014 1168 880 75% 

 
Five of the six years displayed in Figure 2 show the low-income (Pell Grant eligible) retention 

rate was either equal to or exceeded the retention rates of non-Pell Grant eligible students at NCA&T. 
 

 
 
Figure 2: Pell-eligible vs. non-Pell eligible retention, Fall 2009-2014, NCA&T 
 

The retention data shows that the first-generation college students are performing one full 
percentage point above those students who are not considered a first-generation college student. 
Indirectly, providing attention through intrusive advising to the needs of the student (academic and non-
academic) shows a positive effect on retention, evidenced in Table 3. 
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Table 3: The percent difference in retention rates between first-generation and non-first-generation college students 

YEAR 1st Gen Retention Non 1st Gen Retention % Difference 

Fall 2009 73% 72% 1% 

Fall 2010 75% 74% 1% 

Fall 2011 75% 74% 1% 

Fall 2012 80% 80% 0% 

Fall 2013 77% 79% -2% 

Fall 2014 76% 75% 1% 

 
Additionally, the retention data shows that the low-income college students are performing 1.6 

percentage points above those students who are not considered a low-income college student. This 
reiterates the assertion that the attention to academic and non-academic needs is positively affecting 
retention. Improved retention rates are the absolute first step toward having improved graduation rates. 

 
Table 4: Percent difference in first-year retention between low-income and other income students 

YEAR Low Income Retention % Other Income Retention % % Difference 
Fall 2009 74% 70% 4% 

Fall 2010 74% 74% 0% 

Fall 2011 73% 74% -1% 

Fall 2012 81% 77% 4% 

Fall 2013 79% 78% 1% 

Fall 2014 75% 73% 2% 

 
Through our current investments in revamping of student academic support systems which 

included a series of student and faculty surveys, NCA&T discovered three major findings regarding 
faculty advising. First, faculty typically were not accustomed to monitoring student data points regarding 
student retention, persistence and time-to-degree. Second, terminology that is commonly used by the 
University “bean-counters” were unclear to faculty and common understanding was necessary. Finally, 
standards were not documented and clearly communicated to faculty advisors; thus they were not held 
accountable for the advising activity. In order for NCA&T to be successful in most areas of educating 
efficiently and effectively, commitment to improving faculty advising is necessary to leverage innovative 
intervention strategies that will lead to improvements in learning pathways for higher education.  

The following information was published for clarity and a common language centered around 
student success to address the first two findings. It was surprising to learn that 73% of the faculty 
surveyed were unaware of the magnitude of the enrollment management function of the University.  
Faculty were concerned about their students’ scholastic mastery, but were not necessarily attuned with 
activities beyond the classroom assessments. Student success for a faculty member was one-dimensional, 
the grade-point average.  Student success for the University is multifaceted. Therefore, defining student 
success for faculty was the starting point. 

 
 

Defining Student Success 
 

To establish a common understanding of student success and to develop a foundation for the 
faculty advisor workshop, terms are defined and are listed in chronological order as to when students 
matriculate into the University, starting with the recruitment of a student and ending with post student 
graduation. These definitions included: enrollment management, enrollment pathways, new freshmen, 
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transfer students, strategic enrollment management (SEM), retention, first year retention, subsequent year 
persistence, retention in major, student development, academic development, leadership development, 
cultural development, community engagement, satisfactory academic progress, grade point average, 
earned hours and attempted hours, completion of critical courses, time to degree, student engagement, 
behavioral engagement, cognitive engagement, emotional engagement, major identity, University 
identity, community building, and post-graduation progression. 

 
What is Student Success?   

Student success is the accomplishment of favorable or desired student outcomes.  These outcomes 
are typically indicated by: 

Student Retention & Persistence: Registering for subsequent semester courses and passing these 
courses with a “C” or better 
Educational Attainment: Engaging successfully with multiple experiences related to the academic 
program such as community service, study abroad, internships, and/or co-ops 
Academic Achievement: Earning the degree 
Student Advancement: Acceptance into graduate school and/or embarking upon a career 
Holistic Development: Development of critical factors that greatly influence new students, 
including academic skills, commitment, self-management and social support 

 
Strategic Enrollment Management (SEM) 

Although not so different from the Enrollment Management discussed above, strategic enrollment 
management is defined by Wilkinson (2007) et. al. in A Practical Guide to Strategic Enrollment 
Management Planning in Higher Education as: 

…an institution-wide responsibility and the central focus of the institution’s overall strategic plan. 
SEM focuses on what is best for students and how to ensure their success while addressing all aspects 
of the institution’s mission. Just like overall strategic planning, strategic enrollment management 
starts with the institution’s mission (p.6). 

 
Principles that guide SEM include targeted recruiting to maintain optimum enrollment in each 

academic program.  This requires working with each department in recruiting and is dependent on the 
department to provide high quality academic programming.  
 
The Academic Advising Structure  

As part of its mission, the Center for Academic Excellence—a unit consisting of a professional 
academic advising and academic support staff—establishes the university standards for advising. The 
Center provides the advising syllabus and handbook to help communicate the minimal expectation for all 
academic advising activities at the University. To equip students with success skills and learning support, 
the Center for Academic Excellence promotes a “shared-model” for academic advising, where the 
students have a faculty advisor assigned by their department and a professional advisor assigned from the 
Center. The professional advisor is the Academic Coach (AC) from the Center. The National Academic 
Advising Association (NACADA) defines the shared-model as an “…administrative unit with 
professional staff to support the department advisors (usually faculty) by providing resources and 
training.” (Pardee 2004, p7) 

The Center’s academic coaches advise all new freshmen student athletes from orientation to 
graduation, as well as other identified special populations such as exploratory students, Army ROTC, the 
university band, the first-generation male mentoring program, first-generation female mentoring program, 
and transition students.   

The purpose of the activities performed in the Center is to aggressively support NCA&T in 
successfully achieving the target retention and graduation rates and meet the strategic priorities outlined 
in the University’s strategic plan.   
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The Center’s academic coaches: 
1. Teach the “College Success” Freshman Studies Course.   
2. Serve as the primary contact for early alert warnings for all freshman and special populations and 

will follow-up with student and/or prescribe academic intervention strategies if deemed 
appropriate. 

3. Work with liaisons identified by colleges: 
a. To promote a clear unified message regarding curriculum adjustments, academic policies, 

academic support, and transition guidance when deemed necessary; 
b. To assist with prescriptions for academic intervention strategies; and 
c. To provide an academic recovery program for probationary and suspended students. 

 
Reiterating the Center for Academic Excellence’s role, appropriate training for continuous 

improvement is a major aspect. University faculty members have earned their scholarly credentials to 
become faculty in higher education and are experts in their areas of discipline; however, they may still 
need additional professional development to learn the nuances of academic advising.  Knowing curricula, 
prerequisites, graduation requirements, and providing ‘pep’ talks are essential; but holistic advising skills, 
addressing non-academic barriers, are equally important.   
 
 
The Faculty Advising Workshop 
 

Emphasis on quality advising is managed by impactful programmatic training and direct 
assessments.  The Center for Academic Excellence sponsored its first Faculty Advisors’ Conference in 
Spring 2016.  This type of activity will assist faculty who are currently actively engaged in the advising 
process and are interested in enhancing their skillset.  For the underprepared new faculty members and the 
turnover of adjunct faculty who are assigned undergraduate academic advising responsibilities, it is 
imperative that establishing the common language for student success become the foundation on which to 
build learning objectives for the faculty advisor. After the academic advising training for faculty advisors 
was created, the Center for Academic Excellence petitioned Human Resource Management to require the 
first training module to be integrated into the New Faculty Orientation Program. The advising activity is a 
core necessary function of the University and requires an intentional culture of investing into the 
orientation and development of faculty advisors.  

NACADA outlines the following components for any academic advisor training: advising 
concepts and theories; information on institutional programs, policies, and procedures; development of 
interpersonal skills and communication; and an introduction to advising-based technologies. Intentional 
and holistic advisor training is one of the most fundamental components of a successful and effective 
academic advising program.  Emphasis on an “advising as teaching” philosophy is necessary to highlight 
the critical role students play in the academic advising process as they gain foundational skills and 
knowledge necessary to facilitate their own academic exploration. 

Faculty advisors use the following expected student learning outcomes for the academic advising 
experience.  

Personal growth: Develop communication, decision-making, and problem-solving skills 
 Define your short-term and long-term goals after reflecting on personal values, interests, 

strength, and challenges 
 Articulate personal, academic and professional goals during advising sessions 
 Describe the connection between goals and values, interests, strengths, and challenges 
 Discuss problems faced by assessing what caused them, what can be done to resolve 

them, and how to avoid them in the future  
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Resource identification: Develop skills in locating and effectively using information and 
resources that help you achieve your goals.  

 Identify websites, campus offices, and faculty or staff you can consult with questions 
 Use information from university resources to assess progress towards achieving goals 

(e.g. degree evaluation, information from faculty and staff) 
 Knowledge of departmental and university processes and policies.  

 
Curriculum integration: Understand the relationship between your classroom experiences and 
your academic, career, and personal goals.  

 Explain how your major curriculum helps you achieve your goals 
 Schedule courses to graduate in a timely manner based on your educational pathway  
 Connect your educational pathway to career goals 
 Know what you can do with a chosen major 
 Articulate personal strengths and weaknesses and be prepared for life after college  

 
Experiential learning: Understand the importance of including experiences outside of the 
classroom in your educational plan  

 Introduce yourself and have a conversation with at least one faculty member each year 
you are enrolled 

 Participate in undergraduate research, off-campus volunteering, learning abroad, and/or 
community service  

 Discuss how participating in these activities helps to achieve personal, academic and 
professional goals  

 
Relational Development: Understand the importance of starting and continuing personal, 
collegial, and professional relationships is important to your development  

 Clarification of the advising relationship- expectations of advisors and advisees  
 Awareness of self within educational experiences 
 Practice reflective and retrospective thought to enhance the college experience  
 See and value regular and continued advising  
 Understand personal expectations of college  

 
It was necessary to identify the faculty advisor learning outcomes as a result of a faculty advisor 

completing the faculty advising workshop. See Appendix A for a more complete list of outcomes.  
 
Faculty Advisor Learning Outcomes:   

 Understand and effectively communicate the curriculum, graduation requirements, and 
university policies and procedures. 

 Guide advisees as they define and develop realistic goals developing a clear educational 
pathway1 

 Provide advisees with information about the strategies for utilizing the available 
resources and services on campus 

 Monitor and accurately document advisees’ progress toward degree. 
 Provide tools for advisees to effectively communicate with their instructor. 
 Employ the Academic Advising Timeline 

                                                            
1 An Educational Pathway – is an outline of coursework and other activities required to complete a program of study and an 

individual’s educational goals.  At North Carolina A&T State University, it consists of the individual’s curriculum guide, study 
abroad goals, possible co‐ops or internships, co‐curricular activities, student organizations, and career plans. 
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The Assessment Plan 
 

The Center for Academic Excellence is accustomed to collecting evidence of performance for the 
following student learning outcomes: 

 Students know their general education requirements 
 Students know the campus policies, procedures for registration, appeals, and other academic 

processes 
 Students know the services available to them on campus 
 Students are able to read a degree audit 
 Students value general education as liberal education 
 Students learn to set personal and educational goals 
 Students complete an individual strengths inventory 
 Students are introduced to a general research process 
 Students learn to use the university Learning Management System (LMS) 
 Students are introduced to critical thinking concepts 
 Students are equipped to complete service-learning action project 

 

However, initiating and instituting an assessment plan for faculty advisors and holding them 
accountable is a new feat. It was also important that faculty advisors were provided academic advising 
tools to support their success.  They were provided an Academic Advising Timeline (Appendix B) and an 
Advising Quick Reference Card (a laminated sheet with academic policies and academic support 
contacts).  It was decided by a committee of faculty advisors, department chairs and professional advisors 
(Academic Coaches) the following seven key components for fair evaluation and assessment of the 
faculty advisors’ effectiveness and efficiency for serving students.  These seven components are:  

1. Purpose – Each advising session is documented and is labelled by the purpose of the meeting, i.e., 
“Registration”, “Attendance Concern”, etc. 

2. Education – Each Faculty Advisor is required to attend two advising training workshops per year 
sponsored by the Center for Academic Excellence. Evidence of completing these workshops will 
be provided. 

3. Expectations – Expectations of the student and/or the Faculty Advisor are annotated. Evidence of 
follow-up or follow-through is also annotated. 

4. Evidence – Indication, confirmation, or proof is provided for each advising session completed, 
advising session scheduled, and attempts to make contact with advisees. 

5. Indicators of eminence – The advisees complete an evaluation of the Faculty Advisor. 
6. Indicators of quality – The Faculty Advisor maintains reports of their advisees’ academic 

progress through midterm and final grades each semester. Academic standing, progress toward 
degree, GPA are elements of the reports that correlate with academic advising. 

7. Indicators of impact – The Faculty Advisor maintains reports of their advisees’ success in 
registering for classes for the subsequent semester are elements of the reports that correlate with 
retention and persistence. 
 

The Faculty Advisor Workshop has a total of seven modules. These modules are approximately 
two hours each. The training program takes a day and a half to complete. There are pre and post tests for 
each module and a certificate is provided at the end of the session. The seven modules are: 

1. Academic Advising 101: Theory to Practice 
2. Use Soft-Skills to Grow Strong Skills 
3. Advising Tools and Technology 
4. Student Success & Academic Support 
5. General Education at North Carolina A&T 
6. Solution-based Advising 
7. Habits of Highly Effective College Students 
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The Conclusion 
 

An unexpected finding in our surveys involved community building which promoted a building 
of relationships with the professional advising staff and the faculty advising staff. Working 
collaboratively with each other has already shown benefits for the student.  The retention and persistence 
data is not yet available to demonstrate a true correlation; however, with conjecture from the faculty, it is 
apparent that the attention given to the training and workshops is stimulating a cultural shift regarding 
advising as the integral part of faculty work and faculty who are selected to be advisors tend to view it as 
an honor or a privilege as opposed to an extra duty assigned. Feedback from the first annual Faculty 
Advisor Conference survey indicated a high interest in learning more about advising students. Conference 
attendees reported a 3.9 average Likert Scale rating.  Infusing, evaluating and assessing the activity of 
advising into the culture of faculty work with the support of professional advisors and a supportive 
University infrastructure is the goal and it is highly likely that it will be accomplished. 
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Appendix A: Faculty Advising Workshop – Faculty Advisor Learning Outcomes 
 

Faculty Advisor Learning Outcomes  

 Description 

1 Identify and apply academic advising models (prescriptive, development, and 
appreciative) to best meet students’ academic needs. Understand and effectively 
communicate the curriculum, graduation requirements, and university policies and 
procedures. 

2 
Adapt individual academic advising approaches based on individual student needs, current 
higher education trends, and emerging best practices in the field 

3 Assist students in selecting an academic major that best fits their academic strengths and 
career interests. Guide advisees as they define and develop realistic goals developing a 
clear educational pathway2 

4 
Respond appropriately and adaptively to students’ individual academic advising needs. 
Provide tools for advisees to effectively communicate with their instructor. 

5 
Refer students to relevant campus/academic resources to support their ongoing success  

6 
Utilize online technology to guide students in their academic and graduation planning 

7 
Explain the purpose and value of NCA&Ts General Education Curriculum  

8 
Communicate and apply programmatic/curricular information to the students’ educational 
pathway. 

9 
Apply University policies and procedures to maximize students’ academic success and 
maintain timely progress toward degree completion 

10 
Employ the Academic Advising Timeline 

 
   

                                                            
2 An Educational Pathway – is an outline of coursework and other activities required to complete a program of study and an 

individual’s educational goals.  At North Carolina A&T State University, it consists of the individual’s curriculum guide, study 
abroad goals, possible co‐ops or internships, co‐curricular activities, student organizations, and career plans. 
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Appendix B: The Academic Advising Timeline 
 

1st Year 
 Make tentative plan of classes year by year 
 Learn educational planning tools such as Aggies Access, Degree Works, Undergraduate 

Bulletin, Course Catalogue, Transcript 
 Get involved on campus in student organizations 
 Look into Study Abroad, Internships, Research Opportunities, and/or Co-op 
 Make connections with students and faculty within your major 
 Research student leadership positions 
 Utilize academic support resources on campus as needed: Tutoring, Writing Lab, Disability 

Services 
 Become familiar with university administration offices: Registrar, Financial Aid and Office of 

Transfer Articulation 
 Learn how to avoid account “HOLDS” that will prohibit registering for courses 

 
2nd Year 

 Seek internships, research, study abroad, and/or co-op opportunities  
 Stay involved and seek opportunities in the university and your major  
 Finalize your four-year plan utilizing educational planning tools: Aggies Access, Degree Works, 

Undergraduate Bulletin, Course Catalogue, and Transcript  
 Explore possible career goals or graduate programs 
 Be involved in leadership positions on campus or student organization  

 
3rd Year 

 Be involved in undergraduate research, internships or co-op  
 Update Resume 
 Research career options and graduate programs. 
 Take graduate exams if needed (LSAT, GRE, GMAT, MCAT) 
 Take classes necessary for graduate school, pre-professional classes  
 Continue to follow four-year plan and change as needed using the educational planning tools: 

Degree evaluation, Course suggestion System, Bulletin, Course Catalogue, and Transcript 
 Continue to look for ways to be involved in the major department, student organizations, and 

leadership positions 
Utilize the career center to prepare for job searching and post graduate programs. 
 

4th Year 
 Finalize career/postgraduate plans 
 Apply for Graduation 
 Apply for Graduate School 
 Submit resumes, begin interviewing 
 Utilize the Career center to improve interview skills, resume techniques and continue job 

searching.  
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Abstract: Racial disparities in retention and graduation rates are a top concern across institutions of 
higher education, yet scholars and practitioners rarely look to racism to explain these disparities 
(Harper, 2012). Critical Race Theory (CRT) is an epistemological and methodological framework 
designed to reveal and challenge power and oppression dynamics between racialized groups (Harper, 
2009; Lynn & Dixson, 2013). CRT can provide insight about how racism serves to maintain and 
reinforce educational policies, practices, and access to resources and opportunities. Increasing 
awareness of systemic racial inequities creates opportunity for people in power positions to engage 
in socially conscious action and decision-making within higher education (Ladson-Billings, 1998; 
Patton, 2015; Robbins & Quaye, 2014). This paper provides a conceptual introduction to CRT for 
retention practitioners and considers how the CRT framework can elucidate minoritized student 
retention at predominantly white institutions. Strategies for using CRT to guide institutional 
decision-making are also offered. 
 
 
Introduction and Background  
 

Despite the diversification of students within higher education institutions, inequities of race, 
gender, and class perpetuate (Patton, 2015). Within the past two years alone, several high profile cases of 
racism at predominantly white institutions (PWIs) were featured in mainstream media. These instances 
sparked a national movement where students of color at PWIs demanded that their university 
administration attend to racism on their individual campuses. Protests, student sit-ins, and campus-wide 
discussions have been at dozens of PWIs including University of Missouri, Harvard, Yale, and the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Students of color are experiencing racial battle fatigue at 
increased rates, and their mental health is affecting their ability to succeed in college (McGee & Stovall, 
2015; Ruff, 2016). Administrators at these institutions, feeling pressure from students, faculty, alumni, 
and the media, have been forced to respond.  

These campus discussions are not evidence of new or emerging issues of racism; rather they 
evidence a change in students’ ability to recognize and advocate against the racism that they experience 
and believe to part of the history of higher education institutions. The unrest and national dialogue around 
race on university campuses provide evidence that the college campus environment is no more post-racial 
than our country and confirm students of color and other marginalized students continue to suffer from 
the effects of racism. Persistent experiences with racism accumulate over time and have significant 
negative effects in mental health (McGee & Stovall, 2015), physical health (Kreiger, 1999), social 
connections (Baldwin, Chambliss & Towler, 2003), educational and professional attainment (Sanders, 
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1997). Nonetheless, scholars and practitioners rarely look to racism to explain concerns about retention 
and graduation for students of color (Harper, 2012). 

Undergraduate persistence and degree completion is a critical issue in higher education 
(Bowen, Chingos, & McPherson, 2009; Braxton et al., 2013; O’Keefe, 2013). In particular, racial 
disparities in college retention and graduation are of critical concern for higher education as well as U.S. 
society at large (Bowen, Chingos, & McPherson, 2009). Students of color are significantly less likely than 
their white peers to graduate from college (Saenz, Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, & Yeung, 2007). To bolster 
college degree completion, theorists have pointed to the impact of key developmental and environmental 
factors (Bean & Eaton, 2001; Demetriou & Powell, 2014; Kuh & Love, 2000; Rodgers & Summers, 
2008). To appreciate the student experience, it is critical to understand the dynamic nature of individuals 
in relation to their developing selves and cultural environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 2005). Student 
departure from college is not the result of a purely individual psychological experience; rather, it is 
a sociocultural phenomenon (Kuh & Love, 2000). Personal experiences are intimately connected to the 
settings in which they occur; individuals shape and are shaped by their social contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 
2005). Student decisions to stay or leave college are influenced by cultural meaning-making 
systems (Kuh & Love, 2000; Mueses & Quaye, 2009). Racial identities and origins influence this 
meaning-making process including the importance and value of college attendance, engagement, and 
completion. As such, it is important that retention theories address the effects of race and culture on the 
student experience in college (Mueses & Quaye, 2009). Retention scholars and practitioners rarely focus 
on racism as an explanation for higher rates of attrition among minoritized students at PWIs (Harper, 
2012). Ignoring race in any context, including education, allows individuals to see only overt racist acts, 
while permitting subtle and insidious acts of racism to persist unchallenged (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). 

This paper suggests the incorporation of Critical Race Theory (CRT) to perspectives on 
undergraduate retention research and practice. CRT is both an epistemological and methodological 
framework designed to reveal and challenge dynamics of power and oppression among racialized groups 
(Harper, 2009; Lynn & Dixson, 2013). CRT examines social structures including the construction and 
maintenance of social domination and subordination (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). It highlights the ways 
in which socially-constructed systems support and perpetuate racist ideologies and practices. CRT also 
reveals how racism is maintained and reinforced within educational policies and practices, including 
affecting access to resources and opportunities. Heightened awareness about systemic racial inequities 
can create opportunity influencers within higher education settings to engage in more socially conscious 
action and decision-making (Harper, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Patton, 2015; Robbins & Quaye, 
2014). CRT has been used as a framework to promote race-consciousness and racial equity in education 
research practice toward more socially just experiences for students, faculty and staff of color in higher 
education (Delgado & Villalpando, 2002; Harper, 2009; Harper et al., 2011; Harper, 2012; Mitchell, 
Wood, & Witherspoon, 2010; Smith, Yosso, & Solórzano, 2006; Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000; 
Solórzano, Villalpando, & Oseguera, 2005; Teranishi, Behringer, Grey, & Parker, 2011; Villalpando, 
2003; Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solórzano, 2009). More acutely in this vein, this paper focuses on CRT’s 
potential as a framework and lens specifically for professionals who research, design, and implement 
interventions intended to bolster graduations rates for students of color.  
 
PWIs and Minoritized 

This paper focuses on CRT’s potential for retention work specifically at PWIs. Patton (2015) 
asserts that all U.S. higher education institutions are built upon racism and thus institutional policies and 
practices are inherently rooted within racism. PWIs were originally designed to serve white men and 
continue to reward traditional performances of whiteness, maleness, and heterosexuality (Reinart & 
Serna, 2014). Over the past 50 years PWIs have been compelled to pay increased attention to the needs of 
students from underrepresented groups to maintain credibility and profitability in an increasingly diverse, 
globalized society (Smith, 2009). However, the underlying foundation of racialized attitudes and systems 
of access and control continue to inform and shape the culture and experiences at PWIs. Undergraduate 
students of color are more likely to encounter overt racism at PWIs than at minority serving institutions 
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(MSIs), where the majority of faculty, staff and students share a racialized history and experience and 
offer support to each other (Sutton, 2006). Students at selective PWIs are also more likely to experience 
covert racism in the form of admissions policies and practices that disproportionately compromise success 
for students of color than at minority serving institutions (Sutton, 2006).  

Scholars like Benitez (2010) and Harper (2012) have begun to transform words that describe a 
person’s social positioning from passive (minority) to active words that imply the position as a result of 
some other force (minoritized; marginalized; racialized; gendered, etc.) The terms “minoritized” and 
“racialized” are used throughout this article to recognize the social construction of race and gender, as 
well as the systematic, institutionalized race-based exclusion and control of students of color throughout 
the U.S. history of education that positioned these students to remain both numerically and socially 
marginalized in society and higher education settings, especially in PWIs. 
 
 
Overview of CRT  
 

CRT is a broad, interdisciplinary theory drawing from perspectives in law, history and sociology, 
ethnic and women’s studies (Yosso, 2005). The theory addresses psychological, physical, social, and 
financial oppression by focusing on how race impacts and influences the formation and continuation of 
the United States (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Lynn & Dixson, 2013). There are several key tenants to the 
theory including racial realism, the myth of meritocracy and colorblindness, white supremacist narratives, 
essentialism, and interest convergence. An introduction to these tenants is provided in the following 
sections. 

 
Racial Realism  

Racial realism is the understanding that race and racism are endemic to American society (Bell, 
1992). The socially-constructed concept of race stems from discriminatory ideology that perpetuated and 
legalized the enslavement and marginalization of people from African descent based solely on 
morphology and ancestry (Haney López, 1994; Harris, 1993; Omi & Winant, 1994). In accepting and 
understanding the deep-rootedness of race and racism within American society, CRT suggests 
that individuals determined to improve society must put forth a good faith effort to combat racist and 
discriminatory ideologies and practices. Bell (1992) proposes that racial equality is not a realistic goal. 
However, Bell (1992) asserts that people should resist and fight racism with the hope of improving 
society rather than submit to an oppressive society or align with its ideals. Racial realism thus empowers 
marginalized individuals, providing them a sense of purpose in combating institutional and structural 
racism, while also providing them with a way to cope with the pervasive incidences of racist practices and 
everyday assaults.  

 
Myth of Meritocracy and Colorblindness   

A meritocratic approach assumes that any one, regardless of race, who works hard enough can 
advance in society (Bergenson, 2003). This belief contributes to the concept of colorblindness, which 
assumes the elimination of differentiated social experiences associated with race and thus dismisses the 
need to acknowledge racial differences (Bergenson, 2003). CRT holds these perspective as myths because 
they do not account for how racism has influenced the structure of our institutional systems and how they 
have systematically excluded and marginalized people of color (Bergenson, 2003). Myths of meritocracy 
and colorblindness also allow racism to operate covertly because standards of whitness are de-racilized as 
universally normative (Bergenson, 2003). PWIs are often steeped in cultural academic traditions that are 
socially constructed over time, including admissions policies, academic eligibility and financial aid 
policies, academic appeals processes, and mechanisms for creating academic experiences such as courses, 
curricula, departments and hiring faculty and staff.  As PWIs were founded by White people and created 
to serve white males exclusively, the perspectives, values and experiences of white men became the 
normative standard by which others are compared (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Milner, 2007). PWIs maintain 
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gateways to many opportunities and services where access is granted to students based on perceptions of 
merit. Because white experiences are the norm and most people in power are white, institutional decision 
makers are rarely forced to consider the racialized construction of policies, practices and systems that led 
them to assume equal access and opportunity where in fact significant inequalities exist.  
 
White Supremacist Narratives 

Patton (2015) describes white supremacist narratives as part of “the ordinary, predictable, and 
taken for granted ways in which the academic functions as a bastion of racism/white supremacy” (p. 317). 
White supremacist narratives perpetuate the majority share of power, prestige and privilege for white 
people at the expense of non-white groups. Narratives that support whites’ ultimate right to use and 
enjoyment, the right to exclude, and the right to reputation and status continue to permeate institutional 
decision making and explanations for decisions (Harris, 1993). While overt supremacist behavior is 
unconstitutional, narratives of white supremacy (and the ideologies nurtured by these narratives) still 
exist. For example, universities often perpetuate a narrative where their institutions contributes to social 
equity and reward all people who work hard and deserve an opportunity while maintaining systems of 
inequity and marginalizing people of color (Bergenson, 2003; Patton, 2015). Further, white supremacist 
narratives frame students of color as inherently deficient and lacking the cultural and academic 
experiences to be successful in college (McGee & Stovall, 2015).  
 
Intersectionality and Essentialism 

In CRT, essentialism is the idea that a particular social group can be defined by a narrow set of 
common experiences or characteristics assumed to be shared by all members of the group (Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2001; Harris, Barone, & Patton, 2015). Harris (1990) argues that one voice is not an 
appropriate representation of any one people because no group of individuals is comprised of a single 
consciousness, but are made up of multiple consciousness and multiple selves that are products of 
intersecting identities and experiences (Harris, 1990). Described by Nash (2008), intersectionality is a 
concept developed by CRT scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw that denotes the layered and multiplicity of 
minoritized persons’ identities and experiences. For example, a person may be minoritized and privileged 
in multiple ways in a social space depending on their overlapping and intersecting identities of race, class, 
gender, and other socially-constructed characteristics. Intersectionality challenges the notions of race and 
gender binaries and one-size-fits-all points of view regarding individuals and their capabilities or abilities 
(Nash, 2008).  

 
Interest Convergence 

Interest convergence is a concept proposed by Bell (1980) asserting that progress for people of 
color only occurs when such progress serves the interests of whites in power. Bell (1980) also asserts that 
provisions made to advance the position of people of color are typically not genuine investments in 
dismantling racial inequity, but more symbolic gestures intended to protect the reputation of white people 
and white institutions. According to Harris, Barone and Patton (2015), institutional initiatives that are 
catalyzed by interest convergence are typically rooted in good intentions but do not result in equity for 
people of color. For example, increasing diversity at PWIs is often framed as a strategy to increase 
students’ readiness for participating in careers within an increasingly diverse and globalized society. As 
such, increasing the presence of students of color without changing systems that reward whiteness and 
wealth are more likely to serve white students at the expense of students of color (Patton, 2015).  
Additionally, the burden is often placed on minoritized persons within the academy to recruit and retain 
students, faculty and staff of color (Patton, 2015).  
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Model for Practitioners to Take a CRT-Informed Approach 
 

  Model for Practitioners to Take a CRT-Informed Approach   
       

  

1.        
Embrace 
Racial  
Realism 

 
 
 

2.              
Explore Your 
Positionality 

3.                   
Raise Your 
Critical 
Consciousness 

4.              
Take  
(Dialogic) 
Action 

 
                 

Figure 1: Model for practitioners to take a CRT-informed approach 
 

Based on the aforementioned tenants of CRT, we propose a model for student success 
practitioners to take a CRT-informed approach to their work (see Figure 1). The initial step in this model 
involves embracing racial realism. Embracing racism as a permanent informant of social systems in the 
United States is a critical precursor to developing an awareness of the ways racism negatively impacts 
students of color in college. It is not possible to engage in social justice action with minoritized persons 
without first validating racism as the force perpetuating their marginalization in society. The second step 
of this model is to explore your positionality. Commonly referenced as an essential practice of qualitative 
research on marginalized communities, the concept of positionality refers to a researcher’s reflection on 
the power and privileges afforded or limited by their education, class, race, ethnicity, gender and physical 
abilities (Milner, 2007; Taylor, Tisdell, & Hanley, 2000; Relles, 2015). Some of the factors influencing 
positionality include race, gender, class, and sexuality (Acevedo et al., 2015; Taylor, Tisdell, & Hanley, 
2000). Active reflection on one’s social position can increase awareness of implicit bias which can be 
used toward improving conditions for marginalized students (Relles, 2015). Next, our model encourages 
you to raise your critical consciousness – which is only possible after exploring positionality (Zamudio, 
Bridgeman, Russell, & Rios (2009). Freire (2005) describes critical consciousness as a deep awareness of 
the ways in which societies oppress people in combination with individual commitment to not perpetuate 
oppression (Freire, 2005). According to Freire (2005), critical consciousness creates opportunity for 
dialogue and anti-subordinate action to dismantle oppressive systems. An individual who engages in steps 
1 through 3 should be prepared for step 4: dialogic action. Freire (2005) describes dialogic action as work 
entered into in solidarity with oppressed people. True solidarity and social revolution is not possible 
without the humbling of the privileged and empowerment of the oppressed, appreciative dialogue 
between power brokers and the marginalized through which mutual trust is established, and where the 
oppressed are equal participants in strategies for social advancement. Even good faith decisions made by 
those in power to advance the circumstances of oppressed persons is an anti-dialogic action that 
subordinates and silences the voice of the oppressed and devalues their experiential knowledge and 
potential to name and change their realities toward true liberation (Freire, 2005). These Freiren concepts 
have been used often within CRT scholarship on educational inequities (Smith-Maddox & Solorzano, 
2002).  
  
 
Tangible Ways to Take Dialogic Action 
 
Ladson-Billings (1998) states that CRT can be an, “important intellectual and social tool for 
deconstruction, reconstruction, and construction: deconstruction of oppressive structures and discourses, 
reconstruction of human agency, and construction of equitable and socially just relations of power” (p. 9). 
As students of color are the experts on experiences of marginalization and minoritzation at PWIs and 
efforts to transform their academic outcomes are limited without dialogic action, professionals concerned 
with minoritized students’ success at these institutions should consistently seek their partnership when 
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designing any program, policy or communication intended to support them. In this section, we provide 
four ways to apply CRT in retention efforts at PWIs (see Table 1). We believe that these strategies have 
more potential to disrupt current gaps in student retention and graduation rates than race-neutral 
interventions or efforts that do not directly consider the influence of racism.  
 

Table 1: Tangible ways to take dialogic action 

CRT-informed (*Dialogic) Action 
Description: *Action is only dialogic when informed by 
solidarity and partnership with students of color. 

Challenge notions of neutrality and meritocracy 

Consciously look for the presence of racial biases, 
critically reflect on the foundational perspectives of a 
practice, program or system, pose anti-racist alternatives 
and solutions. 

 

Recognize, legitimize and elevate experiential 
knowledge  

Partner with students to ensure their voices, experiences, 
ideas, insights are directly guiding program development 
and research agendas. 

 

Challenge dominant white supremacist and essentialist 
narratives  

Advocate for accurate descriptions of university 
histories and programs that include the racialized 
experiences of students of color and celebrate their 
contributions and acknowledge their diverse 
backgrounds. 

 

Storytelling 
Share stories that disrupt deficit narratives, confirm the 
persistence of racism and offer alternative, racially-just 
possibilities. 

 
Faculty and staff are in the best position to battle the manifestations of racism in spaces where 

students are not present, invited or empowered. Retention professionals are often part of such spaces, 
including professional meetings and conferences. While we argue that dialogic decision-making about 
programs, services and communication is essential to critical race practice in retention, it is important to 
note that professionals should not wait for students to be present to challenge every-day racial discourse 
or bias. Individual acts of advocacy matter immensely and are necessary for disrupting racism at PWIs. 
Such acts are most powerful when professionals are able to reflect on consistent and sincere dialogues and 
partnerships with students who have experienced racism when such students are not present to defend 
themselves or are not empowered to do so safely. These acts may still be dialogic because they are 
informed not by one’s own experiences alone, but by a sense of common purpose and shared social 
justice goals with students of color. Reflecting on dialogues with students of color about their racialized 
experiences may be particularly helpful on committees where individual student cases are being discussed 
and student privacy is required to protect the student. In situations where the collective circumstances of 
students of color are being discussed, professionals should always invite students of color to contribute as 
active and equal partners.   
 
Challenge Notions of Neutrality and Meritocracy   

It is important to name hegemony and privilege that preserves access and control of resources and 
opportunities for one group (Harris, Barone & Patton, 2015). Professionals concerned with the persistence 
of students of color have the opportunity to ask which social groups’ experiences are disproportionately 
rewarded, punished, or simply not considered under a policy and to consider more equitable alternatives.  
This requires a conscious effort to look for the presence of racial biases and to critically reflect on the 
foundational perspectives of a practice, program or system (Harper, 2009). For example, participation in 
high impact educational opportunities like internships, studying abroad, and research opportunities are 
critical contributors to success in college and have an even higher impact on students of color (Kuh, 2008; 
Harper, 2012). Yet, pathways to these opportunities are often greatly narrowed for students of color 
because access is determined by assumptions of merit based on grade point average, previous 
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participation in similar experiences, and letters of recommendation from people in powerful positions. 
These merit-based criteria do not take into consideration disparities in access to resources and experiences 
that white students are more likely to have because of racial privilege. The racialized history of whites in 
the U.S. increases the likelihood that white students (though not all) at PWIs will have a social networks 
of people in positions of power and connected to their pathways of interest, a longer history access to 
higher education and career advancement enabling them to hire tutors and participate in specialized 
academic experiences that enable them to perform at higher levels on tests, and having fewer 
responsibilities to support their families financially and psychologically.  Since participation in high 
impact educational practices can be a valuable contributor to student persistence and success, 
professionals concerned with the retention of students of color should collaborate with directors of high 
impact programs and students of color to conduct an equity audit of their recruitment, admissions and 
student support strategies. Noting that grade point average, participation in previous programs, and 
connections to people in power may be more indicative of social positioning influenced by racial 
backgrounds than of a student’s capacity for success, careful consideration of why certain criteria are 
required for students to make the most of a particular opportunity may reveal racist biases about which 
experiences contribute to the psychological, academic and social factors necessary to thrive within the 
program.  

Financial aid is also a critical contributor to success for students of color, as their families’ career 
and academic histories are more likely to be negatively and cyclically impacted by racial discrimination 
than white students’ family histories (Kim, 2004; Price, 2004). Because the significance of race and 
racism as contributing factors of educational access continue to be scrutinized, administrators in higher 
education tend to focus more on economic status rather than race when awarding financial aid; however, 
studies have shown that economic status alone does not account for the ways students are marginalized 
throughout the education pipeline (Milner, 2007; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Professionals concerned 
with the retention of students of color should collaborate with students of color and colleagues in the 
financial aid office to audit policies for racial equity. While there are often limits to making sweeping 
changes in the ways federal aid is allocated, local professionals can create appeals processes and internal 
opportunities for financial supplements that mitigate economic barriers for students of color.  

Many institutions have developed procedures to guide appeals and exceptions to overarching 
academic eligibility policies. Professionals charged with increasing graduation rates on college campuses 
are often involved with academic appeals from students who fail to meet university academic eligibility 
standards. These professionals usually serve on an appeals committee charged with making decisions 
about appeal based on their collective interpretation of the individual students’ circumstances. The 
interpretation of student circumstances and what student experiences are interpreted as significant, 
valuable, or within the student’s control is heavily influenced by reviewers’ cultural lenses and lived 
experiences. It is important that this committee of professionals reflect on their own social position and 
racialized experiences before interpreting the significance or value of students’ appeals for exception to 
academic policies and that the committee has a strong appreciation for the ways the policy may 
disproportionately punish students who are more likely to have experiences that are considered deficits 
against white student norms, such as struggling with social isolation or balancing extended family 
responsibilities while in college.  

When developing reports about retention and graduation rates, professionals should consider 
collecting qualitative data about students’ experiences in the environment that contribute to their ability to 
persist. Rather than blame students for perceived deficiencies in experience and aptitude, professionals 
should include a discussion of institutional barriers, including systems of access to opportunities, 
resources, and social networks, which disproportionately favor the experiences and backgrounds of white 
students as well as suggestions to make resources and experiences more accessible to students of color. 
These reports should also share perspectives on the strengths of these groups, including their strategies for 
coping and persisting within the environment. For example, McGee & Stovall (2015) offer that students 
of color in college often seek community support, confront racist remarks, and lean into spiritual practices 
in order to persist through racist campus experiences. These reports should be collaboratively developed 
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with students of color, made transparent and shared with the university community to hold the institution 
accountable and to disrupt deficit-orientated framings of students of color.  

In general, processes that are based in racial equity and dialogic action are informed by deep and 
consistent dialogue and partnership with students of color, see students’ cultural experiences as strengths 
and assets, frame their pre-college experiences as differently resourced rather than under-resourced or 
under-privileged and focus on demonstrations of academic progress and development within the context 
of their socialized experiences rather than independent of social and environmental factors. Further, such 
policies and practices do not blame students alone for their circumstances, but consider the ways 
university culture and racially-biased policies account for those circumstances and seek to adjust them 
(Milner, 2007).  Professionals involved with retention efforts have a responsibility to have discussions 
about racial equity with colleagues who design and execute policies and programs that contribute to 
student success and to support colleagues in critical reflection on strategies to reform practices toward 
more equitable decision making.  
 
Recognize, Legitimize and Elevate Experiential Knowledge  

Herr and Anderson (2005) describe action research as research that moves the position of power 
from the researchers to the participants, where the participants are active and equitable contributors and 
informers of the entire process and where intervention is required to move the benefit of the study back to 
the participants. Participatory action research is designed to empower the community of study. In 
participatory action research, the researcher reflects on their own socialized experiences collaborates with 
the community of study to educate all stakeholders toward creating social change (Nelson, Ochocka, 
Griffin, & Lord, 1998; Minkler, 2000). Harper & Kuykendall (2012) encourage researchers who study 
men of color in college to position the students as the experts on their experience and to involve them as 
collaborators in designing every component of efforts to encourage their success.  

We encourage retention professionals to recognize, legitimize and elevate the experiential 
knowledge of students of color by collecting data about their lived experiences and using these data to 
guide program development and research agendas in collaboration with students of color. Inviting 
students of color to collaborate in the construction of research agendas and program development can 
provide a channel to name their reality and to validate their experiences and cultural ways of knowing. 
Professionals should also listen to students who are raising concerns about racism in the environment and 
support them in the development of strategies to reveal and combat institutional decisions that are rooted 
in racist ideologies, including those decisions that silence the voices of people of color, devalue their 
contributions or trivialize the negative impact of racism.   
 
Challenge Dominant White Supremacist and Essentialist Narratives  

To serve the next generation of scholars, institutions of higher education will need to attend to 
students’ intersecting identities and experiences (Mitchell, Simmons & Greyerbiehl, 2014). Research and 
programmatic efforts to support the success of students of color often treat their racialized and gendered 
experiences as monolithic (Harper & Nichols, 2008; Harper, 2013).  Professionals can challenge white 
supremacist and essentialist narratives by openly raising questions about their foundational perspectives 
and by choosing appreciative and inclusive alternatives. For example, professionals who design programs 
to address the needs of students of color should consider if their programs appreciate students’ diverse 
experiences and backgrounds, including their economic status, gender identities and sexualities, language, 
as well as national or geographic heritages. This is most possible when programs are developed in 
collaboration with students who represent these diverse backgrounds within racial groups. These students 
must be a critical part of program development. Professionals should also avoid framing programs as 
interventions for perceived cultural deficits. Instead, professionals should collaborate with students of 
color to develop, frame and market experiences designed to support their success at the university.  

Professionals concerned with student persistence are often charged with informing university-
wide communications about the value of diversity and general strategies for student success. These 
communications may take the form of in-person presentations and consultations, written strategy 
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documents and reports, research papers, as well as online webpages and printed guides. According to 
Harris, Barone, and Patton (2015), “Jargon-laden diversity statements, policies, and commitments, which 
are not explicitly critical of systems of institutionalized privilege, are destined to fail” (p. 33). 
Professionals should ensure that their communications describing influences on student performance 
acknowledge institutional racial inequalities as contributors to student performance and student behaviors 
in college rather than framing students’ backgrounds as the main contributor to difficulties in college. 
Retention professionals should also ensure that their communications give equal attention to the factors 
that contribute to student success as much as unearthing the factors that limit their success, including 
visibly celebrating a multitude of possible stories of minoritized students’ connections and contributions 
to the university community in ways that normalize and do not exceptionalize their successes.  
 
Storytelling 

Human narratives of lived experiences with race and racism add critical context for challenging 
the assumed neutrality of social circumstances (Ladson-Billings, 1998). People of color are the only ones 
who experience the overt and nuanced manifestations of racism; thus their stories of everyday encounters 
are critical to validating the virility of racism and its presence within our social institutions (Ladson-
Billings, 1998). According to Delgado (1995), hearing such stories can trigger awareness of the ways 
“reality” and “truth” are socially constructed and rooted in racialized power dynamics. Freire (2000) 
describes this awareness as a critical consciousness in which one is able to understand their position in the 
continuum of power and privilege, including how power is consistently preserved for the dominant group 
at the expense of others along that continuum. This contributes to the ability to validate others’ lived 
experiences as parallel realities constructed by oppressive social positioning. Stories also contribute to 
psychological self-preservation for people of color within environments that would otherwise dismiss, 
deemphasize and devalue these deleterious experiences (Delgado, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 1998, McGee & 
Stovall, 2015). Storytelling allows people of color to project a positive identity framework and to 
celebrate their cultural ways of knowing within environments that often frame their people as problems to 
be solved and their experiences as deficits to be adjusted (Delgado, 1989; Ladson-Billings, 1998). Stories 
that are counter to the dominant narrative, or counter-stories, can help institutions to understand missteps 
in its framing and support of students in ways that lead to a culture of inclusion rather than numeric 
diversity (Hiraldo, 2015). Counter stories cast doubt on the myths or stereotypical perspectives held by 
the majority group, and is a mechanism for exposing and critiquing discourse that normalizes deficit 
racial stereotypes (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004).  

Professionals should collaborate with students of color to support them in sharing stories that 
challenge deficit narratives. It is important to note that while researchers and professionals may have the 
social capital to capture and share stories and counter narratives of students, the actual stories should be 
only told by the students of color (Milner, 2007). These stories may take the form of videos, social media 
messages, interviews, poetry or other creative communications. Students are increasingly sharing their 
own counter narratives without seeking support from university officials. For example, students at UCLA, 
Harvard and UNC Chapel Hill have used social media to put forward online videos to challenge dominant 
deficit narratives about student of color at their universities and have attempted to reclaim spaces in which 
they feel marginalized (like the offices of powerful administrators or buildings that celebrate racists 
university benefactors) through sit ins, protests and more frequent inhabitance. These efforts have been 
widely publicized and contribute to national discussions of race and racism in ways that disrupt deficit, 
essentialist narratives as well as the notion of a post racial society.  

It will be critical for professionals engaged in student retention efforts to learn from these student 
activists to collaborate with them toward a campus culture where all students feel valued and heard and 
where the entire community is held responsible for creating an environment of racial equity (Harper & 
Patton, 2007; Patton, 2015). For example, professionals can disrupt the narrative that students of color are 
less prepared for the academic rigor at your school with short videos of students sharing how their pre-
college experiences, including personal relationships, activities, and cultural values, contribute to their 
academic persistence and resilience in college. These stories are disruptive because they challenge the 

122

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



notion that only specific kinds of academic experiences and resources typically more available to white 
and wealthy students contribute to preparation for thriving in college. Stories like these accomplish 
several goals of CRT approaches: they acknowledge and raise the voices of people of color while 
simultaneously validating their lived experiences and they challenge the dominant narrative about which 
experiences are valuable and productive in college. 
 
 
Challenges of Using CRT in Retention Research and Practice 
 

Patton (2015) reminds us that Ladson-Billings and Tate encouraged scholars and practitioners in 
higher education to, “raise questions, engage in conscientious dialogue, and to produce research in which 
CRT serves as a tool and framework to unsettle racelessness in education” (p. 316). Taking a CRT 
approach means unapologetically exposing racism and proposing action steps to address it. While PWIs 
are concerned with increasing diversity, they tend to choose strategies that serve the interests of whites 
and do not disrupt white supremacy (Yosso et al., 2009). As such, CRT approaches are often met with 
resistance because they threaten white control of resources, opportunities and narratives about value and 
reality (Ladson-Billings, 1998). Maintaining inequity is not always an act of conscious defiance. People 
in power are often not aware of the ways their power is maintained by inequality, nor are many ready to 
acknowledge the ways in which they reinforce systems of inequity in order to maintain their own power 
because they do not experience the negative effects of the inequity or because they feel alienated by the 
experiences and perspectives of those who understand the effects of racism (Deplit, 1995; Bergerson, 
2003). People in power are often unwilling to level the playing field or to relinquish privilege or power to 
do so (Deplit, 1995).  Even when conscious of institutional missteps in addressing a racial issue, many 
staff and faculty of color and women are afraid to raise concerns about racism and sexism for fear of the 
consequences of challenging the dominant order (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Mitchell, Simmons & 
Greyerbiehl, 2014).  

It is important to note here how interest convergence serves as a significant barrier and a tool to 
challenging dominant white supremacist and essentialist narratives in higher education. Institutions rely 
heavily on catering to a white and wealthy elite to fund its programs and services and to perpetuate the 
prestige of the institution. This reliance on the favor of the dominant group for survival and advancement 
is a strategic tool of oppression that has become normalized, and focus on survival distracts the oppressed 
from the workings of power and privilege (Freire, 2000). It is difficult for persons within the institution to 
disrupt the inequitable systems that preserve the privileges of their donors and persons in power because 
their livelihood is provided in exchange for the preservation of that privilege. For example, white and 
wealthy donors may not be as apt to provide increased funding to supplement aid for students of color 
because they feel they are taking resources away from deserving white students or because they may feel 
uncomfortable confronting their own privilege. However, just as interest convergence can be a barrier, it 
can also be a tool. Professionals should consider ways to reveal inequities in current practice and 
articulate how alternative, anti-racist practices serve the interests of whites in power. For example, in a 
paper promoting race-conscious practices for student engagement, Harper (2009) references CRT to 
address interest convergence directly and speaks to the ways racism and preservation of white privilege 
hurts institutional goals.   Professionals concerned with retention and graduation may take a similar 
approach when confronting racists and essentialist narratives in university communications, programs and 
policies.  

As students of color are finding their voice and engaging in acts of collective advocacy, white 
students are expressing feelings of displacement and loss of social privilege - evidencing the impact of 
disrupted white supremacy (Patton, 2015).  It may be impossible for PWI’s to explore the ways racism 
impacts retention for students of color if protecting white people’s sense of righteousness and securing 
their support continues at the expense of the well-being of students of color (Museus & Saelua, 2014). 
Ladson-Billings (1998) poses that CRT can be an unwelcome truth-teller in educational environments as 
our institutions tend to be more concerned with appearance and civility than with equity. However, even 
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as a racial realist, Bell (1992) asserts that we must continue to work against oppression toward a more 
socially just world.  It is our opinion that CRT has rich potential to arm retention professionals from every 
kind of background with the essential values, perspectives and tools to identify and work against 
oppressive forces along minoritized students’ path to graduation.  In particular, when used strategically 
and respectfully, application of CRT principles by white researchers can help legitimize attention to 
racism and use of CRT approaches at PWIs where white people’s perspectives are more normalized and 
valued (Bergerson, 2003).  
 
Directions for Future Study  

This paper provides a model for practitioners to begin developing CRT perspectives and a CRT-
informed approach to undergraduate retention as well as specific examples of situations common among 
higher education professionals where they can make decisions about their reactions and next steps 
informed by the principles and tools of CRT. However, many practitioners reading this paper may be 
wondering how to immediately apply our recommendations. We recognize that the first three steps in our 
model (embracing racial realism, exploring positionality, raising critical consciousness) are not 
straightforward processes. Rather, they each represent complex personal, social, emotional and cognitive 
developmental processes that require quality external resources, guidance and interpersonal dialogue to 
evolve optimally. We are limited by the parameters of this paper to discuss tangible steps for navigating 
the developmental processes represented in our model. Additional study is required to fully explore those 
steps, as well as to explore the lived experiences of professionals who take a CRT approach specific to 
retention and student success work in higher education. All readers of this paper, however, are 
encouraged to begin exploring what resources they will need to engage in the steps of our model and to 
consider situations in their own everyday work where racial and other inequities contribute to the 
academic challenges of marginalized students. Even these very initial steps can encourage a heightened 
awareness of racial inequities in our every work as well as opportunities for CRT-informed interventions.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 

It is an unfortunate paradox that our universities function as great hubs of innovation, yet are 
typically resistant to reflect critically on the persistent role of racism within their practices and policies.  
Smith (2009) says it well: “If historical inequities are not interrupted, they will continue to cascade from 
generation to generation. Engaging history fearlessly and truthfully is fundamental to transforming 
institutions” (p. 15). Historical inequities have a direct impact of students’ socialized experiences, 
development and persistence in college. If institutions are really interested in increasing retention and 
graduation rates for underrepresented groups, then they must prioritize addressing racism, classism, and 
sexism at the core of their policies and practices. While many institutions are adept at identifying student 
populations that are marginalized and minoritized and developing interventions to address these gaps, 
typical approaches are limited in their capacity to disrupt the continuation of that marginalization because 
they address only the symptoms of inequity and seldom attempt to identity, challenge or advocate against 
inequities. Many retention approaches take a deficit and essentialist orientation, lumping all students with 
a similar racialized identity into a program developed on their behalf without significant collaboration 
from those students and their communities. Focusing on concepts like grit and resilience alone do not 
account for the significant deleterious effects of racism on students of color in college (McGee & Stovall, 
2015). A more contextualized approach that appreciates the unique burden of racism on students of color 
in college is required to guide professionals positioned to encourage their success (McGee & Stovall 
2015). Further, current approaches to support retention must consider how students develop, grown and 
change. Development is influenced by identity and cultural context. Racism is a part of the cultural 
context of PWIs. Racism influences identity. Therefore, all retention models must explore the role of 
racism. We believe appreciating the basic tenants of CRT described in this paper can be acutely helpful to 
student success practitioners and those building structures to support undergraduate retention.  

124

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



While this paper focuses on disrupting racism as a contributor to racial retention and graduation 
gaps, a CRT approach may also be useful for challenging other socialized inequities of power and 
privilege such as the marginalization and oppression of people from non-wealthy socio-economic 
backgrounds and non-traditional gender identities. CRT should also be used to explore mechanisms to 
understand the impact of racism on the mental health and development of students of color at PWIs and to 
make necessary changes within the environment that detract from students need for coping mechanisms 
(McGee & Stovall, 2015).  CRT can also help practitioners reflect critically on emerging psychological 
constructs like mindset, grit and resilience which may fail to adequately consider the influence of racism 
on student development, persistence in college (McGee & Stovall, 2015).  

Though racism is endemic to American society, our academic communities’ ability to thrive as a 
diverse collective depends on raising each other’s consciousness and persistent efforts to subvert cycles of 
oppression. There must be a meaningful systemic effort to identify and dismantle white supremacy in our 
policies, practices, and pedagogies across campus. This is only possible when we acknowledge and 
explain how white supremacy works in our current environment, when we engage in dialogic action with 
students of color, and when we hold all members of the university community accountable to these 
lessons. It is our hope that suggesting the potential for CRT as a framework to guide retention efforts for 
minoritized students at PWIs will raise the critical consciousness of our colleagues concerned with 
student graduation rates toward better practices for student success and graduation equity. 
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Abstract: The Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP) program at CUNY was designed to 
support associate degree-seeking students through a combination of comprehensive advisement, 
financial assistance and structured pathways. ASAP has been found to be remarkably successful at 
increasing three-year associate degree attainment rates in studies using both quasi-experimental and 
experimental designs and has achieved a three-year graduation rate of over 50 percent, more than 
double the rate of comparison group students. Based on these results, ASAP has received funding to 
enroll 25,000 students by 2019 and to target more STEM majors. ASAP expansion will take place 
across nine colleges, including a campus-wide expansion to serve all eligible incoming first-time, full-
time freshmen at Bronx Community College by 2019. This paper presents results from ASAP’s 
internal evaluation of its first six cohorts using quasi-experimental analysis of administrative data, 
supplemented by original data collection and student surveys. It presents key findings and describes 
the way that research and evaluation have been used on a continuous basis to inform program 
management. In addition, it explores lessons learned from its evaluation used to inform expansion 
planning and discusses how expansion efforts will be assessed as ASAP grows to a larger scale than 
ever before. 

Introduction and Background 

In fall 2007, in response to troublingly low associate degree graduation rates, the City University 
of New York (CUNY) launched the pilot cohort of the Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP) 
at six community colleges. At the time, associate degree-seeking students at CUNY community colleges 
were struggling to graduate, with less than four percent completing within two years and only 13 percent 
completing within three years of entry (CUNY OIRA, 2016). ASAP was designed to improve these 
completion rates by addressing a variety of financial, personal and academic needs faced by students. 
Through ASAP, students receive support across all of these areas in the form of personalized advisement; 
financial assistance for tuition, books, and transportation; and academic assistance through tutoring and 
structured degree pathways. In addition, ASAP creates a community for students that aims to help them 
feel more integrated and supported, through the use of blocked class sections in which ASAP students 
take classes together and by offering a pre-enrollment institute, group advisement sessions, workshops, 
and program-wide events. Based on unprecedented results from the pilot cohort, ASAP received funding 
for additional cohorts and to support an independent evaluation to further build evidence of its effects. 
This paper summarizes prior research on ASAP, presents new findings from more recent cohorts, and 
discusses how ASAP continues to use research and evaluation on an ongoing basis as it expands. 

ASAP Program Model and Theory of Change 
CUNY ASAP was designed as a comprehensive program to address multiple needs of students. 

National statistics show that 65 percent of students beginning at two-year institutions have not earned any 
degree six years after starting (Snyder & Dillow, 2015). Extensive research on the difficulties faced by 
community college students suggests that there are numerous interconnected issues at play and that any 
solution needs to be multifaceted and comprehensive (Attewell, Heil, & Reisel, 2011). By design, ASAP 
was intended to boost academic momentum and a sense of integration, based on existing research on 
barriers to completion in higher education (Kolenovic, Linderman, & Karp, 2013). As described in a 
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recent article by Kolenovic et al. (2013), the ASAP program model was developed with two main 
theoretical frameworks and evidence in mind: Adelman’s research on academic momentum and Tinto’s 
theory of integration and sense of belonging (Adelman, 2006; Tinto, 1993; Kolenovic et al., 2013). There 
is also a large and growing body of evidence showing that financial obstacles and academic preparedness 
are major barriers to student progress (Goldrick-Rab, 2010). Finally, as highlighted in a recent book by 
the Community College Research Center, there are institutional difficulties that make it hard for students 
to succeed and there is a strong need for “guided pathways” to facilitate students’ progress through their 
community college education (Bailey, Jaggars, & Jenkins, 2015).  

The ASAP program model attempts to tackle all of these issues (see Appendix A for key program 
components). Students in ASAP are required to attend full-time each semester, enabling them to 
consistently earn credits and maintain momentum. They are also encouraged to take summer and winter 
courses to further build momentum. If students have outstanding developmental course needs, they must 
take them immediately and continuously until they become fully skills proficient, preventing them from 
going far off-track. To address financial barriers to persistence and completion, ASAP provides students 
with funds for textbooks, free MetroCards for transportation, and tuition waivers if they are receiving 
needs-based financial aid that does not fully cover their tuition and fees. Consolidated course schedules 
also allow students to organize their time so they can better balance school and work if needed. Toward 
the goal of creating a sense of integration, ASAP works to foster a community of students by holding a 
pre-enrollment institute where students meet each other and learn more about the program, blocking 
entire class sections or a majority of seats in sections so students can take classes together, and providing 
opportunities for group meetings and workshops. Perhaps more critically, the ASAP advisors build strong 
and meaningful relationships with students so they know they have a place to go when they need 
assistance and support. Each student is assigned an advisor whom they are required to meet with 
regularly—at least twice a month in their first semester—and who will ideally remain with them from 
entry to completion. The close relationship with advisors aims to cultivate a sense of belonging.  

Advisors, of course, provide much more than encouragement and a sense of inclusion. The 
comprehensive advisement also plays an important role in academic support and creating structured 
pathways for students. Advisors provide course sequences so students have a roadmap to their degree and 
they work closely with students to plan out each semester and provide guidance on their choice of major 
and specific courses. Although ASAP operates outside the classroom, academic support is provided in 
other ways as well. ASAP students have access to tutoring and learning centers, with many campuses 
providing dedicated tutors for ASAP students. ASAP staff also forge relationships with faculty and gather 
faculty feedback about students so they can intervene promptly to help students if they are struggling. 
Lastly, ASAP provides career and employment services through a dedicated career and employment 
specialist on each campus, and creates opportunities to build leadership skills through the student leader 
program. In addition to the actual services and supports provided, ASAP encourages success through its 
messaging. Students in ASAP receive constant and clear messages that degree attainment is possible and 
within their reach – potentially influencing their mindset, expectations, and sense of self-efficacy. 

Prior Research on ASAP’s Effects 
 Evaluation and close attention to data have been an integral part of ASAP since it began in 2007. 

ASAP has an ambitious goal of graduating at least 50 percent of its students within three years and a 
commitment to providing data and analysis to assess whether the goal has been met for each incoming 
cohort of students. Intermediate benchmarks have been established to track progress toward this goal and 
to identify red flags early. To this end, with funding and support from the New York City Center for 
Economic Opportunity, ASAP conducted a rigorous internal evaluation of its first cohort using quasi-
experimental methods (Linderman & Kolenovic, 2009; Linderman & Kolenovic, 2012). Results from this 
study found that ASAP students who entered in fall 2007 had a three-year graduation rate of 54.6 percent 
compared to only 26.4 percent for the comparison group (Kolenovic, Linderman, & Karp, 2013). One 
caveat to these impressive graduation rates, however, was that the initial cohort of students entered ASAP 
fully skills proficient, with no developmental course needs at the time of entry into the program (although 
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over 40 percent had a need when first accepted to CUNY). Following the exceptional outcomes of this 
first cohort, ASAP received funding for additional students to enter and expanded its eligibility criteria to 
accept students with up to two developmental course needs at time of entry into the program. Initial 
results from this second cohort also were extremely promising, with 27.5 percent of ASAP students 
graduating in two years, compared to 7.2 percent of comparison group students (Linderman & Kolenovic, 
2012).  

In order to further provide evidence that ASAP was having such large impacts on students, 
CUNY engaged MDRC, a nonprofit, nonpartisan education and social policy research organization, to 
conduct an independent evaluation of the ASAP program. MDRC employed an experimental design with 
a randomly assigned program and control group to rigorously test the effects of ASAP and to minimize 
the chances that selection bias and student motivation were the true causes behind ASAP’s apparent 
effects. The MDRC study included students from three community colleges (Borough of Manhattan 
Community College, LaGuardia and Kingsborough) who entered in spring 2010 and fall 2010. All 
students in the MDRC study entered ASAP with at least one developmental course need. In 2015, MDRC 
released its final report on the study, showing that program group students, those who had the opportunity 
to participate in ASAP, had nearly double the three-year graduation rate of control group students 
(Scrivener et al., 2015). The MDRC study authors noted that “ASAP’s effects are the largest MDRC has 
found in more than a decade of research in higher education” (Scrivener et al., 2015, pp. ES-2). MDRC 
also found that program group students had higher rates of enrollment every semester, rates of full-time 
enrollment, levels of total credit accumulation, and rates of transfer to four-year colleges during the study 
period (Scrivener et al., 2015). 

The ASAP program has also been examined in terms of its cost-effectiveness and benefits in two 
reports by the Center for Benefit-Cost Studies in Education at Teachers College, Columbia University. 
The first report found that, while ASAP costs more per student, its higher graduation rates result in a 
lower cost per graduate of $6,500 per graduate (Levin & Garcia, 2012). The second report, a benefit-cost 
analysis, estimated benefits to students and taxpayers. It found that the investment in ASAP generates 
millions of dollars in benefits through increased lifetime earnings and tax revenues and reduced costs of 
spending on public health, criminal justice, and public assistance (Levin & Garcia, 2013).  

The internal quasi-experimental evaluation of ASAP is ongoing and critical to ensuring that 
ASAP maintains its impacts on students. ASAP staff monitors academic data on a constant basis, 
producing reports and analyses to inform program management and to assist with data-driven decision 
making. As part of this, ASAP carefully tracks movement through developmental coursework for students 
entering ASAP with a remedial need, toward the goal of having 90 percent of students fully skills 
proficient by the end of their first year in the program. In addition to administrative data examined to 
assess impacts on short-term and long-term outcomes, ASAP collects data on program activities in real-
time using an internal database where staff enter information about their meetings with students and other 
relevant information. Student surveys are also conducted on a regular basis to collect additional data not 
available elsewhere and to learn about the student perspective and experience. This paper presents results 
from internal analyses of ASAP students from the five cohorts following the pilot cohort (through the fall 
2012 entering cohort), which includes all the cohorts to date for whom we have three years of data. 
Adding results from five cohorts to the initial pilot findings provides more comprehensive and thorough 
evidence of ASAP’s effects and shows that the program’s effectiveness can be maintained over time.  

Data and Methods 

The primary source of data for this paper is the CUNY Institutional Research Database (IRDB), a 
database maintained by the CUNY Office of Institutional Research and Assessment (CUNY OIRA) that 
houses student level administrative and academic records. ASAP students who entered in fall 2009, 
spring 2010, fall 2010, fall 2011 and fall 2012 at six community colleges were included in the analyses, a 
total of 3,301 students (students in the evening program at BMCC were excluded). In order to estimate 

132

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



ASAP’s effect on students, one-to-one propensity score matching was used to match ASAP students to 
students who met ASAP eligibility criteria and were similar in terms of demographic and background 
characteristics at entry, but did not join the ASAP program. This technique, propensity score matching, 
first estimates each student’s likelihood of participating in ASAP based on an array of factors. Students in 
the treatment group, ASAP, are then matched to other students with a similar likelihood of participating 
in terms of their observable characteristics. While propensity score matching does not prove causality, it 
does provide strong evidence to suggest that differences in outcomes are related to the treatment.  

Propensity score matching was conducted for each cohort separately, matching on race/ethnicity, 
gender, college admissions average (a modified form of high school GPA), age, Pell grant receipt, 
college, admission type, and developmental course needs. For the fall 2009, spring 2010, and fall 2010 
cohorts, students from the previous year were used for the comparison group to further account for 
selection bias. With the exception of the fall 2010 cohort, students in the previous years would not have 
had the opportunity to join ASAP because it had not been available in those years. Using students from 
the previous year thus reduces the likelihood of differences in motivation between ASAP and comparison 
group students. For the fall 2011 and fall 2012 cohorts, students from the same year were used for the 
comparison group (the program was on the campuses in the prior years so the same situation did not 
apply). ASAP students who could not be matched because there were no non-participating students with a 
close enough propensity to join ASAP were dropped from the sample. Across cohorts, the sample loss 
ranged from 0.2 percent to 4.1 percent. The final analytic sample for the outcome analyses contained 
3,231 ASAP students and 3,231 comparison group students, pooling all cohorts together. Results are 
presented for third semester outcomes and degree attainment in the aggregate and broken out by 
characteristics at entry. For each outcome, differences between ASAP and comparison groups were tested 
for statistical significance using two-tailed t-tests. Simple regression models with fixed effects for college 
and cohort were used to adjust the estimates. 

Data from the ASAP student satisfaction surveys and the ASAP internal database were used for 
supplemental analyses. As mentioned above, ASAP conducts a student satisfaction survey for each cohort 
of students in their first year. In the past the survey was conducted using a paper administration, but more 
recent surveys have been conducted using a web survey. The purpose of administering annual student 
satisfaction surveys for new cohorts in their first year is to measure student satisfaction with program 
elements which helps to inform program management, design, and policy. In addition, lessons learned 
from the surveys inform recruitment and outreach efforts, provide background information not available 
in other data sources, and insight into students’ employment situations and academic plans and goals. For 
most questions, results do not vary considerably across cohorts. Results from the individual cohort 
surveys conducted for students in the fall 2009, spring 2010, fall 2010, fall 2011 and fall 2012 cohorts 
were averaged in this paper, reflecting survey responses from 2,844 students.  

Finally, data from the ASAP internal database was used for an analysis of the number of contacts 
reported by advisors and the career and employment specialists. ASAP staff enter data in real-time on 
meetings and other contacts with students, including the meeting type, meeting date, meeting codes, 
action codes, and notes. This assists them with case management and keeping track of student progress 
and issues and enables them to pull queries to identify students who have not come in over a given period 
of time so they can follow up. Aggregate reports are run each month and each semester to track progress 
toward the goals of having each student make contact with their advisor and career and employment 
specialist. The analysis here includes students in the fall 2011 and fall 2012 cohorts who had at least one 
contact, a total of 1,966 students. Results are presented for all students and separately for graduates.  

Findings 

Descriptive Statistics 
Demographic and background characteristics of ASAP students and comparison group students 

are displayed in Table 1. The propensity score matching was successful, resulting in well balanced groups 
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who were similar across most characteristics. Over half of students in both groups were female (59 
percent). Reflecting the overall CUNY community college population, a large percentage of students 
were black (32.4 percent of both groups) and Hispanic (43-44 percent of both groups). Just over a tenth 
were Asian and most of the remaining students were white (12-13 percent of both groups). The average 
age at entry for both groups was 21.5 years. Approximately two-thirds of both groups entered as first-time 
freshmen, 6 percent as transfer students, and 28-29 percent as continuing students (students can enter 
ASAP as long as they have fewer than 15 credits). Over two-thirds of both groups had a developmental 
course need at time of entry and the college admissions average for both was 73. Most students were 
recipients of needs-based financial aid, with 81 percent of both groups receiving a Pell grant at entry.  

 
Table 1: Demographic and background characteristics at entry, propensity score matched students 

    ASAP Students 
Comparison 

Group Students 

Cohort/Semester of Entry1    
Fall 2009 Cohort % 12.9 12.9 
Spring 2010 Cohort % 11.7 11.7 
Fall 2010 Cohort % 15.2 15.2 
Fall 2011 Cohort % 13.7 13.7 
Fall 2012 Cohort % 46.5 46.6 

College    
BMCC % 17.1 17.7 
Bronx % 12.0 12.2 
Hostos % 11.1 11.4 
Kingsborough % 21.9 21.4 
LaGuardia % 18.9 19.2 
Queensborough % 19.1 18.2 

Gender    
Male % 41.2 40.6 
Female % 58.9 59.4 

Ethnicity    
American Indian/Native Alaskan % 0.5 0.4 
Asian/Pacific Islander % 10.9 11.4 
Black % 32.4 32.4 
Hispanic % 43.2 43.6 
White % 13.0 12.3 

Age at Entry mean  21.5  21.5 

Full-Time Enrolled at Entry % 100.0  99.2 

Admission Type    
First-time Freshmen % 66.1 65.1 
Transfer Students % 5.9 6.2 
Continuing Students % 28.0 28.7 

Developmental Students2 %   
At Time of Entry into ASAP % 66.4 66.6 

College Admissions Average3 mean 73.3 72.7 

Pell Recipient  % 80.5 81.0 

Sample size N 3,231 3,231 

Source: Authors' calculations using data from the CUNY Institutional Research Database (IRDB) and college reported data. 
1 For the ASAP cohorts that entered in fall 2009, spring 2010 and fall 2010, prior year students were used for the comparison 
group. Starting with the fall 2011 ASAP cohort, students from the same year were used for the comparison group. 
2 Students who required developmental coursework at time of entry to ASAP. ASAP data are reported by college ASAP 
directors. Comparison group data come from the CUNY Institutional Research Database. 
3 Data are missing for most transfer students and students who applied as direct admits to the college.  
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In Table 2, select questions from the student satisfaction survey are presented for a more in-depth 
understanding of ASAP students. These results reflect all survey respondents, including those students 
who were not matched in propensity score analysis above. The average response rate across the years was 
89.3 percent. Overall, students heard about ASAP from a variety of places, reflecting the extensive and 
widespread recruitment conducted by ASAP staff. Trends over the years appear to show that students are 
hearing more about ASAP by word of mouth and sooner than previously. Fewer students are hearing 
about ASAP through paper mailings (42 percent of the spring 2010 cohort compared to 14 percent of the 
fall 2012 cohort) and phone calls (14 percent of the spring 2010 cohort compared to 7 percent of the fall 
2012 cohort) and more by word of mouth from friends or family (17 percent of the fall 2009 cohort 
compared to 24 percent of the fall 2012 cohort). There was also an upward trend in students hearing about 
ASAP via email (10 percent in the spring 2010 cohort compared to 18 percent in the fall 2012 cohort). 
When asked about the component of the ASAP program that was the most important in their decision to 
enroll in ASAP, survey responses show that the most frequently cited component was personalized 
advisement (24.1 percent), followed by financial incentives, such as free books (20.2 percent), 
MetroCards (18.5 percent), and tuition waivers (16.8 percent). An analysis of trends show that responses 
held fairly steady across cohorts. 

 
Table 2: Student characteristics and goals in first year   

    
Survey 

Respondents 

How did you learn about the ASAP program? (Multiple responses possible) N 2,799 
From a counselor/advisor (fall 2012 only) % 29.7 
Received letter in the mail % 24.6 
From family/friends % 20.6 
ASAP workshop at HS/GED/Community program (fall 2012 only) % 17.2 
Received an email % 15.3 
Received a phone call % 11.3 

Which component of the ASAP program was the most important in your decision to 
enroll in the program? N 2,698 

Services offered by the ASAP Advisor % 24.1 
Free books    % 20.2 
Metrocards    % 18.5 
Tuition waiver % 16.8 
Other % 20.5 

What is highest level of education you plan to attain within the next 10 years? N 2,739 
2-year degree % 3.6 
4-year degree % 37.6 
Graduate/professional degree % 58.9 

Are you the first person in your family to go to college? N 2,734 
Yes I am  % 34.4 
No I am not % 62.9 
I don't know % 2.8 

Do you currently work for pay? N 2,738 
Yes, I do % 41.2 
No, I don't % 58.8 

If you are currently working for pay, how does your employment this semester 
impact the time you have to complete your school work? N 1,074 

No impact at all % 20.0 
Some impact, but I still get my school work done % 63.9 
High impact because I barely have time to complete my school work % 16.2 

Source: ASAP student satisfaction surveys. 
Notes: The ASAP student satisfaction survey is administered to students in their first year in ASAP. Results shown are the 
average of surveys given to students who entered in fall 2009, spring 2010, fall 2010, fall 2011 and fall 2012. The average 
response rate across these years was 89.3 percent. 
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The survey data also show that ASAP students had high educational aspirations. Almost all 
survey respondents reported that they hoped to attain a 4-year degree or higher in the next 10 years, with 
37.6 percent aiming for a 4-year degree and 58.9 percent aiming for a graduate or professional degree. 
More than a third of ASAP students stated that they were the first in their family to attend college, which 
could potentially include siblings and extended family. Questions more specifically about parental 
education show that many ASAP students were first-generation college students, although the data are 
difficult to interpret due to data quality issues. Finally, survey data show that over two-fifths (41.2 
percent) of ASAP students were working for pay while in school, with 63.9 percent of those students 
reporting that working had some impact on their ability to complete their school work and 16.2 percent 
reporting that it had a high impact. 

Program Activities and Satisfaction 
Table 3 presents data on the number of contacts students had with their advisors and career and 

employment specialists, separately for all students and three-year graduates. Overall, students had 25.7 
contacts with their advisors (standard deviation of 12.4) and 4.8 contacts with their career and 
employment specialists (standard deviation of 4.4) during the course of their enrollment in the program. 
The amount of contact with advisors in particular varied considerably, with 12.3 percent having 1 to 10 
contacts, 21.8 percent having 11 to 20 contacts, 32.9 contacts having 21 to 30 contacts and 33.1 percent 
having 31 or more contacts. Students who successfully graduated in three years or less had more contact 
with both advisors and career and employment specialists. This could be a result of the fact that those 
students were enrolled in the program for a longer period of time and/or could reflect the fact that students 
who successfully graduated were those who were more engaged with the ASAP program. 

Table 3: Contacts with advisors and career and employment specialists (fall 2011 and fall 2012 cohorts) 

  
All ASAP 
Students 

ASAP 3-Year 
Graduates 

Contacts with Advisor    
1 to 10 (%) 12.3 0.7 
11 to 20 (%) 21.8 15.6 
21 to 30 (%) 32.9 40.7 
31 or more (%) 33.1 43.1 
Mean 25.7 30.0 
(Std. Dev) (12.4) (10.1) 

   
Contacts with Career and Employment Specialist  

1 to 5 (%) 69.1 57.3 
6 to 10 (%) 21.4 27.3 
11 to 15 (%) 5.9 9.2 
16 or more (%) 3.6 6.3 
Mean 4.8 6.2 
(Std. Dev) (4.4) (4.9) 

N 1,966 1,079 
Source: College reported data as entered in the ASAP database.  
Notes: Includes all ASAP students who entered in fall 2011 and fall 2012 with at least one contact, 
excluding evening students at BMCC. Contacts include individual in-person meetings, group meetings, 
phone/email and electronic communication. Individual in-person meetings made up 86 percent of advisor 
contacts and 64 percent of career and employment specialist contacts. 

 
 In addition to capturing data on student characteristics, the surveys allow ASAP to assess student 
satisfaction with various services and support to better understand which are working and which areas 
need improvement. Data from the surveys (Table 4) show that students were overwhelmingly satisfied 
with the services of the ASAP advisor, with 72.7 percent very satisfied and 25.5 percent satisfied. 
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Students were also very satisfied with free books (91.7 percent) and MetroCards (88.8 percent). Students 
reported high rates of satisfaction with the career and employment specialists as well, but more stated 
they were satisfied (46.9 percent) as opposed to very satisfied (43.0 percent). Similar results were found 
for satisfaction with ASAP seminar/workshops (50.4 percent satisfied, 41.0 percent very satisfied). 
 

Table 4: Level of satisfaction with ASAP services and supports     

  
Survey 

Respondents 
Very  

Satisfied  Satisfied Dissatisfied 
Very  

Dissatisfied 
Does not 

apply 

 N % % % % % 
Services provided by ASAP advisor 2,796 72.7 25.5 1.1 0.5 0.2 
Services provided by ASAP CES 2,151 43.0 46.9 4.3 1.3 4.6 
ASAP tutoring services 1,684 47.0 43.4 4.6 1.9 3.2 
ASAP seminar/workshops 2,412 41.0 50.4 3.6 1.1 3.9 
Free books  2,776 91.7 7.6 0.2 0.1 0.4 

MetroCards  2,775 88.8 10.2 0.4 0.1 0.5 

Source: ASAP student satisfaction surveys. 
Notes: The ASAP student satisfaction survey is administered to students in their first year in ASAP. Results shown are the 
average of surveys given to students who entered in fall 2009, spring 2010, fall 2010, fall 2011 and fall 2012. The average 
response rate across these years was 89.3 percent. CES=Career and Employment Specialist 

Academic Outcomes 
The analyses of outcomes are restricted to ASAP students and comparison group students who 

were matched using propensity score matching. Third semester outcomes (shown in Table 5) show that 
ASAP students re-enrolled at a higher rate (81.3 percent) than comparison group students (73.8 percent), 
a difference of 7.5 percentage points. The difference in full-time enrollment is even larger, likely a result 
of the fact that ASAP requires students to enroll full-time every semester and provides resources and 
support to enable students to do so. In their third semester, 77.4 percent of ASAP students were enrolled 
full-time, 17.1 percentage points higher than the comparison group rate of 60.4 percent. This is an 
important finding given that virtually all students in both groups were enrolled full-time at entry (100 
percent of ASAP students and 99.2 percent of comparison group students). ASAP students also had 
accumulated more credits by the end of their third semester – 31.9 credits vs. 26.9 credits, for a difference 
of 5.0 credits. Looking only at students who were still enrolled at the end of the third semester, the 
cumulative GPA was very similar for ASAP students (2.72) and comparison group students (2.65), 
although the small difference of 0.07 was statistically significant.  

 
Table 5: Third semester outcomes     

Outcome 
ASAP 

Students 
Comparison 

Group Students Difference   

     
Retention (%) 81.3 73.8 7.5 *** 
Full-time Enrollment (%) 77.4 60.4 17.1 *** 
Cumulative Credits Earned (End of Semester) 31.9 26.9 5.0 *** 

Sample size 3,231 3,231     

     
Cumulative GPA (End of Semester) 2.72 2.65 0.07 ** 

Sample size 2,625 2,379     

Source: Authors' calculations using data from the CUNY Institutional Research Database (IRDB).  
Notes: A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences between ASAP and comparison group students.  
Cumulative GPA is measured out of those who were still enrolled at the end of the third semester. 
*** = p<.001; ** = p<.01 
Estimates are adjusted by college and cohort using fixed effects. 
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Differences in associate degree attainment between ASAP and comparison group students were 
even larger than third semester outcomes (Table 6). ASAP students had a 24.4 percent two-year associate 
degree attainment rate, compared to 8.4 percent for the comparison group for a difference of 16.0 
percentage points. The percentage point difference was larger still for three-year associate degree 
attainment rates. ASAP students graduated at a rate of 52.4 percent, 25.6 percentage points higher than 
the comparison group rate of 26.8 percent – the large ASAP effects on three-year graduation found in the 
pilot cohort held across later cohorts. Results are shown graphically in Appendix B (Figure B1). Finally, 
in terms of time-to-degree, looking at only those students who earned an associate degree within three 
years, ASAP students earned their degree in slightly less time – 4.7 semesters compared to 5.0 semesters.  

Perhaps more remarkably, ASAP effects on three-year associate degree attainment are found for 
all groups when broken out by characteristics at time of entry, including cohort/semester of entry, 
developmental need, and admissions type (see Table B1). While ASAP students in every cohort graduated 
at a higher rate than comparison group students, the smallest effect size was found for the fall 2010 cohort 
(12.3 percentage point difference, 42.7 percent graduation rate), which could be a result of the fact that 
students from three of the colleges participated in the MDRC experimental study in that semester. The 
spring 2010 cohort, the semester in which two colleges participated in the MDRC study, also had a lower 
overall ASAP graduation rate (46.8 percent). This could also in part be due to a difference in the type of 
students who enter during spring semesters. Not surprisingly, students who entered fully proficient had 
higher overall graduation rates than students who entered with a developmental need for both ASAP and 
comparison group students. In the ASAP group, 64.0 percent of fully proficient students graduated within 
three years. However, students who entered with a developmental course need also performed remarkably 
well, with 46.6 percent graduating within three years, 24.2 percentage points higher than the comparison 
group rate of 22.4 percent. Lastly, in terms of admission type, all ASAP students met the fifty percent 
graduation rate goal, although there were some differences. First-time freshmen in ASAP graduated at a 
50.4 percent rate compared to 24.0 of comparison group students. Transfer students in ASAP graduated at 
a 52.5 percent rate and continuing students graduated at a 57.0 percent rate (21.0 percentage points and 
34.4 percentage points higher than the comparison group respectively). 

Table 6. Associate degree attainment outcomes     

Outcome 
ASAP 

Students 

Comparison 
Group 

Students Difference   

     
2-Year Associate Degree Attainment (%) 24.4 8.4 16.0 *** 
3-Year Associate Degree Attainment (%) 52.4 26.8 25.6 *** 

Sample size 3,231 3,231     

     
Semesters to Associate Degree 4.7 5.0 -0.3 *** 

Sample size 1,693 869     

Source: Authors' calculations using data from the CUNY Institutional Research Database (IRDB).  
Notes: A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences between ASAP and comparison group students.  
Semesters to associate degree is measured out of those who earned a degree within three years. 
*** = p<.001 
Estimates are adjusted by college and cohort using fixed effects. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The findings from the quasi-experimental analyses conducted internally provide strong and 
consistent evidence that suggests ASAP has a large impact on retention and degree attainment and that it 
has maintained this impact across six entering cohorts. The results of the independent evaluation by 
MDRC further show that the effects are very likely caused by ASAP and are not the result of pre-existing 
differences between students who choose to participate and those who do not. These impressive effects 
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have gained the attention of the university, as well as policymakers at the city, state, and national level. 
New York City has made a significant investment in the ASAP program, providing funding to expand 
ASAP to serve 25,000 students by the 2018-19 academic year. Already, ASAP has expanded to the three 
CUNY senior colleges that offer associate degree programs: Medgar Evers College (in fall 2014), and 
New York City College of Technology and College of Staten Island (in fall 2015); and has grown to serve 
over 8,000 students across nine colleges in the 2015-16 academic year. The expansion plans also include 
a campus-wide initiative to ultimately serve all eligible incoming first-time, full-time freshmen at Bronx 
Community College and an emphasis on serving more students in STEM majors, a city-wide priority.  

A pilot program modeled on ASAP targeting a baccalaureate seeking population, Accelerate, 
Complete, & Engage (ACE), was launched at a tenth CUNY institution, John Jay College of Criminal 
Justice in fall 2015 and preliminary analyses of retention rates are promising. In addition to the CUNY 
expansion efforts, a demonstration project is underway in Ohio through a partnership between CUNY and 
MDRC. Three community colleges in Ohio recently launched programs modeled on ASAP and are 
participating in an experimental study conducted by MDRC. Finally, the federal government has taken 
notice of ASAP’s impacts and cited it as an exemplary model of an evidence-based program in both a 
White House press release and in a report by the U.S. Department of Education (The White House, Office 
of the Press Secretary, 2015; U.S. Department of Education, Office of the Under Secretary, 2016).  

The expansion of ASAP and national attention from the media, government, and other 
educational institutions, is in large part due to the evidence of its effects, underscoring the value of 
rigorous ongoing evaluation. From the beginning, ASAP prioritized evaluation and invested resources in 
data collection and analysis. Not only did this build a case for expansion of a successful program, but it 
allowed administrators and program leadership to be responsive to elements of the program that were not 
working and to make mid-course corrections so the program could continually improve. This model of 
continuous learning and data-driven program management will continue to be used as ASAP expands to 
ensure it remains effective as increasing numbers of staff, students, and institutions are involved.  

As ASAP expands, data and evaluation will remain critical to the program. First, close attention 
will be paid to how the program is being implemented at a larger scale and in new contexts to ensure that 
the program model is preserved. The growing size of the program may lead to slight modifications to how 
certain program elements are delivered, a necessity of a larger scale. Ongoing analysis will be conducted 
to ensure that these elements still serve the intended purposes and that the level and quality of services is 
not diluted. At all stages, program activities, short-term, and long-term outcomes will be monitored. In 
addition, the focus on serving more STEM majors may introduce new challenges to retention and degree 
attainment, as these majors often have more difficult course requirements and sequences. Again, close 
attention will be paid to the progress of students in STEM majors specifically and their needs, so that 
program components or additional support can be added or adjusted for this population if needed.  

Second, the greater numbers of ASAP students means that a larger proportion of each college’s 
enrollment will be touched by the program. This could potentially have broader institutional effects and 
could impact students who are not in the program. Research efforts will be undertaken to better 
understand these potential broader impacts. Expansion could also result in students entering the program 
that may have not participated in prior years, due to more aggressive recruitment and better integration of 
ASAP into the college enrollment process. Ensuring that effects hold for these students is vital. 
Examination of long-term outcomes is another essential area for research. Initial analyses are already 
being conducted of the first two ASAP cohorts to determine effects on transfer to bachelor’s programs 
and bachelor’s degree attainment. As more time passes, it will be critical to know how ASAP students do 
in the long run and whether the effect is sustained throughout their educational experience. 

ASAP provides an example of a highly successful program for retention and degree attainment. 
Providing ASAP to larger numbers of students is expected to have unprecedented effects on CUNY’s 
institutional associate degree graduation rate overall. As ASAP expands in size and into new contexts, it 
is crucial to build off the lessons from its evaluation and to continue to assess the program to make sure it 
remains true to its model and continues to help students graduate and embark on the path toward long-
term success.  
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Appendix A: Key ASAP Program Components 

Key ASAP program components 

Required full-time study (at least 12 credits per semester) 

A consolidated schedule in which students take their courses in morning, afternoon, evening, or – at one 
college – weekend blocks in order to free up time for family, work, and other responsibilities 

Cohorts organized by major whereby students take classes with fellow ASAP students as they move 
through the program 

Full-time ASAP staff devoted to comprehensive, personalized advisement and career development 
services 

Financial incentives including tuition waivers, textbook assistance, MetroCards (to cover transportation 
costs), and opportunities to take winter and summer courses 

Special programs for ASAP students, including tutoring, weekly seminars, employment services, 
leadership opportunities, and transfer advising 

Figure A1. Key ASAP program components 
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Appendix B: Additional Figures and Tables 

 

         

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        
Figure B1. Associate degree attainment    
 
Source: Authors' calculations using data from the CUNY Institutional Research Database (IRDB). 
Notes: A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences between ASAP and comparison group students. 
Semesters to associate degree is measured out of those who earned a degree within three years. 
*** = p<.001 
Estimates are adjusted by college and cohort using fixed effects. 

 

Table B1. Three-year associate degree attainment by characteristics at entry 

Outcome N 
ASAP 

Students 

Comparison 
Group 

Students Difference   

      
Cohort/Semester of Entry1      

Fall 2009 Cohort 834  53.7 22.8 30.9 *** 
Spring 2010 Cohort 758  46.8 20.1 26.8 *** 
Fall 2010 Cohort 980  42.7 30.4 12.3 *** 
Fall 2011 Cohort 886  56.8 25.5 31.3 *** 
Fall 2012 Cohort 3,004  55.5 28.8 26.6 *** 

      
Admission Type      

First-time Freshmen 4,238  50.4 24.0 26.4 *** 
Transfer Students 389  52.5 21.0 31.5 *** 
Continuing Students 1,835  57.0 34.4 22.6 *** 

      
Developmental Need at Entry      

Fully Proficient at Entry 2,164  64.0 35.7 28.4 *** 

At Least One Developmental Course Need at Entry 4,298  46.6 22.4 24.2 *** 

Source: Authors' calculations using data from the CUNY Institutional Research Database (IRDB).   
1 For the ASAP cohorts that entered in fall 2009, spring 2010 and fall 2010, prior year students were used for the 
comparison group. Starting with the fall 2011 ASAP cohort, students from the same year were used for the comparison 
group. 
Notes: A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences between ASAP and comparison group students.  
*** = p<.001 
Estimates are adjusted by college using fixed effects. 
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Abstract: The University of South Florida (USF) is a public metropolitan research institution 
enrolling 4,000+ first-year students each summer/fall. Historically, USF has maintained a rigorous 
focus on performance accountability and monitoring, with student success metrics being at the core. 
This level of monitoring has been enhanced with the emphasis on performance-based funding across 
Florida. To streamline the accountability work around student success metrics (e.g., retention, 
graduation rates), the university organized a Retention Committee to unify and incorporate a variety 
of strategies, including the use of predictive analytics (in-house, off-the shelf), a case-management 
approach to students, and cross-unit efforts to efficiently increase retention while maximizing 
resources. USF’s first-year retention rate has hovered at 89% and in order to improve the rate, the 
university has understood the need to focus heavily on coordinating the various retention and student 
success efforts already underway. The Retention Committee utilizes a pre-enrollment predictive 
model that identifies the top-tier of students identified as potentially not being retained and deploys 
an array of interventions. In tandem, a list of first-year students and persistence probability scores 
are securely provided to committee members for feedback on individual student cases. Through these 
efforts, the university is able to provide targeted interventions for students. 
 
 
Introduction 
 

The University of South Florida (USF) is a Carnegie-classified doctoral research university, 
highest research activity, dedicated to student success and positioned for membership in the Association 
of American Universities (AAU) and Florida preeminence. Founded in 1956, USF, located in Tampa, is 
the metropolitan research University of the USF System enrolling approximately 42,000 students. Like 
most institutions of higher education, USF has always strived for strong student retention and graduation 
rates, while also addressing its critical role in providing access to quality higher education opportunities 
for a diverse population. A closer monitoring of student success metrics, intentional benchmarking, and 
performance accountability became a part of the fabric of the university’s culture around the turn of the 
century and has continued as a core part of its infrastructure. Building on the focus on performance 
accountability, when the university began to implement the recommendations of the Student Success Task 
Force from 2010 it was realizing tremendous increases in graduation rates and stability around its 
retention rates. The successes achieved were a result of dedication and university-wide collaboration, and 
not attributable to only one program or policy, rather an institutional commitment to student success.  

Innovative practices are not unique to the University of South Florida; however, what does 
differentiate USF is that the practices are the product of a university-wide movement around student 
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success that has allowed a transformation of institutional culture and enrichment of the educational 
experiences of USF students. As a global research university dedicated to student success, the University 
of South Florida continues to partner collaboratively across the university to leverage the expertise and 
knowledge of professionals all committed to the same goal of student success. The mid-2000’s hosted a 
series of increasingly focused institution-wide reviews of retention and graduation rates related to 
curricular and co-curricular aspects of the institution. This culminated in the establishment of an Office of 
and Vice Provost for Student Success to consolidate gains made over the decade and continue to strive for 
maximum retention and graduation goals as the university pursued its strategic enrollment goals.  
Examples of improvement as a result of these efforts include an overall increase and maintenance of 
retention rates near 90%, an increase to 51% four-year graduation rates, and up in the two-digit 
percentage point increases in six-year graduation rate (68% for the most current cohort).   

The State University System of Florida has developed and implemented a set of tools of 
accountability that all state universities utilize: the Board of Governors (BOG) System Strategic Plan, the 
BOG Annual Accountability Report, and the BOG Institutional Work Plans; combined these three 
documents allow for short-, mid-, and long-term planning designed to align the institutional goals with 
that at the BOG level. BOG performance funding is structured around a 10-metric model that evaluates 
institutions on a set of metrics, with great emphasis on undergraduate student success (e.g., retention 
rates, graduation rates, degrees awarded, access rate, and post-graduation outcome metrics). Further, the 
BOG and the Florida legislature established a collaborative partnership to elevate the academic and 
research preeminence of Florida’s premier institutions through the use of accountability metrics and 
recommendations. Of these 12 preeminence metrics, three are student success focused (i.e., retention 
rates, graduation rates, and incoming academic profile). The emphasis around accountability measures 
and processes, with a core focus on student success metrics, is a reality of higher education nationally and 
in the state of Florida. USF has been well positioned to adjust to this level of external reporting and 
scrutiny as it has been benchmarking and monitoring its performance for some time.  

The foundation of USF’s strategy towards sustaining high rates in student success (and other 
areas of performance measurement) is accountability, guided by the USF strategic plan and direction of 
the USF System president, as well as by the Board of Governors’ Strategic Plan, Board of Governors’ 
performance-based funding model and emerging/preeminence funding set by the State of Florida as 
described above. By benchmarking progress against our current and aspirational peer institutions, a clear 
roadmap guides USF toward further excellence. As part of a regular review process, the USF Board of 
Trustees and university leadership use a detailed crosswalk to track key metrics for performance-based 
funding, AAU membership and preeminence. Also reviewed and monitored are strategies to most 
effectively expand educational access and increase student success for its diverse student population.  
 
 
Multiple Methods and Models 
 
 One direction university leadership decided upon to enhance retention efforts was through a more 
intentional use of predictive analytics. Predictive analytics is used to identify students performing well 
(retained at high rates and graduating in a timely fashion), as well as those students at higher risk for 
attrition or drop-out, based on the behavior and trends of previous groups (Cabrera, 1994; DesJardins, 
2002; Herzog, 2006; Miller & Herreid, 2008). Students identified to be at higher risk may receive focused 
interventions to improve their chances of future enrollment (Miller & Herreid, 2009).  In this way, 
institutional resources to improve retention may be focused on students with the greatest need for help, 
rather than scattering efforts among large numbers of students, many of whom would return anyway.  For 
several years the university has been using an in-house developed persistence model to identify new first-
year students at risk of dropping out. The model is based solely on pre-matriculation data directly from 
the student information system, and only recently has the model incorporated data from the entering 
student survey. Using pre-matriculation characteristics to predict risk of attrition allowed staff to start 
intervention efforts in the first week or two of classes, when new students are typically more easily 
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influenced to participate in special programs. Generally the top 10% of students at risk had been 
identified for intervention.  

Intervention efforts have included extra attention for students enrolled in the university’s first 
year seminar (Academic Foundations), additional attention from residence hall staff for those who were 
living on campus, and staff and peer mentors for commuter students who were not enrolled for the first-
year seminar course (Miller, Tyree, Riegler & Herreid, 2010). Training for these interventions is 
indirectly included in the residential curriculum through promotion of the practice and application of 
intentional conversations as core to the interactions with students. Interventions have been more difficult 
for commuter students, but eventually after experimenting with staff mentors and peer mentors, it was 
determined that the best way to reach out to this group was through academic advisors.  While we have 
conducted initial assessment of interventions, we have understood the critical need to refine how we track 
and measure current and future interventions. For example, some positive impacts related to special 
attention in the Academic Foundations course were found, but little or no improvement in the residence 
life and commuter interventions were found.  It was determined that the residence life intervention 
probably was not appropriately implemented which has resulted in an opportunity for revisiting those 
interventions.  Learning from our experiences, the university has assumed the need to formalize its efforts 
around interventions by enhancing and/or developing training, as well as focusing on directing resources 
and expertise towards actively tracking and measuring interventions. 

The pre-matriculation retention model has been actionable for early intervention, but the model 
must be calculated so early in the term that it did not incorporate actual first year academic performance 
in college, a powerful predictor of first year retention and even subsequent, graduation (Bowen, Chingos, 
& McPherson, 2009).  It became apparent that a predictive tool that incorporated dynamic factors such as 
first- and second-term grades, class attendance, advising, student life, residence life and financial aid 
outcomes for students as they happen would allow the institution to address first-year retention issues on 
a real-time basis.  This understanding resulted in the thoughtful adoption of the Civitas platform, which 
offered not only extensive student data view capabilities but also expanded real-time modeling to draw 
attention to students at higher risk for drop-out depending on their changing behavior and performance 
exhibited through the first year of college.     

With multiple predictive analytic models and expanded broad-based retention interventions on-
going, the organic next step was to bring all of these efforts together in order to benefit from similarity of 
purpose and reduce duplication of efforts. The USF Retention Committee was convened in early spring of 
2016, bringing together staff from the Office of Student Success, Office of Academic Advocacy, 
Financial Aid, the Registrar’s Office, the Office of Decision Support and various units within Student 
Affairs, to coordinate, review and assess the effectiveness of all university intervention efforts for first-
year retention and beyond.  
 
 
Current Initiatives 
 

Improvements in the university’s first-year retention and graduation rates included many common 
initiatives, such as expanding the orientation program, strengthening the Honors program, improving 
academic advising (e.g., evolving advising model, training, increasing and strategic placement of new 
advisors) and implementing similar broadly-based initiatives affecting all students. With an understanding 
that the university should look for new ways to expand its efforts to influence retention and graduation 
rates, the Office of Academic Advocacy (OAA) was established under the College of Undergraduate 
Studies in 2012 with the charge of coordinating such efforts. In partnership with the Office of Decision 
Support, the official source of data for the USF System and the central institutional research function, 
several projects were collaborated on with the expectation of maximizing knowledge, resources and 
expertise.  

With an expected class of 4,000 new first-time-in-college (FTIC) students each fall semester, 
targeting the entire population for intensive retention efforts was not a strategic approach. Not only are 
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resources not to this level, but at USF first-year retention rates were already near 90%; therefore, 
concentrating on certain identifiable groups (e.g., students placed on academic probation during their first 
fall term, out of state students) was a preferred approach. It should be noted, however, that narrowly 
applied efforts such as these fail to take advantage of the fact that multiple characteristics often combine 
to predict retention. That is, they may identify only some of the students who are most risk of leaving, 
miss many others, and unnecessarily use resources trying to keep students at the university who were very 
likely to remain anyway. For this reason, having a cross-functional working group and more sophisticated 
analytics and tools have strengthened the efforts around retention and student success at the University of 
South Florida.    
 
Interventions 
Office of Academic Advocacy 
 The Office of Academic Advocacy (OAA) was created in 2012 in response to a comprehensive 
report developed by the Student Success Task Force, a university-wide task force on student success, with 
a focus on student persistence, progression and graduation. It is housed in Undergraduate Studies under 
the umbrella of the Office of Student Affairs and Student Success and works closely with various 
departments and personnel to remove barriers to academic success. This office implements a 
communication plan for first-year students, monitors issues impacting persistence, and contacts students 
who may need additional academic support based on grade reporting. OAA consists of two Academic 
Success Advocates who primarily focus on progression and graduation concerns, as well as one First-
Year Persistence Advocate who concentrates on first-year students. The First-Year Persistence Advocate 
is responsible for the coordination of the intervention efforts for the in-house persistence model by 
ensuring that the campus partners receive their lists of students and providing appropriate resources and 
support. As a team, this office provides the case management of the students who are identified as having 
potential barriers to persistence through the Civitas platform. With the increased emphasis on first-year 
persistence and graduation, the university is creating an office focused on new student persistence and 
expanding the Office of Academic Advocacy. 

Retention Committee 
 In the spring of 2016, the Vice Provost for Student Success formed a Retention Committee to 
discuss campus-wide retention issues, as well as individual student cases. This was not the first group 
convened around retention efforts; in fact, various groups and committees have been and continue to be 
engaged around the important efforts around student success. The Retention Committee is comprised of 
members of Student Affairs, Academic Affairs, Enrollment Planning and Management, Admissions and 
Financial Aid, and the Office of Decision Support. Meetings are held on a bi-weekly basis and are 
structured in a very action-oriented manner.  

The Retention Committee began with a review of the two predictive analytics models. It was 
affirmed that both models provided useful insights into intervention efforts, with the pre-matriculation 
model allowing a head start on intervention efforts with at-risk students (starting in the second week of 
classes), and the more extensive model based on the Civitas platform kicking in during the first fall and 
spring terms of enrollment using real-time student performance data. It was determined that the 
interventions developed in response to the pre-matriculation model were worthwhile to continue, but 
should be enhanced by improved training, information flow and coordination of participating staff. The 
Office of Academic Advocacy took responsibility for these steps. As soon as actual performance data for 
students were available in the fall term, the Civitas model was applied and students having “Very-Low,” 
“Low,” or “Moderate” persistence probabilities during the spring and fall terms were identified. This list 
was dynamic, changing week-to-week as the model integrated newly observed student characteristics and 
behaviors into persistence probabilities. Following a case-management approach, the Office of Academic 
Advocacy focused on these students for individual intervention efforts, with the Retention Committee 
serving as an advisory group providing additional secure information about students in their curricular 
and co-curricular settings and feedback regarding possible interventions. If a solution was not evident, the 
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particular situation was taken back and discussed at the next Retention Committee meeting for suggested 
next steps.     
 
Retention Efforts 
 In addition to using predictive analytics, the Office of Academic Advocacy has partnered with the 
Transitional Advising Center and Academic Foundations to provide support to students who find 
themselves on academic probation. This collaboration has resulted in a process flow that connects 
academic probation students to the resources most appropriate to their situation (i.e. enrollment in 
Academic Foundations, assignment of a student to an Advocate to develop a plan for success, etc.). This 
allows the students to receive targeted support to address the challenges they face to their academic 
success.  
 
Academic Foundations 
 Academic Foundations is a first-year seminar course that emphasizes learning strategies, first-
year transitions, and career development. The instructors of these courses provide support to first-year 
students due to the nature of the course material and the small size of the courses (15-25 students). 
Instructors are sent a list of students in their courses who were predicted to be “at-risk” with information 
about the predictive model, as well as the directive to notify the Assistant Director in charge of Academic 
Foundations of any student persistence concerns. A pilot group of Academic Foundations instructors were 
given the Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement (BCSSE) reports for their class of students to 
determine if and how the reports could be used in the instructional setting. The Retention Committee will 
review findings from this pilot group and identify action steps.  
 
Housing 
 With approximately 80% of our fall semester first-year students living on campus, engaging and 
training Resident Assistants (RAs) is a key intervention. Lists of “at-risk” students are securely provided 
to Residence Life Coordinators who train the RAs about first-year persistence and provide suggestions on 
intervention strategies. As part of the residential curriculum, the RAs are required to have intentional 
conversations with each of their residents. To facilitate these conversations, they are also given the 
BCSSE academic advising reports for each resident. The First-Year Persistence Advocate meets with the 
professional staff in the fall to talk about first-year persistence, the predictive model, the BCSSE reports, 
and the interventions. RAs are directed to note anything evident and follow up with links to supporting 
offices and/or referral to Office of Academic Advocacy. 
 
Academic Advising 
 To ensure that all of the students identified as “at-risk” through the predictive model receive at 
least one intervention, academic advisors are included in the initiative. USF requires that first-year 
students meet with an academic advisor in both semesters of their first year in order to register for the 
next semester. USF has a decentralized academic advising model comprised primarily of professional 
advisors. Each academic college has a director who coordinates the advising efforts in that college. 
Additionally, the academic advising reports generated with the BCSSE information are uploaded into the 
Student Information System and made accessible to the academic advisors.  

As part of the intervention, the current process includes a communication of the first-year 
persistence initiative, description of how the student list is generated, an overview of why students leave 
the university, suggested intervention strategies, and the comprehensive list of students. The list of 
students who are identified by the predictive model is generated after the drop/add benchmark at the end 
of the first week of classes in the fall semester. This communication is presented by the chair of 
Academic Advising who is currently responsible for the dissemination of the list of students who are 
identified by the predictive model. Suggested interventions communicated to advisors include:  

 Create a three-semester plan for/with the students and to be used as a tool for supporting 
progression 
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 Reach out to these students earlier to extend advising appointments prior to the 
registration rush 

 Take additional time during advising appointments to talk with students about their 
academic performance and social integration 

 Clue in to any of the common retention risk factors (e.g., unmet expectations, social 
isolation, financial concerns, stress) 

 Make a note of anything noticeable, follow up with supporting offices and/or referral to 
the OAA 

 In addition to the use of the list of students identified through the predictive models, the academic 
advising community is actively represented in discussions around use and access of one of the Civitas 
platform tools, Inspire for Advisors, a tool that allows advisors to prioritize outreach and understand 
factors influencing persistence per student. 
 
Use of Report and Survey Data  
 The BCSSE survey provides the institution with a wide variety of information that is useful in 
various departments and offices. Since fall 2015, there has been a concerted effort to identify specific 
items and responses that would be helpful to individual offices, such as Financial Aid, New Students 
Connections, Academy for Teaching and Learning, etc. Additionally, a group of academic advisors has 
suggested changing the BCSSE advising report format to meet their needs. The proposed changes include 
a narrative about each subsection of responses, as well as a list of on-campus offices to which the advisors 
could refer students based on their responses. Continued efforts around the use of reports and survey data 
are being reviewed and discussed at the Retention Committee meetings.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 The University of South Florida has been unyielding in its efforts to ensure its diverse student 
populations are provided with the level and quality education expected from a Research 1 level global 
university. In an effort to maximize resources and expertise across the university, USF offices intimately 
connected with student success efforts have identified ways to collaborate through the use of predictive 
analytics, both in-house and off-the shelf, in a case-management approach. Further emphasized by the focus 
on retention and graduation metrics monitored by the Florida Board of Governors in the state’s Performance 
Based Funding model and Preeminence metrics, the university has understood the need to focus heavily on 
coordinating the various retention and student success efforts already underway. The Retention Committee 
utilizes a pre-enrollment predictive model that identifies the top-tier of students identified as potentially not 
being retained, and deploys an array of interventions. In addition, a list of first-year students and persistence 
probability scores are securely provided to committee members for feedback on individual student cases. 
Over the last several years, the university has realized gains in retention and graduation rates (See Table 1). 
Where some plateauing is being noted in recent years, it should be noted and emphasized that significant 
efforts are required university-wide to sustain these rates. Through these efforts, the university is able to 
provide targeted interventions for students and continue to play a close watch on the long-standing effort 
around the retention and graduation of its students. 
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Table 1: Retention and graduation rate trends   
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Abstract: This paper investigates the effect of time allocation on academic achievement and 
engagement at a Historically Black institution in the South. The empirical approach allows for the 
estimation of the weekly allocation of time among different activities simultaneously. The results 
show that students spending more time on academic related activities have better outcomes. We 
find that unconditionally students spending longer hours on sleep and academic related activities 
had higher engagement scores. We also find that spending more time on sleep, co-curricular 
activities and less time on employment induced students to devote more time to academic related 
activities and increases student scores on the engagement measure. Finally, there is also evidence 
suggesting that students contact with faculty and advisors is important for the college student 
experience. 
 
 

Introduction 
 

Practitioners and policy makers have been concerned about student success. Despite the U.S. 
having high rates of post-secondary attendance compared to others internationally, college completion 
rates lag behind those of other countries (OECD, 2011). To tackle this problem, experts have suggested 
and implemented policies aimed at improving student outcomes as a response to this concern. In some 
cases this increased interest and concern has been triggered by broader changes in the higher education 
landscape that are quickly altering the demographic, economic, and social outlook of institutions. There is 
now increased awareness and concern about student success especially among low achieving, non-
traditional and minority students, giving rise to a wide body of research focusing on student achievement 
outcomes. Few of these studies, however, address student time allocation and its effect on academic 
outcomes. This is surprising given the utility maximization approach to understand student behavior 
linked to time allocation has been around for several decades (Schmidt, 1983). Sadly, student time 
allocation has been omitted from many educational production functions analyzing student success as an 
outcome of various input variables. Hence student time allocation remains an area that is conspicuously 
under-researched despite its importance as an important ingredient of college student success.  

Most of the research on student success to this point has been spatial despite the importance of 
including time-allocation analysis in student engagement research. In this current study we attempt to fill 
this gap in the literature by estimating student time-allocation and its relationship to engagement and 
achievement. Given it has been demonstrated that time spent on academic related activities can lead to 
better outcomes as measured by achievement, we focus on investigating time allocated to six activities: 
sleep, social and leisure activities, time spent with advisors, on work as well as academic related 
activities. We try to understand how this allocation in turn affects achievement and engagement. Research 
over the years has asserted that time spent studying is important. In recent years however, self-reported 
time use studies have shown that college students are allocating less time towards their studies. Many 
factors such as study habits, how time is used, study groups and employment may affect each other and 
ultimately impact academic achievement.  

This paper makes four main contributions to the literature. First, this study of the impact of time 
allocation on engagement complements studies on student success. These studies have mainly applied the 
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student success construct by using measures of student achievement and success other than engagement, 
including GPA and graduation rates. Second, the paper provides direct evidence of the impact of student 
time allocation and does so for different demographic groups including students enrolled at minority 
serving institutions where there is limited empirical research available. Furthermore, while time allocation 
studies have examined how time allocated to class attendance affects achievement (Schmidt, 1983; Park 
& Kerr, 1990), direct estimates for how other time allocation activities that complement and substitute 
time spent on academic activities such as described in this study, have been missing. Time allocated to 
activities that are not directly linked to academic success such as social, co-curricular, sleep, and advising 
have not been previously documented. Finally, since this analysis examines the impact of time allocation 
on engagement, it extends the existing work on student engagement which has focused on linking 
engagement to other measures of success such as graduation, outcomes assessment and retention.  

We take advantage of reliable survey data from a single institution to study heterogeneity in time 
allocation and its effects. Using institutional time-use data and seemingly unrelated regression (SUR) 
methods, this study not only finds stark differences in time use patterns but finds that pre-enrollment 
factors do shape time use in various ways. These results highlight the challenges students face and show 
that time use is a strong correlate of various demographic variables including income, first-generation 
status, and student residence, either on or off campus. The empirical estimates derived in the study 
suggest that the time allocation is important for educational success, even after controlling for a wide 
range of characteristics. The primary finding of the study is that students with reduced study and sleep 
time see a considerable reduction in engagement scores, holding all else constant. These results are 
significant and robust to different model specifications and suggest that time allocation has a heavy 
bearing on achievement as well as engagement for students, particularly those who are enrolled full time 
and are degree seeking. 

Engagement1 has also been previously defined as the amount of physical and psychological 
energy that the student devotes to the academic experience. This engagement relates to the amount of 
time and energy that students invest in college-related activities, both inside and outside the classroom 
(Astin, 1984). Student engagement is now widely recognized as heavily influencing student success. 
Hence, the probability of student success increases commensurately with the degree of student 
engagement in the learning process. There is no doubt environments that emphasize engagement in class 
discussions and involvement with faculty in the academic community help improve student psychological 
adjustment and success. When students perceive faculty as caring and accessible, this helps promote 
persistence and degree completion. Moreover most of the research also shows that extracurricular 
involvement has a positive effect on persistence and educational attainment. In an era in which student 
engagement is increasingly receiving attention, it is important to design ways to enrich student 
experiences in higher education.  

One way to do that is to understand the relationship between time allocation and engagement as 
this study does. While student engagement has been extensively researched previously (Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 2005; Kuh, 2001), there is no research to the authors’ knowledge on the relationship between 
student time allocation and student engagement. Hence, the motivation to examine student time use and 
its relationship to engagement is motivated by two primary reasons: the lack of literature on the subject of 
student time allocation as it relates to engagement, and time allocation is an important variable to consider 
given it has been previously linked to better student outcomes.  
 
 
 
                                                            
1  Engagement encompasses various dimensions of the college student experience and includes investment in the 
academic experiences of college, interactions with faculty, involvement in co-curricular activities, and interaction with peers 
(Kuh, 2009; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Academic engagement is one of the many engagement constructs that have been 
extensively researched according to Kuh (2009). Understanding student psychosocial development and how that spurs 
improvement in grades and persistence has been researched using different student populations in previous studies. 
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Literature Review 
 

Time use is increasingly recognized in the literature as a factor influencing student success 
(Grave, 2011; Devadoss & Foltz, 1996; Chan, Shum, & Wright, 1997; Bauer & Zimmermann, 1998; 
Schmidt, 1983). Nonis and Hudson (2010) investigated the relationship between study time and college 
performance and find that studying habits were mixed and open to further study. Some habits had a 
positive direct relationship on student performance and others had a negative direct relationship.  Study 
habits that might impact performance are class attendance, being on time, taking good notes, reading 
before class, and participating in class discussions. Elias (2005) found that students use two different 
methods when studying: deep studying, in which the course material is mastered and retained, and surface 
studying, which involves learning enough to meet course expectations. Britton and Tesser (1991) using a 
35-item time management questionnaire analyzed with principal-components analysis, revealed 3 
components of self-reported time management practices among students. Grave’s (2011) results 
suggested that student time allocation impacts academic achievement for undergraduate students in 
different fields of study when controlling for variables such as sex, ability, GPA, major, motivation, and 
grades.  

Grave’s (2011) study also finds that different types of time used such as study groups, tutorials, 
self-study, employment, and time spent on courses impacted academic achievement. According to Nonis 
and Hudson (2006), today’s college students are allocating less time towards their studies because of 
influences on and off campus. Studies over the years have shown that time spent studying is crucial for 
academic success. Time allocation provides a very comprehensive measure of student success. It is clear 
that time spent on academic activities, including class attendance, for instance translates directly into 
student success (Schmidt, 1983; Park & Kerr, 1990; Romer, 1993; Durden & Ellis, 1995). 

Additionally, how students spend their study time affects learning outcomes. McCormick (2011) 
states that study time matters and how study time is used is essential.  Babcock and Marks (2010) found 
that study time has declined over the years and many factors have influenced the average number of hours 
students spend studying each week. They found that confounding factors like how the time question is 
framed, student composition, preparation for college, new technologies over the years, non-traditional 
students, gender, race, employment, parental education, and faculty contributed to the reduction in the 
numbers hours college student spent studying.   
 
 
Data 

A sample was collected from students at a single Historically Black institution in the South who 
took the institutional Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) survey with additional 
institution specific questions. The entire survey contained responses from over 1,030 students. This study 
uses a modified 25-item CIRP and Institutional Freshman Survey scale to create an engagement measure. 
Using prevailing theory, we created an engagement index with specific academic related questions. This 
score was constructed the same way that the National Survey on Student Engagement (NSSE) benchmark 
scores are calculated using factor analysis to create a student total engagement score as the sum of the 
mean responses per item. In addition, an extra set of questions were added to the institutional survey 
questionnaire and administered as part of a larger survey. Each respondent was asked2 a series of 
                                                            
2  As with time spent on academic activities, answers to these questions were converted to hours for the analyses. The 
students were also tracked using their university issued IDs to collect additional institutional reported data including Grade Point 
Average and characteristics such as education, family background, and income information. Respondents were also asked to 
identify their social relationships and their involvement in co-curricular activities. The sample contains information on roughly 
about 1400 students. These features make this dataset comprehensive and include detailed characteristics of the students. It is 
important to note that questionnaires on time allocation often ask individuals to respond to questions about their use of time the 
previous day. This, it is believed, yields more accurate responses than if longer recall periods are used given those responses are 
less likely to be accurate and relatively free of social desirability bias. However, most of the time-diary data which refers to a 
single-day diary is not necessarily representative of individuals' long-run time use. We found it valuable to measure time use 
behavior over several days or over a week, given longer periods of time allocation offer more accurate descriptions of time 
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questions about their time use on various activities such as average amount of time they spent each week 
preparing for class, on sleep, on social and leisure activities—socializing with friends, watching TV—and 
on co-curricular activities—involvement in campus organizations, campus publications, student 
government, fraternity or sorority, intercollegiate or intramural sports.  
 
Empirical Framework  

The empirical approach draws from the time and budget constrained framework where modeling 
conceptualizes activities as goods where the partaker receives utility according to activity type and 
duration (Kockelman, 2001). Time spent on one activity affects the time spent on other activities due to 
time and budget constraints. The duration for each activity is represented by linear equation and hence all 
activities are represented by a system of linear equations which can be represented as: 
 

	 , 
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⋮ 
	  

 
In the above for any given observation  each of the  activity durations,  is modeled linearly as an 
additive function of the other time allocations. , exogenous variables , and a random disturbance . 
Estimation of the above system utilizes ordinary least squares (OLS) and seemingly unrelated regressions. 
These simultaneous equations can be represented in matrix form as: 
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With  observations and  exogenous variables in the model. In estimating the above model 

OLS estimates are expected to be inconsistent and biased given the fact that the endogenous variables 
appear on the right side of the equation. To overcome this challenge, a Two Stage regression utilizing 
instrumental variables can be implemented; however, this can also derive inefficient estimates if the 
disturbances are correlated between equations. Given the way individuals allocate their time, we can 
assume that the existence of other unaccounted for variables that simultaneously affect time spent on 
multiple activities. This means that residuals are correlated across the equations. Therefore, to address this 
problem, a seemingly unrelated regression technique (SUR) is the most appropriate3.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                
allocation than basing it on days or 24 hour periods. For that reason we decided to use weekly time allocation given college 
students tend to think about their time in those terms. The time-use questionnaire is composed of data pertaining to activities 
greater than a minute long each week. In this analysis, the duration and classification of each episode is used to construct weekly 
duration variables for the different activities.   
3  The SUR technique has the advantage of incorporating estimates from the residual covariance matrix into the 
generalized least squares (GLS) coefficient estimates thus leading to more efficient estimates. SUR models have been used more 
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The (SUR) procedure also estimates the parameters of the system, accounting for 
heteroskedasticity and contemporaneous correlation in the errors across equations. This has the advantage 
of allowing for greater efficiency in the estimated parameters. The resulting efficiency gains increase with 
increased correlation among the error terms of the different equations (Judge, Hill, Griffiths, Lutkepohl, 
& Lee, 1988), as well as with larger sample sizes and when there is higher multi-collinearity between the 
exogenous variables. Different time allocation activities may have different sets of predictors  which 
also means that the sets of exogenous variables for the different equations are not identical. Therefore the 
model not only allows for the inclusion of different exogenous variables but accounts for correlation 
among error terms. Another advantage to this model which relates to our data is that when normality in 
distribution is absent as required by OLS regressions, SUR still yields consistent coefficients (Zellner, 
1962). SUR is also able to handle multi-collinearity given SUR modelling extracts information from the 
data through reducing the effects of multi-collinearity (Binkley & Nelson, 1988).  
 
 
Results and Discussion 
 

Table 1 presents our main results from the SUR model and includes all variables used. Table 2 
excludes High School GPA and SAT Scores, i.e. all the pre-enrollment factors, as well as all the 
demographic variables—including gender, race, full-time attendance status, on campus residence, 
traditional age, age, income and first-generation status. Using the specified models we obtain the SUR 
estimates in Table 1. A particular advantage of this model is that it simultaneously takes into account the 
correlation between all equations. The results show that coefficients obtained with this estimation are 
dissimilar to those obtained using the OLS regression equations, which yield standard errors that are 
generally larger in magnitude. There is a gain in efficiency to using SUR as opposed to ordinary least 
squares regressions, and most importantly, this method gives better estimates based on the reduced 
magnitudes of the standard errors. Table 1 provides evidence of distinct patterns associated with student 
residence and its effect on academic engagement. Students with higher engagement scores devoted more 
time to academic related activities, increased their effort toward co-curricular engagement and on average 
slept longer than those with lower engagement scores.  

The SUR method captures the interdependence of six activities by imposing restrictions on the 
parameters of these seemingly unrelated regression equations. Looking at Table 1, the regressions 
presented estimate ceteris paribus the differences in time allocation by demographic groups. We note that 
Black females had an average academic engagement score of 67. They also slept just under two hours less 
than average hours on sleep, lesser hours on co-curricular involvement, but spent more hours on average 
on academic activities each week. These results highlight the importance of allocating more time to 
academic related activities, including co-curricular engagement, given that these activities are positively 
linked to achievement.  

Table 2 presents only a subset of covariates and also provides evidence on the importance of 
these activities as predictors of time allocation and achievement. The top half of Table 1 pertains to the 
time allocated to these activities as in Table, 2 but the lower half includes all the pre- enrollment factors 
and student background characteristics. Note that the coefficients for the endogenous variables appearing 
on the right hand side of the equations in Table 1 are positive and significant, indicating that longer times 
spent on study activities result in higher scores on the engagement index, leads to high levels of co-
curricular involvement and is correlated with students spending more time on sleep.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
recently in analyzing time-use decisions, durations and their effects. The SUR model combines regression equations and assumes 
that the residual errors are identically and independently distributed for each individual i, … n . The SUR method estimates the 
parameters of all equations simultaneously, so that the parameters of each single equation also take the information provided by 
the other equations into account. Furthermore the SUR estimator accounts for contemporaneous correlations and allows the 
endogenous variables to have different sets of exogenous variables. The method also allows us to establish which effects are 
strong. 
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Table 1: SUR Regressions (Includes all variables) 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 
Academic 

Engagement
Sleep 
Time 

Academic 
Activities 

Leisure 
Activities 

Co-curricular 
Activities 

Work 
Activities 

       
Sleep Time 0.117*** 0.262*** 0.603*** 0.106*** -0.088* 

(0.03) (0.02) (0.04) (0.02) (0.02) 
Academic Engagement 0.519*** 0.231*** -0.108 -0.186*** 0.209*** 

(0.07) (0.05) (0.05) (0.03) (0.04) 
Co-curricular Activities -0.255*** 0.236*** 0.373*** -0.118* -0.026 

(0.03) (0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04) 
Leisure and Social Activities -0.062 0.234*** 0.499*** -0.068 0.198*** 

(0.03) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03) 
Advisor Interaction 1.144*** -0.012 0.345** 0.386*** 0.270*** -0.182* 

(0.07) (0.13) (0.11) (0.10) (0.07) (0.07) 
Work Activities 0.157*** -0.099* -0.136** 0.258*** -0.048 

(0.03) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03) 
Academic Activities 0.338*** 0.519*** -0.025 0.209*** -0.110** 

(0.03) (0.05) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) 
SAT Verbal 0.013 -0.022 0.009 -0.010 -0.014 -0.013 

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
SAT Math 0.000 0.041** -0.041** 0.029** 0.011 -0.006 

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
High School GPA 1.476 2.114 2.700 -1.881 -2.168 1.795 

(1.43) (2.26) (1.84) (1.90) (1.52) (1.63) 
Overall GPA 0.155 0.071 0.559 -0.707 -0.092 -0.358 

(0.28) (0.76) (0.62) (0.64) (0.51) (0.55) 
Male -0.939 -1.263 0.416 1.009 0.936 -1.504 

(0.85) (1.35) (1.11) (1.14) (0.91) (0.97) 
Black 2.227 -1.173 1.979 0.429 -2.130 -3.146 

(1.99) (3.16) (2.58) (2.66) (2.13) (2.28) 
Hispanic -0.839 6.197 0.784 -0.942 -5.317 -0.563 

(2.94) (4.66) (3.80) (3.91) (3.14) (3.36) 
Other Minority 0.824 -0.187 2.302 -2.411 -2.281 1.893 

(2.62) (4.14) (3.38) (3.48) (2.79) (2.99) 
Race is Unknown 2.099 3.347 5.433 -8.948 -5.211 5.133 

(5.74) (9.09) (7.42) (7.63) (6.12) (6.56) 
Full Time -11.398 -15.148 7.813 -1.392 3.725 9.896 

(9.34) (14.82) (12.09) (12.44) (10.00) (10.69) 
On Campus Residence 3.491* 1.717 -2.569 3.074 1.545 -3.705* 

(1.57) (2.49) (2.04) (2.09) (1.68) (1.80) 
Traditional Age 2.201 1.106 4.940* 2.575 9.577* 3.465 

(6.65) (10.53) (2.19) (8.84) (3.09) (7.59) 
Income Lower than 49k -0.359 2.368 -1.476 -3.048* -2.752* -1.088 

(0.98) (1.55) (1.27) (1.30) (1.04) (1.12) 
Income Between 50K & 99K 0.361 0.255 1.209 0.030 -0.925 0.834 

(1.09) (1.72) (1.40) (1.45) (1.16) (1.24) 
First Generation Status -2.579* 1.889 2.594* -1.180 -3.534*** 2.058* 

(1.12) (1.58) (1.29) (1.33) (1.04) (1.13) 
Age -0.524 1.168 0.351 -0.760 -0.539 1.927** 

(0.62) (0.99) (0.81) (0.83) (0.67) (0.71) 
Constant 64.996*** 3.117*** -16.841** 18.43*** 10.826*** -22.627** 

(17.98) (28.95) (23.62) (24.01) (19.52) (20.88) 
 539 539 539 539 539 539 

Adjusted R-Squared .19 .26 .28 .18 .16 .18 
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. Time allocation is expressed in hours per week. The coefficients from the regressions of 
time spent in each time use category on race omits White and on Income omits incomes higher than 100k for those 
particular dummies. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. Observations concern hours spent on activities per week. 
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Table 2: SUR Regressions (Includes only the main variables)  
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 
 Academic 

Engagement 
Sleep 
Time 

Academic 
Activities 

Leisure 
Activities

Co-curricular 
Activities 

Work 
Activities 

Sleep Time  0.220***    0.298*** 0.599*** 0.113*** -0.049    
 (0.02)    (0.03)    (0.12)   (0.02)    (0.03)    

Academic Engagement  0.223***   0.247*** -0.003   -0.229*** 0.167*** 
 (0.06)    (0.05)    (0.05)   (0.04)    (0.04)    

Co-curricular Activities  -0.215*** 0.276*** 0.341*** -0.032   -0.031    
 (0.04)    (0.06)    (0.05)    (0.05)   (0.04)    

Leisure/Social Activities  0.002    0.611*** 0.466*** 0.069    0.068*   
 (0.03)    (0.09)    (0.03)    (0.04)    (0.03)    

Advisor Interaction  0.194**  -0.105    4.064***    0.416*** 0.282*** -0.165**   
 (0.07)    (0.11)    (0.10)    (0.09)   (0.07)    (0.07)    

Work Activities  0.114*** -0.066    0.028    0.062   -0.036                
 (0.03)    (0.05)    (0.04)    (0.04)   (0.03)                

Academic Activities  0.129*** 0.519***              0.533*** 0.175*** 0.017    
 (0.03)    (0.04)                 (0.03)   (0.03)    (0.03)    

Overall GPA  0.785*   0.681    0.244    -0.915   -0.026    -0.146    
 (0.38)    (0.62)    (0.53)    (0.52)   (0.39)    (0.45)    

Constant  69.780*** 25.939*** -21.538*** 7.620   15.663*** -4.319**   
 (1.43)    (4.70)    (4.11)    (3.98)   (3.06)    (3.52)    

N  718 718 718 718 718 718 
Adjusted R-Squared  .23 .27 .38 .36 .31 .24 
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. Time allocation is expressed in hours per week. The coefficients from the regressions of 
time spent in each time use category on race omits White and on Income omits incomes higher than 100k for those 
particular dummies. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. Observations concern hours spent on activities per week. 

Conversely, this same coefficient representing the total duration in hours spent on academic 
related activities is negatively related to the duration spent on work related activities even when 
covariates are varied (see Table 2). The other endogenous factors indicate that time spent working reduces 
the amount of time spent on academic or class activities. In the regression models that are presented in 
these tables, we determine the effects of several factors in our models including age, income, first-
generation, residence and traditional status. All these factors are significant predictors of student time 
allocation and remain significant predictors of activity patterns while controlling for a number of 
socioeconomic variables including household income, and race. Looking at these results, it is clear that 
activities and time allocated to them vary from person to person due to constraints, socio-economic 
characteristics, and tastes. Other things being equal males score one percent lower than females on the 
engagement index. One of the important subgroups in our sample that warrants particular attention is 
first-generation students. In this sample, approximately 22 percent of respondents are first-generation. Out 
of these 59 percent were female and two percent were non-traditional students over the age of 24. The 
Seemingly Unrelated Regressions estimates provided in Table 1 indicate that being older non-traditional 
students reduces time spent on schooling or academic related activities. However, for first-generation 
students, the relationship is surprisingly different, although these students seem to score lower on the 
engagement index.   

These results suggest that student-advisor interaction is an important variable given its association 
with the engagement score and its correlation with time spent on academic as well as co-curricular 
activities. Time spent on leisure activities is negatively correlated with the engagement score. 
Surprisingly, leisure and social activities do not seem to take time away from academic related activities. 
As one would expect, the general trend for time allocation to co-curricular engagement is negatively 
affected by socio economic and age variables given time dedicated to this activities decreases with age 
and family income. The interaction between gender and time spent on time allocation suggests that this 
variable does not yield statistically significant effects.  

Residing on, as opposed to off campus does, however, seem to positively impact a student’s 
academic engagement score. Furthermore, the coefficient for age relating to traditional students suggests 
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that, holding all else equal, being a traditional student increases weekly study time duration. Moreover, 
living off campus does not seem to affect students adversely when we consider the engagement score.  

With this in mind, next we look at the impact of working vs. not working for college students 
represented in this sample and how that interacts with time allocation. It appears that working does have a 
significantly negative effect on the amount of time spent on sleep negatively. Looking at the coefficients 
for the exogenous variables, a portrait begins to emerge where study behavior varies with lifestyle and 
how much time is spent on work related activities. The models clearly show that first-generation status 
significantly reduces the amount of time the student spends on co-curricular activities and on engagement. 
Surprisingly, time spent on leisure, sleep and academic activities is not negatively related to first-
generation status. However, first-generation students do spend less time on co-curricular engagement. To 
determine if the increased work time that first-generation students face is due to socio economic factors or 
other reasons is beyond the scope of this model. Moreover, the fact that being a first-generation student 
tends to decrease the engagement score may not in itself be indicative of socio economic issue, but rather, 
it could simply be that these students have different engagement patterns that for whatever reason lead to 
a lower score on this index.  

It is unclear to us why these effects related to time allocated to leisure and social activities are 
only significant for respondents from lower income households. However, this points to the idea that 
socioeconomic status plays an important but sometimes ambiguous role in understanding time allocation 
for college students. As with time spent on leisure and social activities, socioeconomic variables 
significantly impact how long students spend in employment. These effects were not significant for this 
sample, though. Holding all else constant, it is clear that there are no effects that can be linked to race. 
Students residing away from the campus also seem to spend more time on employment. The coefficient 
for leisure and social activities is not significant. However this relationship suggests that off campus 
dwellers may spend significantly larger amounts of time on employment and other activities to support 
themselves than those who are younger and campus dwellers. It is important to remember when 
interpreting these results that there is no a priori reason to consider larger amounts of time spent on social 
and leisure related activities as either leading to positive or negative outcomes, as the outcomes may 
reflect a preference for time allocated to other activities including academic related ones which are known 
to affect achievement much more strongly.  

At this point, the results merely suggest that first-generation students may be affected by other 
uncontrolled factors which may be contributing to some of the negative outcomes related to engagement. 
Differences in time allocation may have mixed implications for student success. An increase in time 
allocated to academic related activities, for instance, increases the opportunity for a student to be fully 
immersed in his or her academic work, thus leading to advantages in academic engagement. However, the 
impact of this time allocation on engagement or on student success depends upon several factors, 
including whether the concomitant reduction in leisure, co-curricular, work, sleep and interaction with 
advisors has any effects on that engagement. For example, additional work may have adverse effects by 
reducing time spent on activities that are linked to student success. Moreover, for any given amount of 
time spent on various activities, a change in time allocated from one activity to another is likely to affect 
engagement differently.   
 
Robustness Checks 

As the results indicate, the residuals show a high amount of between-equation correlation, 
indicating that the selected SUR regression models are indeed appropriate to achieve greater estimation 
efficiency. It is interesting to note that the models as presented in this analysis present accurate predictors 
of time allocation, given that a comparison of the different estimation methods were generally similar in 
terms of the directions of effects. However The SUR estimator provides lower standard errors of the 
estimated parameters and thus, a higher precision of the estimates, since it takes the correlation between 
the error terms into account. The findings from the analysis showed a contemporaneous correlation 
between the errors terms in the equations suggesting that time use behaviors are interdependent and hence 
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the utility of the SUR method. Indeed, the SUR model is the most robust in predicting time allocation in 
this case.  

Thus, the SUR method provided relatively less uncertain coefficients than the OLS estimator. 
Assuming there was no evidence of a contemporaneous correlation between the equations, the SUR 
would have been equivalent to equation by equation via OLS. Nonetheless, the SUR would have still 
been worthwhile because it has an attractive feature of allowing restrictions to be imposed and 
appropriate tests conducted across parameters in the different equations. As a robustness check, we also 
ran various estimates including running the same models on the full-time student sample. The estimates 
were largely similar. Comparing the SUR results to the OLS results also showed that the directions of 
effect are similar. Estimated parameters based on OLS and SUR methods were dissimilar indicating 
contemporaneous covariance between the disturbances of the equations.  
 
 
Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

Notwithstanding the limitations, the findings from this study do offer an important consideration 
for future research on student time allocation. Several directions for future research can also be identified. 
From a data needs perspective, obtaining diaries of student time use can be used to better understand how 
time is allocated. Of course, no dataset can capture every relevant factor, nor can any model account for 
all sources of variation. An important consideration is that in order to achieve more efficient and robust 
estimates, accounting for the inter-correlation between equations is important. Using different samples 
and sizes can uncover differences in efficiency gains and certainly triangulating between different 
methodologies can also mitigate errors in measures. A very interesting avenue for future research is to 
investigate how time allocation, including constraints on time, affect student behavior in dynamic models 
of time allocation.   

Using a single model of student engagement is an additional limitation of this study. Engagement 
can be thought of in various ways. For instance, Astin (1984) conceptualizes engagement as the time and 
effort students invest in educational activities. We conceptualize engagement the same way for the current 
study, however there are various ways engagement can certainly be better measured. For instance 
engagement can also be reliably measured using other instruments such as interviews or through 
classroom observations (Finn, 1993). Future studies may consider other engagement related theories, 
including other feasible measures of engagement. The engagement construct in the current study was 
measured through self-report—a notable limitation—and not by observing actual student engagement. 
This may be problematic given the methodological issues associated with social desirability bias and 
reliability. Perhaps better reliability can be achieved by measuring time allocation more appropriately 
through objective measures including various ways of time logging.  

Finally, it is important to note that the nature of our models is simply to highlight differences in 
time allocation patterns amongst the different student groups segmented by parental education, income, 
age, race, gender and pre-enrollment factors. We must caution that while lesser time spent on certain 
activities among certain segments of the population may be indicative of other factors, these findings like 
others in the literature, cannot typically account for the discrepancy between the recommended and the 
observed or achieved time use patterns. For instance, longer hours spent on paid work related activities 
may indicate a student’s particular choice rather than student need.  Hence, while this analysis draws 
attention to promising areas for further research, we feel it is inappropriate to derive strong conclusions 
about how time allocation to activities with adverse effects on engagement or achievement take away 
student discretionary time due to disadvantages caused by social exclusion brought on by poverty, race, 
class and other factors4.  

                                                            
4  In this light, the contribution of this paper is to determine the extent to which different student level factors such as age, 
family income, parental education, gender, race and residence may cause differences in time allocation patterns. In order to 
determine whether the different patterns that are uncovered in this study truly represent disadvantages brought on by social 
exclusion and other factors, or if they are merely a realization of varying student choices and preferences for those activities, 
further research is warranted to arrive at better policy recommendations. 
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Conclusions 
 

The objective of this paper was to use the methods of time use and activity analysis to uncover 
the existence of significant variations in the patterns of time spent on different activities that have a 
bearing on engagement and achievement. Student engagement, which refers to an individual student’s 
degree of active involvement in school through his or her thoughts, feelings, and actions, has become an 
important area of interest to researchers and practitioners. Engagement is generally conceptualized as a 
multidimensional construct, comprised of social and cognitive domains. In addition to the exploratory 
analysis of time use data from a single Historically Black institution in the South, the SUR regression 
approach was undertaken to allow for the simultaneous estimation of multiple activities of time 
allocation, thereby increasing estimation efficiency. Six time use patterns are examined, including time 
spent on work activities, co-curricular related activities, social and leisure activities, academic related 
activities, sleeping and interaction with advisors including faculty and other academic advisors. This 
paper not only extends the discussion on this important topic, but also fills the void in the literature by 
investigating time allocation and its relationship to academic engagement, while controlling for student 
background characteristics.  

There is remarkably little evidence on the determinant of student differences in time allocation. 
By implementing sound empirical methodology, this study provides evidence for time allocation 
differences and how that affects student engagement and achievement. Our study contribution to the 
literature is twofold. First we extend the literature on student time allocation by using succinct and 
reliable measures of variables that can only be better gathered at the institutional level given the accuracy 
of our data including institutional data on such variables as student income levels, achievement as 
measured by grade point average and others. Second, we also analyze and provide time allocation effects 
for one of the most heavily researched constructs in the literature—engagement. Most importantly, we 
show that time allocation behavior is important in shaping student engagement. This is a new avenue of 
research on student success and these results support a widely suggested theory that students spending 
more time on academic related activities are likely to be successful and likely to spend minimal time on 
work activities. However, work activities do not adversely affect engagement as one would expect which 
was a puzzling finding.  

Our research shows that unconditionally students spending longer hours on sleep and academic 
related activities such as homework, reading for class and writing, had higher engagement scores. As 
expected, students are more successfully engaged when they spend more time on academic related 
activities. We also find that spending more time on sleep and co-curricular activities, and less time on 
employment, induced students to devote more time to academic related activities on and off campus and 
increases student scores on the engagement measure. There is also evidence suggesting that students 
contact with advisors is important for the college student experience. Moreover, the model specification 
and results also show that simultaneity bias is mitigated and hence the methods used are appropriate given 
the inconsistencies obtained from estimates provided by the OLS regressions. Finally, this research also 
adds to the general literature on factors affecting student success by shedding light on differences in time 
allocation not only by demographic groups, but controlling for pre-enrollment factors, further pointing out 
how much effort institutions can exercise in influencing student success. As this study shows, time 
allocation patterns deserve particular attention given their potential to affect student success. 
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NOTE: The complete tabulation of time allocation participation rates are available from the first author, 
including the summary and a descriptive analysis of all the main variables used in this analysis. Previous 
work on this subject has shown that among the most important factors affecting student time allocation 
are demographics, household income and/or wealth, parental education, similarly  external characteristics 
also matter, including costs of attendance, funding and other finance related variables. All these 
contribute to explaining how students distribute time among employment, leisure, social, academic and 
co-curricular time use and are included in this study. About 43 percent of survey respondents were male. 
Given this is a Historically Black institution, a majority of students identify as Black or African 
American—about 78 percent. Approximately four percent are Hispanic and two percent are White. Less 
than one percent of respondents are from other minority groups, including Asian and Native Americans, 
and about 1.7 percent belong to an unknown race. A majority of students were full-time, about 99 percent. 
About 22 percent of survey respondents identify as first-generation. In sum, the sample is representative 
of a first-year freshman class at a typical public institution. The author can also provide separate OLS 
models with the same covariates employed in the SUR models. These estimates serve as baseline for 
testing the nature of the different time allocation choices. For the OLS model to be reliable though, we 
have to assume that the error terms for these equations are not correlated. This is, however, not true given 
the rejection of the null hypothesis of no correlation.  
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Abstract: Columbus State University developed initiatives to improve student “access to” and 
“graduation from” our institution. These initiatives allow students to earn quality degrees in 
a timely manner. Institutional plans include: 15-to-Finish, consolidation of advising services, 
consolidation of tutorial services, and enriched services and programs for diverse and 
underrepresented populations. CSU embraces the value of inclusion and provides a pathway 
to success for underrepresented populations including: military, students with disabilities, 
African American males, Pell grant recipients, and first-generation students. Presenters 
include data analysis and results from Fall 2014 and Fall 2015 articulating student 
achievement and success for diverse populations, first-time, first-year students, and 15-to-
Finish. The data delineates results based on the following criteria: gender, ethnicity, Hope 
scholarship eligibility, and underrepresented populations. Further incorporated is data for 
first-time first-year students who enrolled in 15-to-Finish and comparison data for students 
who enrolled in less than 15 credits per term. The culmination of the research provided 
reveals CSU’s strategy to increase best practices for retention and progression for first-year 
first-time students, and CSU’s dedicated resources for underrepresented populations that 
support student success.    
 
 
Introduction 
 

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (2012) indicates the U.S. 
ranks 14th in the world (42%) of 25-34 year olds attaining college degrees. Further, as a 
developed nation, the U.S. is one of the only countries where the younger generation is not 
significantly better educated than the older generation (OECD, 2012). In 2009, President Obama 
formed Complete College America (CCA) to address growing concerns about the future of higher 
education in the United States. CCA collaborates with states to increase the number of Americans 
with quality career certificates or college degrees and to close college completion gaps for 
underrepresented populations (Complete College America, n.d.).  

The rapidly changing global economy demands a more educated workforce and 
institutions of higher education are taking innovative actions across the nation to have a more 
educated America. CCA’s vision is to have six out of ten young adults in our country earn a 
college degree or credential of value by 2020 (Complete College America, n.d.). The expectations 
are high, but administrators, faculty, and staff are developing groundbreaking strategies to exceed 
the demands. These strategies have to be executed and tracked in a systematic manner to 
determine effectiveness and efficiency. In a nation where fewer than half of the students who start 
college actually finish, transformative changes are necessary.  
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Background 
 
In 2011, Governor Nathan Deal, of Georgia, launched Complete College Georgia (CCG) 

in support of CCA which charges that the state’s public and private colleges have to add 250,000 
college graduates by 2020. Georgia is a member of the Complete College American Alliance, a 
group of 30 states committed to significantly increasing the number of students successfully 
earning a college degree or credential. Institutions within the University System of Georgia and 
the Technical College System of Georgia were charged with developing institutional plans to 
meet CCG targets. Each plan focuses on college completion through partnerships in three areas: 
1) reporting and communications, 2) improving college readiness and access, and 3) improvement 
in pathways toward a degree through articulation agreements between the two Systems.   

In 2012, Columbus State University (CSU) joined the CCG initiative. This was a timely 
initiative as data from baccalaureate results revealed Fall’s 2011 cohort retention was 68% and 
Fall 2012’s cohort was 69%. Further, six-year graduation rates for baccalaureate programs were 
37% in 2011 and 40% in 2012. To address these concerns as a campus, CCG committee was 
formed and developed bold strategies to be a game changer in redesigning programs and services 
to increase progression and graduation rates. Specifically, CSU’s initiatives include: 15 to Finish, 
enhancement of programs and services, and pathways to success for special populations such as 
military, African American Male Initiative, and students with disabilities.   

 
 

CSU Initiatives 
 

15 to Finish 
CCA reports that only 50% of students at four-year institutions are taking full-time (15+) 

credits per semester and only 26% percent of undergraduates are on track for graduation 
(Complete College America, n.d.). Georgia’s completion rates are less than desirable with 19% of 
full-time students graduating on time. This rate drops to 2.0% for part-time students graduating 
on time and 17.7% for full-time students. Radford and Horn (2012) surveyed 329 institutions in 
30 states with results indicating that 69% of college students were not enrolled in a schedule that 
would lead to on-time graduation, and among full-time students, 52% were taking fewer than 15 
credits per semester. Shapiro and Dundar (2012) state that students taking 15 credits per semester 
are more likely to graduate, pay less money in tuition and living expenses, gain additional years 
of earnings and free up limited classroom space for other students. To implement a game 
changing strategy, such as 15 to Finish, a paradigm shift in institutional culture was needed. In 
the 15 to Finish plan, CSU developed and executed bold strategies to increase retention, 
progression, and graduation rates to include: pre-registration of first-year students prior to 
orientation, the development of comprehensive program maps, use of Early Alert System for 
struggling students, and emphasis on a vibrant co-curricular experience. The culmination of these 
enhanced services and programs has had a 5.7% increase in retention for first-year students over 
the last three years. 

CSU piloted pre-registration and block scheduling of incoming first-time freshmen (FTF) 
students Fall 2014 with full implementation Fall 2015. This process encompasses an online 
preference survey that first-year students complete as they register for new student orientation. 
CSU’s centralized advising center, Academic Center for Excellence (ACE), along with selected 
other advisors across campus review each student’s major, course choices, availability, high 
school GPA, and standardized test scores, then creates a 15+ credit schedule that students receive 
at orientation. The shift to preference surveys has been a transformational change for new 
students, faculty, and staff at CSU.  The ability to register students for fall courses beginning in 
February provides Academic Affairs with early knowledge of course demand for the first-year 
cohort. The academic deans and chairs have responded positively to this change as it allows time 
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to strategically plan for necessary financial, physical, and faculty resources. Additionally, the 
student experience during orientation is focused on academics and learning about programs and 
co-curricular activities rather than trying to develop a course schedule.  

As shown in Table 1, student enrollment in the 15-Finish campaign provides results and 
annual comparisons variables to include number of students; average number of hours enrolled 
and earned; Pell and Hope recipients; average GPA; completion rates, and retention rates. In Fall 
2014, 371 (63%) FTF registered for 15+ hours and in Fall 2015, 445 (61%) students registered 
for 15+hours, representing a 20% increase. The average hours enrolled in Fall 2014 was 15.7 
credits while the total earned hours for this cohort was 14.2 credits. In Fall 2015, the average 
hours enrolled was 15.8 credits while the average hours earned was 14.3 credits. In Fall 2014, 
62% percent of Hope recipients took 15+ and in Fall 2015, 53% enrolled in this number of hours. 
In Fall 2014, 51.2% of Pell recipients took 15+ while in Fall 2015 only 43% of students enrolled 
in 15+.  The average GPA for Fall 2014 cohort was 2.9% and for Fall 2015 cohort, the average 
GPA was 2.8%. The number of students completing 30 hours in Fall 2014 cohort was 187 (50%) 
Table 1: First time first year student enrollment numbers per variable and Fall 2015 cohort 243 
(55%). This represents a 30% increase in completed hours from 2014 to 2015. The retention rate 
for Fall 2014 cohort returning in Fall 2015 represented 272 students (73%) and the retention rate 
for Fall 2015 cohort returning in Fall 2016 shows pre-census data of 347 students (78%), which 
reflects a 28% increase in returning students.     

 
Table 1: First time first year student enrollment numbers  

Grouping Fall 2014 Cohort Fall 2015 Cohort 

Enrollment Load 
15 Credits and 
Above 

12 to 15 Credits 
15 Credits and 
Above 

12 to 15 Credits 

# of Students 371 215 445 286 

% of FT Students 63.3% 36.7% 60.9% 39.1% 

% Female 66.8% 52.6% 60.9% 60.8% 

% Male 33.2% 47.4% 39.1% 39.2% 

% African American 39.1% 31.2% 39.6% 39.2% 

% White 49.6% 59.1% 50.3% 47.9% 

% PELL 51.2% 51.2% 42.9% 55.2% 

% HOPE 62.0% 53.5% 53.9% 55.6% 

Avg. Hours Enrolled  15.69 13.06 15.81 13.18 

Avg. Hours Earned  14.22 11.0 14.34 11.28 

Avg. Fall GPA 2.863 2.573 2.859 2.641 

% of Students completing 30 hours 50.4% 13.5% 54.6% 20.3% 

1st Year Retention Rate 73.3% 71.6% 78.0% * 74.1% * 

*Pre-Census 
 

Consolidation of Academic Advising  
CSU’s faculty and staff designed dynamic academic and co-curricular intervention 

programs that work in tandem to focus on retention and progression efforts, ultimately increasing 
four-year graduation rates. The creation of a centralized academic advising center, Academic 
Center for Excellence (ACE), originated in 2009, and included the framework from national best 
practices to include highly competent professionals who specialize in academic advising, 
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monitoring students in need of academic or personal support, and campus resources designed to 
assist students regardless of the barrier the student is facing. It was funded as part of the CSU’s 
capitol campaign and relocated to CSU’s new Student Success Center. In its early inception, 
some faculty and program coordinators were uncertain of this new initiative and decided to keep 
student advising as part of their responsibilities; however, with time, collaboration and positive 
feedback from faculty and students, most faculty turned these functions over to ACE.  

Professional advisors work closely with campus deans, chairs, and faculty members to act 
as advocates for students. ACE is a high-touch service environment and uses data and 
professional expertise to keep students on track. On the academic front, detailed program maps 
for each major and a comprehensive Early Alert System (EAS) managed by ACE assists faculty 
and professional advisors as they assess student progression toward graduation. Program maps 
chart direct pathways to graduation for each major and are embedded in the academic catalog 
where faculty, advisors, and students monitor academic progress for graduation in four years. The 
EAS tracks academic performance when students: drop below a 2.0, fail a course, have been 
referred from faculty or staff or seek guidance on their own, go on academic probation or 
exclusion, and withdraw from a course or school. Due to faculty training and awareness, a 56% 
increase in referrals to EAS occurred over the past three years. Analytical reporting allows deans, 
chairs, and ACE to have information when students have not chosen a major after their first-year 
or receive a D or F at midterm in core courses. Based on historical data, analytics, and predictive 
factors, CSU identified these categories as key points where intervention and personal 
communication is necessary. When program maps, EAS, and analytics are administered as 
planned, students who are struggling are more likely to be retained and put back on the path 
toward graduation.  

Through ACE’s collaborations, they effectively connect students with campus resources 
such as the Academic Center for Tutoring, Counseling Center, Disability Services, and the Center 
for Career Development. Additionally, efforts such as program maps, early alert systems, and a 
vibrant student engagement during the first-year have assisted with a 3.1% increase from 
academic year 2010 to academic year 2015 (Figure 1).  

 

 
Figure 1: Retention rates from Academic Center for Excellence 
 
Consolidation of Tutorial Services 

In 2015, CSU consolidated all tutoring services to one department, Academic Center for 
Tutoring (ACT), to increase the effectiveness and efficiency of tutoring for students on campus 
and online. Prior to the consolidation of ACT, math and science were in one location with 
writing, humanities and other disciplines existed in various locations. This change was a result of 
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recommendations from the CCG committee and feedback from faculty, staff, and students, 
putting all of these services under one department made logical sense. As shown in Table 2, ACT 
records an increase retention data for FTF students from 2011-2014 who used the Writing Center 
and for those FTF students who did not.  

The student retention data reflects continuous annual improvement in student 
performance. The ACT consolidation retention rate for FTF is a baseline data result that CSU will 
utilize to improve student achievement and will disaggregate the data for FTF per discipline. 
Immediately, the results of combining resources brought awareness, visibility, and momentum to 
ACT, which is expected to be a game changer for increasing retention, progression and 
graduation rates. A focus on helping students succeed at understanding the fundamental theories 
and practices of various disciplines within math, science, writing, and the humanities became the 
mission for this newly created center. In academic year 2016, ACT provided tutorial services 
face-to-face and online to 1,388 students with 8,009 appointments in math, science, writing, and 
humanities. ACT will begin collecting data on students who use tutorial services and analyze how 
their participation in these services affects their course grades. The professional faculty, staff, and 
students who lead the efforts in ACT have created a welcoming and inclusive environment that is 
high-tech, high-touch. Comparison data for cohort 2015 shows students who used ACT services 
and took 15+ hours and usage for students who took 12-14 hours. 
 
Table 2: Annual retention rate of students who used the Academic Center for Tutoring 

Academic Term Retention Rate of First Year Students who  
did NOT visit ACT 

Retention Rate of First Year Students 
who visited ACT 

2014 retained to 2015 
All disciplines (NEW) 

68% 86% 

2013 retained to 2014 
(Writing Only) 

69.2% 77.3% 

2012 retained to 2013 
(Writing Only) 

65.5% 70.9% 

2011 retained to 2012 
(Writing Only) 

65.6% 67.0% 

 

Student Debt 
As scholarships and savings run out, students and their families are left to borrow more of 

the costs of attending school. The Institute for College Access and Success (2015) states 69% of 
students who graduated from public and nonprofit colleges in 2014 had student loan debt, with an 
average of $28,950 per borrower. In 2004 to 2014, the number of graduates who accrued debt 
increased from 65% to 69%, which isn’t alarming given the ten-year span with recession in the 
midst; however, the average debt at graduation rose at more than twice the rate of inflation. In 
Georgia, 62% of graduates had an average debt of $26,518 (The Institute for College Access and 
Success, 2015). In 2014, CSU had 988 bachelor’s degree recipients with 70% proportion of 
graduates with debt at a rate of $30,142 (Table 3). CSU’s student debt is higher than the national 
average, which indicates more work needs to be done.  

 
Table 3: Columbus State University average student debt 

Columbus State University  Average debt of graduates 2014 $30,142 
Proportion of graduates w/debt 2014 70% 
Nonfederal debt, % of total debt of graduates 2014 0% 
Bachelor’s degree recipients 2014 988 
Full-time enrollment fall 2013 4,979 
2013-2014 In-state tuition and fees $5,514 
2013-2014 Total cost of attendance $19,620 
2013-2014 % Pell Grant recipients 45% 
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In 2011, CSU implemented the Financial Success program in the Center for Career 
Development (CCD) to educate students on financial information and to assist in alleviating 
unnecessary student debt. The program is led by students who are fully trained in the program 
and coordinate hands-on, engaging programs throughout the year. In addition to the Financial 
Success program, CSU has several initiatives to assist students with tracking their student debt 
and academic progress. In 2014, CCD partnered with the financial aid office to implement the 
SALT program, a free web-based, educational program that provides a platform for students to 
gain money knowledge for college and beyond including: student loan advice from expert 
counselors; scholarship, internship, and job search databases; tools to assist in taking control of 
personal finances; and tips on building smart financial habits. Equally impressive is SALT’s 
integration into Banner, our student information center, which allows students to track all of their 
student debt in one location. Students can elect to add personal debt such as credit cards to this 
location and use debt calculators to track repayment schedules. Every new student beginning 
summer 2016 will sign up for the SALT program at Orientation. In Fall 2016, the Satisfactory 
Academic Progress (SAP) report and HOPE Scholarship GPA will be added to the student’s 
academic advising record. The HOPE Program is Georgia’s scholarship and grant program that 
rewards students with financial assistance in degree, diploma and certificate programs at eligible 
Georgia public and private institutions. SAP is a federal regulation that includes three factors: 
GPA, percentage of attempted hours successfully completed, and the number of attempted hours 
without having a degree. SAP is regulated to ensure students adequately progress toward degree 
attainment. The ability for students and advisors to have this knowledge each term provides 
critical information in a timely manner about academic progression and the realistic cost of 
college tuition.  

 
 

Underrepresented Populations 
 
African American Male Initiative 

The University System of Georgia’s African-American Male Initiative (AAMI) is a 
nationally recognized statewide network of programs that has a documented track record of 
increasing the enrollment, retention, and graduation of African-American males within Georgia’s 
public colleges and universities. Black male enrollment in the USG increased from 17,068 in Fall 
2002 to 31,461 (81%) in 2015. Retention rates are strongly balanced against the tremendous 
enrollment growth, with the latest data (fall 2014 to fall 2015) reflecting a rate of 78%. The six-
year graduation rate has risen to 35%, a 6% increase in the African-American male graduation 
rate since AAMI’s inception. One of the major impacts of AAMI is the number of bachelor’s 
degrees conferred annually upon African-American males at USG institutions, which jumped 
from 1,294 in 2003 to 2,702 (109%) in fiscal year 2015 (University System of Georgia, 2016).  

The mission of the program is to provide academic support and co-curricular activities to 
African-American males. From the beginning, this program has challenged students to realize 
their dreams by achieving a college degree. The program includes an academic course, a 
residential option, tutorial support, strong mentoring program with community and campus 
professionals, professional networking, personal development, trips off campus, and community 
service. The Collegiate 100 and AAMI students have the motto Men About Change (MAC) and 
use their knowledge and experiences to work with high school males in Muscogee County. MAC 
takes programming into the area high schools where there are large populations of African-
American males. Additionally, these high school students come to campus, audit college classes, 
and attend appropriate college events with CSU students. In 2012, prior to program 
implementation, African-American Males experienced 64% retention rate and 18% graduation 
rate. The AAMI retention rate of 100% from 2013 to 2015 is based on the number of students in 
the cohort who return to CSU in the fall after enrolling into the program (Table 4). Six-year 
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retention and graduation data will be tracked in 2019. In 2016, these students will study abroad in 
Costa Rica, which is exciting for a group that hasn’t traveled outside of Georgia. Due to the great 
successes at CSU, the AAMI program piloted a Bridge program in June 2016 for 
underrepresented junior and senior high school males in the community. CSU’s AAMI program 
began in 2013 with 75 males participating; the program has experienced a 73% growth in three 
years (Table 5). This growth is attributed to communication to all African-American males and 
parents at orientation and close partnerships with the Muscogee County School District, City of 
Columbus, Collegiate 100 Student Organization, and 100 Black Men of Columbus. 
 
Table 4: African-American Male Initiative retention data 

 
Table 5: African-American Male Initiative enrollment data 

Academic Term 
 

Total Student 
Enrollment at 

Institution 

African-American Male 
Enrollment 

AAMI Participant 
Enrollment 

# Enrolled # Enrolled 
% of Total 
Enrollment 

# Enrolled 
% of Total 

AAM 
Enrollment 

Fall 2015 8,440        950 11.26%      130   13.67% 
Fall 2014 8,194        914   11.15%      126   7.2% 
Fall 2013 8,164        908   11.12%        75   12.1% 
Fall 2012 8,239        927   11.25% No AAMI Data 

 
Disability Services 

The National Center for Education Statistics (2013) indicates 11% of male and female 
undergraduate students in both 2007–2008 and 2011–2012 reported having a disability. CSU 
moved Disability Services to the Student Success Center in 2009, which made the services more 
visible to students. Additional internal restructuring allowed the department to provide an 
additional disability professional and a testing coordinator. This consolidation and visibility has 
led to experienced significant growth in services in the Office of Disability Services (ODS). In 
five years, ODS has experienced growth to include: 31% increase in accommodations from 372 
students in 2010 to 1,202 students in 2015. In 2010, ODS reported 28 hours of sign language 
interpreting to 1,895 in 2015. Additionally, there was a 100% increase in hours captioning and 
40% increase in exams administered. With the increase in students taking courses online, ODS 
has implemented Skype and chat services to assist students who need accommodations. The 
disability professionals work closely with students on their accommodations to ensure they 
understand the process and their services. Further, these professionals collaborate and engage 
with faculty and staff to ensure they understand the accommodations.  

In 2013, ODS implemented academic coaching for students who need additional support 
and resources. Services for these students range from time management to guidance on handling 
life situations. This service grew 100% with 38 students participating in 2013 and 75 students 
participating in 2015 who needed additional support with disabilities such as traumatic brain 

Academic Term 
 

Institutional Retention 
Rate 

African-American Male 
Retention Rate 

AAMI Participant 
Enrollment 

# of 
Students in 

Cohort 

Retention 
Rate 

# of 
Students 
in Cohort 

Retention 
Rate 

# of 
Students 
in Cohort  

Retention 
Rate 

Fall 2014 Cohort 1,039   70% 103   63% 59   100% 
Fall 2013 Cohort 1,115   66% 143   58% 50   100% 
Fall 2012 Cohort 1,128   66% 135   64% No AAMI Data 
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injury, post-traumatic stress and autism. The results from this interaction with a disability 
professional and students have made a tremendous difference in students’ ability to succeed. 
Students with disabilities that receive the services they need have a better chance of progressing 
to graduation than students with disabilities that do not take advantage of these services (National 
Center for Educational Statistics, 2013). The FTF total enrollment in Fall 2014 included 23 
students with a disability, this population experienced a 70% retention rate.  

 
Military  

Fort Benning’s installation is 182,000 acres and home to approximately 120,000 active 
duty military, families, reservist, retirees and civilian employees. In 2014, CSU assessed its levels 
of services and resources committed to active duty military and Veterans. As the time, the 
University maintained a Veterans Affairs (VA) office on our Main Campus consisting of one full-
time staff member overseen by the position of Director of Military Affairs answering to the 
Provost, which at the time was vacant. The University also maintained a single enrollment 
information position which spent the majority of the time at an office in the Education Center at 
Ft. Benning four days a week. Coordination between these understaffed offices and the other 
offices under Enrollment Services, such as Admission, Financial Aid, and the Registrar's offices, 
was less than optimal. This resulted in uneven services and low customer satisfaction to our 
student soldiers and student veterans.  

Upon review, the long-time Director of Admission was asked to move to a new position 
of Director of Military Enrollment. In this role she took over coordinated oversight of the 
enrollment-related functions in Veteran's Affairs and our Ft. Benning location. Over the next year 
the University added an additional full-time Certifying Official position in our VA office, and 
another full-time Military Enrollment Representative at our Ft. Benning location.  

This allowed for immediate improvements in service levels to our Military-related 
students. Completion of certifying VA benefits each term before this reallocation and expansion 
of resources often took the entire semester. The semester after adding the additional VA position, 
certification was complete within 2 weeks of the start of the semester. Adding the second Ft. 
Benning position allowed for office hours which covered the entirety of standard business hours 
each week, even while providing University representation during important events and 
information sessions at other locations around Ft. Benning. Additionally, communication with 
other offices within Enrollment Services improved to the benefit of our students.  

 The FTF total enrollment in Fall 2014 included 112 military students, and all returned 
for Fall 2015 reflecting a 100% retention rate.  
 
 
Methodology 
 

CSU collected baseline data for 2014 and 2015 cohorts to set benchmarks about first-year 
students enrolled in and earning 15+ credits. The same data was collected for cohorts for students 
who took and earned 12-14 credit hours. A Chi-Square analysis was used to determine if there 
was an association among the following variables: gender, race, Hope Scholarship, and Pell 
eligibility and first-generation. Further analysis included a T-Test to determine if mean 
differences were significant, fall GPA, and first-year GPA amongst students who took 15+ s and 
12-14 credit hours. The goal of using this approach is to reveal the independent effect of taking 
more credit hours on the retention rate. With two years and preliminary data for Fall 2016, a 
framework is provided for how CSU developed the 15-Finish and implemented initiatives that 
have resulted in an increased retention rate. This data will continue to guide this foundation to 
make systematic changes that increase retention and graduation rates for the student body and its 
special populations.   
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Results  
 

A comprehensive data analysis from Fall 2014 and Fall 2015 FTF students show a 
positive correlation between students who took 15+ credits and retention rates to include these 
variables: First year; first-generation; Pell recipients and Hope recipients. In Fall 2014, the first-
year rate represented 73% while Fall 2015 experienced an increase to 78%. The first-generation 
population in Fall 2014 recorded a 76% retention rate and experienced an increase to 78% in Fall 
2015. Our Pell recipients experienced a 70% retention rate in Fall 2014, and our Fall 2015 Pell 
recipients increased retention rate to 80%. Further results show that Hope recipients represented a 
77% retention rate in Fall 2014 and the cohort in Fall 2015 increased retention to 80%. In 
addition to retention, the average FTF’s GPA average from Fall 2014 to Fall 2015 remained the 
same at 2.86. The average GPA for FTF enrolled in less than 12-15 hours was lower than the 
students who took 15+. In Fall 2014, students with less than 15 hours had an average GPA of 
2.6% while students in the Fall 2015 cohort experienced the same average.    

Chi-Square analysis indicate that in Fall 2014, a significant number of students with 
Hope Scholarship enrolled in 15+ credits [p=.046]. In Fall 2015, fewer students with Pell were 
enrolling in 15+ credits [p=0.001]. In Fall 2014, students who were enrolled in 15+ had 
significantly higher fall, spring and first year GPA than the students who enrolled in 12-14 hours. 
In Fall 2015, only the fall and first year GPA were significant. There was no significant 
difference in the spring GPA between these two groups.  

  
 
Conclusions  
  

Based on the data from CSU’s FTF and overall student population, our institution has 
implemented best practices and identified key areas of improvement. It is evident that CSU 
should encourage students to take 15+ hours each semester and that the consolidation of services, 
and enhanced programs are having a positive impact on retention rates. Our institution will 
explore why enrollment in the 15+ credits was lower for Hope and Pell recipients in Fall 2015. In 
Fall 2016, our institution is implementing the Student Success Collaborative produced by 
Education Advisory Board platform to assist our academic advisors and faculty with improving 
retention, progression and graduation efforts. 
  

171

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



References 
 
Complete College America. It’s really about the states. We’re just here to help. (n.d). Retrieved 

from http://completecollege.org/about-cca/ 
National Center for Educational Statistics. (2013). Fast facts. Students with disabilities. 

Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education. Retrieved from 
https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=60 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development. (2012). Education at a glance. OECD 
Indicators. Retrieved from 
https://www.oecd.org/unitedstates/CN%20%20United%20States.pdf. 

Radford, A., & Horn, L. (2012). Web tables: An overview of classes taken and credits earned by 
beginning postsecondary students. NCES 2013-151rev. November. Retrieved from 
http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2013151rev 

Shapiro, D., & Dundar, A. (2012). Completing college: A national view of student attainment 
rates. National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. November. Retrieved from 
http://www.studentclearinghouse. info/signature/4/NSC_Signature_Report_4.pdf. 

The Institute for College Access and Success. (2015). Student debt and the class of 2014. 10th 
Annual Report. Retrieved from http://ticas.org/posd/home. 

University System of Georgia. (2016) Recruiting, retaining and graduating black male college 
students. Retrieved from http://www.usg.edu/aami/ 

 

172

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



First-Generation Cohort Program: Success Over Time 
 

Jamie M. White Melissa K. Jungers 
The Ohio State University at Newark The Ohio State University at Newark 

white.1291@osu.edu jungers.2@newark.osu.edu 
 
Abstract: Over one-third of incoming students at the Newark campus of The Ohio State University 
are first-generation students. Historically, this population is less prepared than their peers and lacks 
the resources to be successful in college. A Learning Community (LC) was created to improve 
outcomes for first-generation students by providing academic and social supports. Important aspects 
of the program were peer and faculty mentoring, supplemental instruction, and social engagement. 
This longitudinal study includes four incoming student cohorts (64-76 students each) between 
Autumn 2012 and Autumn 2015. These students were more ethnically diverse and, on average, had 
lower ACT scores than the general campus population. The students’ academic performance, 
retention rates, and social engagement were examined. LC students showed a pattern of higher 
cumulative GPAs and higher retention rates across years than other first- generation students. LC 
students often performed as well as their non-first-generation peers. In addition to academic success, 
LC students reported strong social connections and a sense of belonging at college. This successful 
LC program can be modeled to address retention concerns at other institutions. 
 
 
Introduction 
 

First-year college students face many challenges. As one of the regional campuses of a public 
land grant institution, The Ohio State University at Newark has approximately 1,200 first-year students 
each year, making up half of the student population. Ohio State Newark is an open access institution that 
provides opportunities to any student seeking an education. Many of these students may not otherwise 
have the opportunity to pursue a post-secondary education. Some of the reasons may include: limited 
financial resources, inability to relocate, complacency, low academic aspirations, or low high school 
academic performance.  

Like many colleges and campuses, Ohio State Newark continually strives to help new students 
find success, both academically and socially. Ohio State Newark enrolled 1,225 new first-year degree-
seeking students in autumn 2011 (OSU, 2015b). The retention rate of those students who enrolled at any 
Ohio State campus one year later in autumn 2012 was 61% (OSU, 2015b). This is dramatically different 
than the retention rate of students who are accepted at the Ohio State Columbus campus, which was 92% 
(OSU, 2015b). This in part is due to the open enrollment admissions process and significant difference in 
academic readiness of students at Ohio State Newark. The average national retention rate of first-year 
full-time students at public four-year institutions who enrolled in autumn 2010 and returned the following 
autumn was 79% (National Center for Education Statistics, 2013). Data varied depending on institutional 
type between 62% for open access institutions to 95% for the most selective institutions (National Center 
for Education Statistics, 2013).  

Another significant difference can be attributed to the number of first-generation college students 
(FGCSs) who attend Ohio State Newark compared to Ohio State Columbus campus. FGCSs are those 
students whose parents have earned no more than a high school degree (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & 
Terenzini, 2004). Of the 1,225 full-time degree-seeking students who started at Ohio State Newark in 
autumn 2011, 442 or 36% of them were a FGCS compared to 18% at Ohio State Columbus (OSU, 2015a; 
OSU, 2015b). However, only 51% of those FGCSs from Newark were retained the following autumn 
compared to 88% from Columbus (OSU, 2015a). FGCSs have less access to information about college 
campuses and resources that are available than second-generation college students (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, 
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Bridges, & Hayek, 2006) and are less academically successful (Wibrowski, Matthews, & Kitsantas, 
2016).  

Realizing that the institution needed to increase its overall retention and graduation rates and 
provide direct support for its FGCSs, Ohio State Newark implemented the Buckeye Generation Learning 
Community (BGLC) for first-year FGCSs in autumn 2012. In 2005, 37% of four-year institutions were 
offering a learning community model for students (Barefoot, 2005). Prior literature indicates that higher 
education institutions create learning communities to address a specific institutional concern such as the 
desire to admit more academically prepared students, improve the perception of the academic 
environment, enhance the educational opportunities for students, or increase student retention 
(Laufgraben, 2005).  
 
 
Literature Review  

 
FGCSs comprise nearly half of all new entering first-year students in post-secondary institutions 

(D’Amico & Dika, 2013). FGCSs tend to be minority students who are less academically prepared and 
come from a low socio-economic background (Pascarella et al., 2004). Recent research indicates that 
access to higher education has increased for all students; however, students in low socio-economic status 
(SES) still persist at lower levels (Tinto, 2006) which includes many FGCSs. Merely identifying as a 
FGCS creates a barrier for students as it pertains to their academic performance (D’Amico & Dika, 2013). 
There is no parental support to help teach FGCSs what to expect from college as well as what skills are 
necessary to be successful (Wibrowski et al., 2016). This can be very challenging for FGCSs. In 1966 
Nevitt Sanford was among the first to explain the theory of challenge and support in that colleges must 
provide students with just the right amount of support necessary to help them face their challenges and 
encourage personal development (as cited in Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010). Too little or 
too much support or challenge can be detrimental to a student (Evans et al., 2010).   

One of the challenges faced by many FGCSs is that they will not fit into their new environment, 
which is unfamiliar to them. Students who are unfamiliar with a new environment or the role they will 
hold often feel marginalized (Evans et al., 2010). This may result in permanent feelings of isolation for 
students who are a member of a nondominant group (Evans et al., 2010) such as FGCSs. 

In an effort to address the challenge of marginalization on college campuses, higher education 
institutions should develop programs that integrate students to campus and promote a sense of belonging.  
One example of integrating students both academically and socially is through the participation in 
learning communities, which ultimately leads to persistence (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Learning 
communities have been applied in various formats within institutions and are constructed around a 
connected theme that aims to strengthen students’ interactions amongst their peers and their faculty, while 
also connecting them to the curriculum (Laufgraben, 2005). They provide structure for students to 
actively engage in learning across the curriculum through shared collaborative learning experiences 
(Tinto, 1998). Previous studies have indicated learning communities positively affect the students’ 
academic performance, satisfaction, retention, and graduation of those who participate (Laufgraben, 2005; 
Rocconi, 2011). First-year students who participate in learning communities also experience positive 
intellectual and social development (Laufgraben, 2005).   

Tinto (1998) states that engagement during the first two months when a student arrives on 
campus and is still becoming acclimated with the new college environment, is important in determining 
the student’s likelihood to persist. Previous literature varies on whether academic or social integration is 
more vital to student persistence and academic performance (Tinto, 1998). However, a study conducted 
by Rocconi (2011) states that when determining predictors for academic success, student engagement is 
found to have the most significant impact. In another study conducted by Zhao & Kuh (2004), learning 
communities did not directly affect educational outcomes, but rather by positively influencing fruitful 
engagement among students who participate, a learning community indirectly impacted educational 
outcomes. In addition, the quality of the engagement and not simply the act of engagement given by the 
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student is the important factor that effects the students’ growth and learning (Zhao & Kuh, 2004). Given 
this research and the overall goals of the BGLC, social engagement activities were integrated into the 
design of the program to encourage positive learning outcomes for students.  

 Faculty also play key roles in whether student achieve academic success as well as persist 
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Engaging with faculty outside the classroom and the simple perception 
that faculty are approachable and care about students supports students’ academic and social integration 
on campus, and therefore persistence (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Discussions with faculty must move 
from focusing on addressing the issues surrounding student retention, but instead to discussions on how to 
enhance the educational experience of students (Tinto, 2006). Students’ interaction with faculty outside 
the classroom increases educational motivation, persistence, and degree achievement (Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 2005). Faculty who teach within a learning community program focus on student learning 
outcomes and assessment and work with student support services and administrators (Laufgraben, 2005).  
Faculty, therefore, are integral in providing learning community students with a holistic community 
approach to learning in higher education institutions.  

Even more influential on student persistence and academic aspirations than faculty, is a student’s 
peer group (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). In a study conducted by Bank, Slavings, and Biddle (1990), 
students reported peers and parents as having more social influence on their college experience than that 
of faculty with peers having the most influence through college progression. Bank et al. (1990) also found 
that peer groups create normative behaviors that influence others in the group and become the standard of 
behavior for the entire group. Creating normative behaviors that support the focus of academic 
performance, motivation, study skills, and use of available campus resources are therefore critical 
components of a learning community model.  

Academic or grade performance continues to be the most significant and positive indicator of 
student persistence and ultimately graduation (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Through the work by 
D’Amico & Dika (2013), it is evident that FGCSs earn significantly lower grades in their first-year than 
that of non-FGCSs. This barrier is key to the persistence and degree completion of FGCSs and one that 
needs to be addressed in the implementation of the BGLC.  
 
 
Method 
 
Participants 
 The Buckeye Generation Learning Community program was created in 2012 for 80 first-year 
FGCSs. FGCSs are identified from information provided on their admissions application. Targeted 
communications are sent to FGCSs inviting them to participate in the BGLC for their first year. FGCSs 
apply to the BGLC online using a Google Form and provide qualitative answers to questions pertaining to 
their previous academic experience, barriers they have experienced, successful academic strategies, and 
interest in the program. Four cohorts of students have participated in the BGLC program since autumn 
2012. The number of participants in each cohort has varied across the four years from the lowest in year 
one at 64 to the highest at 76 in year two. These figures represent the number of BGLC participants still 
enrolled at the end of their first semester. As with the natural process of student attrition, some students 
accepted in the BGLC decide to attend an alternate college or may withdraw from Ohio State Newark 
during their first semester. 

The cohorts were consistently more ethnically diverse at rates of 44% to 51% compared to 25% 
of the general student population at Ohio State Newark in autumn 2015 who self-identified as an ethnic 
minority. There were consistently more females than males across each of the BGLC cohorts, varying 
from 61% to 74%. The percentage of females to males in the general student population in autumn 2015 
was equal at 50%.  

In a study conducted by D’Amico & Dika (2013) pre-enrollment data such as ACT and SAT 
scores, state residency, and major were used to identify FGCSs who would benefit from participating in 
intervention programs such as learning communities. Similar data is used to identify students for the 
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BGLC; however, students are not required to submit ACT or SAT scores for admittance to Ohio State 
Newark. Once the qualitative data on the applications are reviewed, students are split into four categories 
based on their highest ACT Composite score: none, <=17, 18-24, and >=25. In an effort to provide a more 
equal distribution of academically prepared students within the BGLC, approximately 20 students from 
each ACT category are accepted; however, there has not been an opportunity to have such an equal 
distribution in any of the cohorts due to the applicants who have self-selected to apply to the program. 
FGCSs with an ACT Composite score of 18-24 comprised 43-50% of three out of the four BGLC cohorts. 
The distribution in the other categories varied with the high ACT category, >=25 representing the 
smallest percentage of students in three out of the four cohorts. (See Table 1). The average ACT 
Composite score of each cohort was 20-21. This was equal to or lower than the average ACT Composite 
score of 21-22 of other FGCSs who were not in the BGLC. (See Table 2). 

 
Table 1: Percentage of BGLC students ACT Composite      Table 2: Average ACT Composite score of each BGLC cohort. 
score by group. 

  
 

 
Design and Procedure 

At inception in autumn 2012, accepted BGLC students were enrolled in two general education 
courses in both autumn and spring semesters, in addition to a seminar course titled University Survey, 
which is required for all new students. A slight change was made to the program design beginning in 
autumn 2014 in which BGLC students took two cohort courses and the University Survey course in 
autumn and only one cohort course in spring. Courses, as well as the faculty who taught them, were 
specifically selected to fit the needs of the program and the students. The program coordinator and a team 
of Academic Peer Coaches met frequently with the faculty to discuss curriculum, unique students, and 
overall program assessment. The types of coursework taken by FGCSs has an effect on academic 
outcomes in their second and third year (Pascarella et al., 2004). The researchers found that the numbers 
of arts and humanities courses taken by FGCSs had “significantly stronger, positive effects on writing 
skills, educational plans, and internal locus of attribution for academic success” than for non-FGCSs 
(Pascarella et al., 2004, p. 274).  

The University Survey course was held once a week for 55 minutes in a lecture format and was 
instructed by academic advisors. However, a lab component was incorporated in the BGLC University 
Survey course on a second meeting day for an additional 55 minutes that was facilitated by the program 
coordinator and the Academic Peer Coaches. The lab provided the BGLC students with the opportunity to 
engage in hands-on team-building exercises, discuss and support the transition into college life, and learn 
from activities that promote the development of learning skills and study strategies.  

Upper-level undergraduate students were hired as student workers to serve as Academic Peer 
Coaches within the BGLC program. The number of coaches varied between three to five for each cohort 
of BGLC students. The coaches completed essential training programs in order to provide academic and 
social support for the students: peer mentoring, leadership, suicide prevention, diversity, and tutoring.  
The coaches also completed the institutional trainings that were necessary for their positions as student 
workers. The coaches worked between 10-20 hours per week and served primarily as mentors and tutors.  
Students transitioning into a college environment with new social groups are at risk for departure if they 
are unable to make a connection with their peers and adapt to their new environment (Tinto, 1993). The 

ACT 
Score AU12 AU13 AU14 AU15 

None 20.3% 25.0% 25.0% 40.0% 

<=17 23.4% 15.8% 13.9% 21.4% 

18-24 45.3% 50.0% 43.1% 27.1% 

>=25 10.9% 9.2% 18.1% 11.4% 

ACT 
Score AU12 AU13 AU14 AU15 

BGLC 20 20 21 21 

Other 
FGCSs 

21 21 21 22 

Non-
FGCSs 

22 23 23 23 
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coaches became an encouraging support system for students in the BGLC. They communicated regularly 
with students through several platforms: social media, text messages, tutoring sessions, in courses, 
individual meetings, and social activities. 

Providing academic support within the BGLC program was vital in order to support the FGCSs 
who came to college less academically prepared and for others who were unaware of the expectations of 
college coursework. In addition, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) state that students’ academic 
performance in courses are a significant predictor of their retention and ultimate graduation. To support 
BGLC students academically, Supplemental Instruction (SI) sessions were offered for cohort courses.  
Supplemental Instruction, which aims to support students’ academic learning collectively in difficult 
courses, positively contributes to student persistence and graduation (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). The 
SI sessions were facilitated by the Academic Peer Coaches who became qualified through an accredited 
tutor training program and sat in on the cohort courses with the students. BGLC students were 
encouraged, but not required to attend the SI sessions, which were held once a week between 1-2 hours.  
Many of the faculty teaching cohort courses offered students extra credit or incentives for SI attendance.  
The Academic Peer Coaches met one-on-one with students who were not available during the scheduled 
SI sessions.   

In addition to academic support, student engagement was also encouraged in the BGLC to 
promote students’ sense of belonging on campus. As concluded in previous studies, student engagement 
has a direct effect on educational outcomes (Zhao & Kuh, 2004; Rocconi, 2011). BGLC students are 
required to engage in one social and one cultural activity each semester. Such activities are offered by the 
BGLC program or by the campus’ Student Activities Office. At least one of the Academic Peer Coaches 
attends the social and cultural activities on campus with the BGLC students to further support their 
integration and connectedness on campus.   

Another method of support provided through the BGLC is financial support. FGCSs experience 
an increase in financial challenges that inhibit their academic success as compared to non-FGCSs 
(D’Amico & Dika, 2013). Many FGCSs rely on student loans or jobs where they work many hours to pay 
for college expenses (D’Amico & Dika, 2013). Many students at Ohio State Newark struggle to pay for 
textbooks and class supplies and often do not anticipate the amount needed to cover such expenses.  In 
order to help FGCSs overcome this barrier, BGLC students receive a $300 book stipend in autumn 
semester to be used on textbooks at the bookstore on campus. Students are required to rent or buy the 
textbooks necessary for the cohort courses and are able to use the remaining stipend to cover textbook 
expenses for other courses. Oftentimes, the stipend is enough to cover all required textbooks for each 
student. BGLC students who achieve a 2.2 GPA in autumn semester receive an additional $300 book 
stipend to use in spring semester.   
 
 
Results 
 
 Academic success was measured by students’ GPA, their retention rate, and their degrees earned. 
Across four cohorts, BGLC students tended to have higher cumulative GPA’s than other FGCSs and 
comparable to non-FGCSs. Examining the cumulative GPA for the first three cohorts after their second 
autumn semester (essentially 1 ½ years into college), shows better grades for the BGLC students, 
particularly compared to other FGCSs:  BGLC = 2.87, other FGCSs = 2.78, non-FGCSs = 2.83). 
 Retention rate is another measure of student academic success. Students in the BGLC were more 
likely than other FGCSs to remain at a campus of The Ohio State University. The average retention rate 
for the first three cohorts after their second autumn gives a glimpse of this success, with BGLC students 
still enrolled at a rate of 58.4%, compared to a rate of 53.7% for other FGCSs. (See Table 3). This 
positive retention rate continues across time. The autumn 2012 BGLC cohort showed a significant higher 
retention rate than other FGCSs after autumn of 2015 (BGLC = 40.6% vs. other FGCSs = 29.9%). 
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Table 3:  Avg. retention rate after second autumn at Ohio State Newark (for 3 cohorts). 
Cohort Year BGLC  Other FGCSs Non-FGCSs 

2012-2013 54.7% 48.9% 60.3% 

2013-2014 57.9% 56.8% 64.2% 

2014-2015 62.5% 55.4% 65.1% 

Average 
retention rate 

58.4% 53.7% 63.2% 

 
The ultimate student success is to have students graduate from college. Of the autumn 2012 

BGLC cohort, 14.1% graduated in spring 2016, after four years of college, compared to 9.1% of other 
FGCSs and 13.4% of non-FGCSs who also started at the Newark campus. (See Figure 1). Students who 
start at a regional campus of The Ohio State University have the opportunity to earn their Associate of 
Arts (AA) degree. Each of the BGLC cohorts (from AU12-AU14), have earned AA degrees at rates 
higher than both their first-generation and non-first-generation peers. 

 
 

          
 

Figure 1:  Spring 2016 graduation rates for AU12 cohort. 
  

The BGLC has shown quantitative academic successes across multiple cohorts, but student 
success includes other qualitative elements. Students were surveyed for their opinions about the success 
of their program. A majority of the Autumn 2015 cohort completed a survey about the program. These 
results captured many of the same themes from the other cohorts. (See Table 4). In general, students felt 
they learned important lessons from the BGLC University Survey lab, including greater understanding of 
campus resources and better time management skills. Students’ open-ended comments captured the sense 
of community they gained from the program, including, “love being able to be accepted and being a part 
of a group” and the “LC was a family.” Other students mentioned getting to know the Academic Peer 
Coaches, the program director, and the faculty.    
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Table 4: Results from AU15 cohort Buckeye Generation Learning Community student assessment survey. 

 
How Much Did You Learn About This Subject?  

(% response rounded to nearest whole number) 

Topics Very Little/NA A Little A Lot A Great Deal 

Resources Available at OSU Newark 5% 0% 43% 52% 

Study Skills 2% 19% 43% 36% 

Time Management 7% 17% 36% 40% 

Procrastination 5% 19% 31% 45% 

Goal Setting 2% 2% 43% 52% 

 
 
Conclusions 
 
 The demographic of accepted students accurately represents the demographic of all FGCSs at 
Ohio State Newark. Four cohorts of students have participated in the BGLC program since autumn 2012.  
The personalities and traits of each cohort have varied across years. Some cohorts have been more 
academically focused, whereas others have been focused more on the social engagement and integration 
on campus. In both instances, the BGLC program was able to provide students with the right amount of 
support necessary to help them overcome the challenges they faced in their first year. This study, unlike 
other similar studies conducted on the retention and learning outcomes of students who participate in 
learning communities, is longitudinal and tracks cohorts of students across four academic years. The 
findings also suggest that students who participated in the BGLC gained invaluable knowledge regarding 
the expectations of college, a deficit for FGCSs, that supported the educational outcomes found in the 
study. In addition, many students gained self-help seeking and resiliency skills, and their academic 
motivation and determination improved. They had more clearly-defined educational goals and their self-
efficacy also improved. (See Table 5).  
 
Table 5: Results from AU15 cohort Buckeye Generation Learning Community student assessment survey. 

 
Indicate your degree of agreement with the following statements. 

(% response rounded to nearest whole number) 

Topics 
Strongly/Somewhat 

Disagree 
Neither Agree or 

Disagree 
Somewhat 

Agree Strongly Agree 

The LC helped to prepare me 
academically for my classes. 0% 14% 26% 60% 
The LC helped me to adjust to the 
life at OSU Newark. 2% 5% 21% 71% 
The LC provided me with valuable 
info about college. 2% 10% 19% 74% 
Because of the LC I am better able 
to cope with the challenges of 
college life. 5% 14% 7% 74% 

 
One limitation of our study that was not further examined was if one or both parents of non-

FGCSs had received college degrees and what level of degree was obtained. Some studies have indicated 
a difference in student outcomes based on whether one or both parents of non-FGCSs have earned a 
college degree (Pascarella et al., 2004). 

Higher education institutions must continue to seek ways to support the unique needs of FGCSs 
and promote their development as they face the difficulties associated with college. The Buckeye 
Generation Learning Community has shown a pattern of quantitative and qualitative success over four 
years. Although the Academic Peer Coaches, the program director, the faculty, and the participants 
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themselves have changed with each year, the first-generation students in the BGLC are succeeding 
academically and socially. One of the recent students said it best, “Thank you! Thank you for everything! 
It was a great first year and I met great friends all due to the buckeye learning community.”   
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Abstract: Using data from the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE, Spring 2014), the 
Student Satisfaction Inventory (SSI, Spring 2015) and the HEDS Teaching Quality Survey (HEDS, 
Fall 2015), researchers in the Office of Institutional Research at Gallaudet University disaggregated 
the responses of our students of color in order to better understand the specific experiences of these 
students. Using this data, further qualitative exploration took place through focus groups as 
researchers searched for common themes within the student narratives. Both quantitative and 
qualitative data, along with quotes from the students’ stories, were shared in the Spring of 2016 at 
two separate Academic Affairs Forums on Inclusivity and Equity hosted by the Provost Office, with 
a charge to the participants to consider ways that the student stories inform the work we need to do. 
This paper will document this process of transforming data to action: collection of the data, analysis 
of the findings, tying it to the literature, sharing it with the community, and moving towards action.  
 
 
Introduction 
 
 In a special report on Diversity in Academe: Who Sets a College’s Diversity Agenda?, Senior 
Editor Mooney (2016) notes: 

One thing almost everyone agrees on: you can’t measure diversity just by counting numbers. 
Authentic diversity – in the student body, on the faculty, and in the many unscripted encounters 
that make up daily life on campus – requires a deep and broadly shared commitment. (para. 2)    

 As an institutional researcher, what does this understanding of diversity mean for our work?  The 
Association for Institutional Research (AIR), in the newly developed Statement of Aspirational Practice 
for Institutional Research (Swing, & Ross, 2016), reminds us of the importance of “broadly engaging all 
stakeholders in data-informed decisions,” (p. 1), including students, faculty, and staff; and that this 
inclusiveness is “foundational to a change agency vision of institutional research as a driver for 
institutional improvement” (p. 1). So how do we use our work, beyond the necessary reporting of 
numbers, towards effecting change and improving practices? And in this case, how do we do this work 
around the sensitive and critical issues of diversity and equity?  
 In addition to engaging stakeholders, AIR philosophy emphasizes the important role of the 
students:  “Institutional research is produced and disseminated with students as the target audience and/or 
unit of analysis” (Swing & Ross, 2016, p. 1). As institutional researchers, we know that data can tell us an 
important story about the student experience through such tools as surveys and focus groups.  And this 
story can often be better understood in the broader context of aggregated student enrollment, retention, 
and graduation rates.  However, that data only tells us one story.  When we disaggregate the data, perhaps 
by gender, by race and ethnicity, by age, or by any other potential category of student characteristics, the 
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story becomes multiple stories and new understandings emerge.  The original story of “the student and the 
student experience” becomes a more diverse and nuanced collection of stories of “the students and their 
varied and unique experiences”.  How often do we commit ourselves to exploring these diverse 
experiences in depth, together as a community, to not only understand the stories but to learn from them 
and use them to influence change? And how often do we focus, in particular, on those students who have 
historically been most underserved and underrepresented in institutions of higher education? 
 The concept of public scholarship, which aims to promote inquiry beyond those typically thought 
of as the experts in a field, has also been useful to our work. Like AIR practice, a key component of 
public scholarship is engaging the community in the discourse for the purpose of decision-making. When 
we examine our work as institutional researchers using the framework of public scholarship, we are able 
to see that our work, when effectively communicated to campus stakeholders, has the potential to raise 
awareness across campus about critical issues, to stimulate authentic campus-wide discussions, and most 
importantly, to use this understanding and discussion to take actions towards change and improvement.  
 The challenge we face in our work is how to effectively share these stories, the data, in 
intentional and meaningful ways that will not only influence understanding, but improve institutional 
practice in ways that will positively impact the experiences of our students. This paper tells the story of 
how we are using data to influence understanding, change, and action related to equity on our campus. 
 
 
Background 
  
 Gallaudet University is a small private, four-year liberal arts university located in the nation’s 
capital, Washington, D.C.  Gallaudet University holds the unique distinction of providing a barrier-free 
and accessible learning environment to Deaf1 and Hard-of-Hearing students using both American Sign 
Language (ASL) and written English.  Despite the expanding access to higher education across the nation, 
colleges struggle to achieve a diverse student body and to effectively respond to diversity issues on 
campus (Mooney, 2016).  This is also true at Gallaudet University.  While a majority (90% 
undergraduates; 45% graduates) of our students identify as Deaf or Hard-of-Hearing, there is great 
intersectionality of identities within the community, with varying identities being privileged depending on 
the context.  Figure 1 shows the percentage of students in each racial and ethnic identity category in Fall 
2015.  

																																																								
1	The term "Deaf" should be capitalized when it is used as a reference to being a member of the Deaf culture and community.	
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Figure 1:  Gallaudet University degree-seeking university enrollment by race and ethnicity (Fall 2015) 
 
Student Town Hall Meeting: A Call to Respond to Racism 
 In recent months, race-related protests have erupted on many campuses across the nation and 
Gallaudet University has not been immune to these challenges. Over a period of several months, our 
students—particularly our students of color—increasingly expressed displeasure with their experiences on 
campus and particularly with the response, or lack of response, of the campus administration and 
community in effectively addressing these issues. Not only did the students express displeasure with the 
response to the specific issues, such as racism, on campus but also to the lack of apparent interest or 
dialogue on national issues or social justice movements impacting the lives of their communities and 
families across the nation. This displeasure culminated in a series of events that led to a university-wide 
Town Hall meeting hosted by students of color. At this Town Hall meeting, students shared concerns and 
frustrations about race-related issues on campus, including a sense that they were not being heard nor 
being taken seriously. Students demanded action and a call to respond from the administration. The newly 
appointed President actively participated in these discussions and promised that she was listening and 
would act on these concerns. This promise was formally communicated by the President, along with the 
Chairs of the Faculty Senate and Staff Council and the Presidents of the Student Body Government and 
the Graduate Student Association, to the campus community in the form of a videotaped message. This 
was soon followed by a response from the Board of Trustees indicating that the issue would take 
precedence at the next Board Meeting. Clearly, the Town Hall was a catalyst for focusing institutional 
efforts towards addressing the concerns of students of color.   
 
 
Data to Action: The Process 
 
 In recent years, we made great progress at using data to improve institutional planning for 
retention of students as a whole, but we had not yet taken the next step of looking at how the patterns we 
see might vary by different student populations. We turned to the AAC&U’s (2015) Committing to Equity 
and Inclusive Excellence: A Campus Guide for Self-Study and Planning to guide our work. The first 
question in the guide challenged us to ask ourselves: Where is my institution in relation to knowing who 
our students are and will be? Related to our Gallaudet University Students of Color (SOC), what data did 
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we have about student access and success? How were we doing in enrolling, retaining, and graduating 
students from different backgrounds? What did we know about the experiences of our students?   
 
Committing to Equity and Diversity: Examining Data 
 Given the numerous data generated on campus, our first task was to identify existing data and 
examine what it told us about the experiences of our SOC. In addition to retention and graduation data 
regularly collected, analyzed, and reported annually, we also had on hand several nationally benchmarked 
surveys about our student experiences. Since 2006, on a bi-annual basis, we have collected data on 
student engagement using the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE).  Starting in Spring 2015, 
we moved from a homegrown climate survey to a national benchmarked climate survey, the Ruffalo Noel 
Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory (SSI), to examine the campus climate for students.  During 2015-
2016 we also administered the Higher Education Data Sharing (HEDS): Teaching Quality Survey to 
better understand students’ experience of faculty teaching practices. In summary, our existing data 
sources included: 

 Annual institutional enrollment data, disaggregated by student groups 
 Bi-Annual National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), 2014 
 NEW: Ruffalo Noel Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory (SSI), 2015 
 NEW: Higher Education Data Sharing (HEDS) Teaching Quality Survey, 2015 

 
Institutional Retention and Graduation Data 
 In examining our undergraduate admissions data, SOC, defined as students who identified as 
African American/Black, Asian, American Indian/Pacific Islander, and Hispanic/Latino, accounted for 
32-42% of students admitted in Fall of 2013, 2014, and 2015.  When we continued to analyze this data by 
race and ethnicity, we noted patterns of disparity in the graduation and retention rates among students 
identified in various racial/ethnic groups. Among our Asian American students and our International 
students, we noted that these students were typically graduating at rates equal to or higher than our White 
students. But we noticed a very different pattern for students in racial/ethnic groups labeled as 
Historically Underrepresented: Black/African American and Hispanic/Latino. We noted that we have 
been losing large numbers of these students, particularly after the second year, leading to a large gap in 
graduation rates when compared to White and other SOC and International students. In reviewing the 
AAC&U’s (2015b) data on equity in higher education, our findings were remarkably similar: traditionally 
underrepresented students, primarily Black/African American and Hispanic/Latino students are clearly 
underserved at our institutions across the nation and this was also true at Gallaudet. With this new 
understanding, we had a clearer idea of where to focus our efforts and shifted our focus to our African 
American/Black students and our Hispanic/Latino students, defining them as Historically 
Underrepresented Students (HURS) within a larger focus on SOC.  
 Since 2006, our overall institutional six year graduation rate of first-time, full-time students has 
gradually improved from an all-time low of 25% to a recent high of 47%, holding steady at around 46% 
in recent years. Our next question focused on understanding the success of the HURS. When we looked at 
our graduation rate by HURS, the equity gap became apparent. Our HURS students were not graduating 
at equal rates as our White students, as seen in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2:  Gallaudet University graduation rates by race and ethnicity 

 
 We then examined our retention rates to determine where the gap starts to occur and widen. Due 
to the small number of our populations and the wide variance in a year-by-year analysis, we aggregated 
the data over five-years.  In examining the data, we noted that generally, we are retaining our HURS at 
equal rates from year one to year two. However between years two and three, we were surprised to note 
that retention rates began to differ, with more than half of our African American/Black students departing 
by this time and almost 40% of our Hispanic/Latino students compared to approximately 35% of our 
White students. See Figure 3.   
 

 
Figure 3:  Gallaudet University retention rates by race and ethnicity 
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 Clearly, we were retaining students into the second year; but what is happening after the second 
year, particularly among our HURS, that results in the higher attrition rates?  At this point, we turned to 
other existing data sources from the students themselves regarding their engagement, satisfaction, and 
interaction with the faculty, to see what we could learn about their experiences.   
 
National Survey of Student Engagement Data 

Our next step was to examine our 2014 National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) data. At 
Gallaudet University, the NSSE is administered biannually to freshmen and seniors to assess the extent to 
which students engage in educational practices associated with high levels of learning and development. 
With an overall response rate of 57% in 2014 and a respondent sample that accurately represented our 
overall population, we had a solid set of data. We disaggregated the responses of our Freshmen and 
Senior SOC from the overall Freshmen and Senior responses. In separating out the responses, we wanted 
to identify if there were any significant findings in the engagement experiences among our SOC that may 
have been obscured in the larger overall data findings.   
 From this analysis, we learned that: 

 Both freshmen and senior SOC are significantly less likely to have participated or plan to 
participate in an internship, field experience, or other professional learning opportunity. 

 Freshmen SOC are less likely to report that they often connect their learning to societal problems 
or issues. 

 Given that participation in internships, field experiences, and other professional learning 
opportunities are considered a High Impact Practice (HIP) conducive to student success (Astin, 1993, 
Astin, 1999; Kuh, 2008; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), this was an important finding that could readily 
be addressed in various ways. 
 
Noel Levitz: Student Satisfaction Inventory Data 
 The Student Satisfaction Inventory (SSI) was administered in the spring of 2015 to all 
undergraduate and graduate students.  The SSI measures student priorities and satisfaction. Students 
identify areas that are important to them and rate their level of satisfaction in those areas. If students rate 
an area as important to them and rate that they are not satisfied with this area, the SSI categorizes this as a 
challenge. Among all students, two areas of challenge that stood out were:  

 Students are made to feel welcome 
 The institution shows concern for individuals 

 As a Minority Serving Institution (Drezner, 2008), Gallaudet University serves Deaf and Hard of 
Hearing individuals in a unique bilingual teaching and learning environment using both ASL and written 
English. As a niche institution serving a unique population, our mission is directly tied to creating an 
inclusive and engaging environment for the students we serve, particularly given that they are less likely 
to have the same level of access and engagement in a predominantly Hearing environment. While these 
findings are important, we found ourselves asking: Why are our students reporting that they do not feel 
welcome? What do students mean when they report that the institution does not show concern for 
individuals?   

As with the NSSE, we disaggregated the data in the SSI to separate out the specific experiences 
of our undergraduate and graduate SOC in terms of institutional satisfaction.  Among their areas of 
concern, in addition to the above-mentioned, we discovered that:  

 SOC overall were significantly more likely than non-SOC to report equity and diversity as 
institutional challenge areas. 

 Not only were our SOC reporting they were less likely to feel welcome and to feel the institution 
shows concern for individuals, but they also reported, unlike White students, that equity and diversity are 
an issue.  Traditionally, we have focused on the unique nature of our population of students and their Deaf 
and Hard of Hearing identities, yet clearly there is a need, as shared by the students in the Town Hall 
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meeting, to broaden our consideration towards understanding and examining the intersectionality of 
student identities at Gallaudet.    
  
Higher Education Data Sharing: Teaching Quality Survey Data 
 Using our most recent student survey, the HEDS Teaching Quality Survey, administered in the 
Fall 2015, we continued our exploration of the data. The HEDS Teaching Quality Survey asks students 
about four important components of high-quality teaching: Quality of Nonclassroom Interactions with 
Faculty; Faculty Interest in Teaching and Student Development; Prompt Feedback; and Teaching Clarity 
and Organization. From this study, we learned that:  

 SOC were less likely than their peers to have developed a close personal relationship with at least 
one faculty member; and 

 SOC were less likely to report that non-classroom interactions with faculty had a positive 
influence on career goals. 

 Reason, Terenzini, and Domingo (2006, 2007) have consistently found in various research studies 
that the number one most critical factor in student success and retention is the quality of engagement with 
a faculty member on campus.  Once again, this provided some important and actionable insights for 
supporting our SOC.     
 
Committing to Equity and Inclusive Excellence: Taking Action 
 So, now what?  We have compelling data that demands a response and requires action from the 
community. Given what we know, what is the best way to share this information and to engage the 
community in a discussion of how to respond to the data? 
 
Academic Affairs Forums 

During the 2015-2016 academic year, the Provost had begun holding Academic Affairs (AA) 
Forums two to three times each semester. Communication is, no doubt, an issue on many campuses. At 
Gallaudet University, an institution that serves primarily Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing people, a population 
that has often been “out of the loop” in mainstream communication, communication is of even greater 
importance. The general purpose of these AA Forums was to share information and promote discussion 
on issues of interest to staff, faculty, students and administrators alike. Enrollment and Budget were the 
topics for the initial AA Forums in the fall of 2015. Forums are held during Common Time in the Student 
Activities Center during a time set aside for campus-wide events, when no undergraduate classes are 
scheduled. 
 
Data Sharing Forum: Community Engagement with Quantitative and Survey Data  
 Given the importance of students’ concerns, the Board’s questions, and the community’s desire to 
address the issue, a decision was made to focus the Spring 2016 AA Forums on equity issues, starting 
with a data sharing presentation by the Office of Institutional Research.  Going into the forum, the Office 
of Institutional Research sought ways to not only share the data but, in the spirit of public scholarship, to 
also engage the community in shared decision-making on what action to take.  The first Forum took place 
in February, soon after the start of the Spring term and the February Board of Trustees meeting.  At this 
Forum, in a brief 30-minute presentation, the Office of Institutional Research shared key quantitative data 
about our student admissions, retention, and graduation data as well as the significant findings from the 
three surveys, focusing on the data targeting student equity in access and success.  At the end of the 
presentation, we opened the Forum up for discussion and started the dialogue with the community.   
 This discussion allowed us to share findings with the community but also to gain perspective 
from the community members as they shared their understandings, asked questions, and generated new 
ideas (Oakes, 2016).  Community members in attendance asked questions about the data, providing some 
additional questions for exploration to expand on the data.  For example, one community member noted 
the drop in admitted Hispanic/Latino students in the Fall of 2014 and asked if the numbers on 
biracial/multiracial students had increased at the same time, stating that many Hispanic/Latino students 
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may identify as bi- or multi-racial. Another community member asked what the retention and graduation 
data was if we continued to disaggregate by gender, hypothesizing that we would see a larger retention 
and graduation gap among male SOC than females.  Community members also shared their understanding 
and perspectives of the data, which helped broaden interpretations and further community understanding. 
This dialogue with the community generated the next recommendation to conduct focus groups with the 
students as a next step in the process. 
 
Focus Group One: University as a Welcoming Environment 
 The next step was to host focus groups with our students in an effort to better understand the 
meaning behind some of the key findings directly from the students themselves.  In February and again in 
April, student focus groups were set up and students were invited to participate. To ensure consistency, 
scripts were developed and used in all the focus groups. To ensure accurate documentation of the stories, 
the focus groups were transcribed using captioning, which also served to provide access to those students 
who were not fluent in American Sign Language (ASL).  
 The February focus groups were open to all students, with a maximum of 10 students per focus 
group signing up on a first-come, first-serve basis. Student participants were assigned a number to use 
during the focus group to ensure anonymity on the transcripts.  Students were asked to fill out a 
demographic form without names to enable us to collect demographic data.  The primary focus of the 
initial focus groups were to address two themes that were dominant in our NSSE and SSI data: 

 Defining Academic Excellence 
 The University as a Welcoming Environment 

 In these focus groups, particularly on the theme of the University as a Welcoming Environment, 
the Student of Color participants reported that, for them, the University did not provide a welcoming 
environment, most notably during Orientation, their first point of contact with the University.  Additional 
themes echoed issues that were raised in the Town Hall meetings and other campus dialogues, and 
included:  

 lack of representation of their race or ethnicity among faculty and staff,  
 lack of a visible, strong, and supported student of color presence, including among student 

organizations and programs, 
 frustration that faculty were not trained to effectively address issues of diversity and/or race and 

racism in the classroom; 
 frustration at the “all talk, no action” mantra around the diversity issues that were being raised;  
 and a desire for the curriculum to explicitly address issues of structural racism through the 

curriculum.   
  
Data Sharing Forum: Community Engagement with Focus Group Data  
 The next community-wide AA Forum was held on March 2016 after the completion of the 
February focus groups.  At this forum, given the focus on our SOC, it was agreed that we would share the 
stories that emerged from the earlier focus groups that specifically highlighted the experiences of these 
students. The dominant question that served as the guiding framework for the forum focused on what 
students’ stories tell us about the work we need to do.  In addition to this guiding framework, the forum 
discussion emphasized that “what serves our historically underrepresented students well will serve all 
students well”. From this question, the Director of Institutional Research shared the themes that emerged 
from the focus groups, followed by actual quotes from the stories of the student participants, to effectively 
illustrate the meaning of the theme.   
 Following the sharing of the student stories, four campus representatives, from Academic 
Advising, Student Success, Office of Diversity and Equity for Students, and Faculty Development, were 
invited to respond to the question posed and share how their offices and programs are addressing the 
issues raised and what programs and services their programs offer around the issues raised.  After their 
presentations, the question was presented to the community, and members of the audience were invited to 
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respond.  The discussion that ensued was a rich and nuanced discussion among students, faculty, and staff 
and various responses to action were documented, including setting up a focus group with our successful 
SOC and learning about their strategies for success with the goal of identifying what works in order to 
continue to support or improve these areas.  The energy in the room was tangible and the community 
members in the audience were clearly processing and responding to the information in insightful and 
actionable ways.  
 
Data Sharing: Board of Trustees Engagement with the Data 
 The response to the forum was so inspiring and positive that the Provost decided to use the format 
of the Forum at the May meeting of the Student Affairs Sub-Committee of the Gallaudet Board of 
Trustees to update the Board members on “the call to respond to racism on campus” that was issued at the 
Town Hall.  Using a similar presentation as used at the AA Forum, the Director of Institutional Research 
shared the themes from the student focus groups, again with the actual quotes of the students themselves 
to illustrate the themes.  The presentation was powerful and timely.  Each Board subcommittee had been 
charged with using part of their meeting to make recommendations for areas to address in Gallaudet’s 
new strategic plan.  Immediately following the sharing of the data and the students’ stories, the Board 
Chair convened the members for a discussion and asked the attending members how the information just 
presented would inform the next iteration of the strategic plan.  The Chair emphasized the importance of 
making sure to keep the focus on the experiences of these underrepresented students in ensuring a 
welcome, accessible, and equitable environment for all students.  
 
Focus Groups: Success Strategies of Students of Color  
 As suggested during the March AA Forum, two additional focus groups were held in April, 
intentionally focusing on the experiences of high-achieving successful African American/Black and 
Hispanic/Latino graduating seniors with GPAs above 3.00.  Students who identified as African 
American/Black and Hispanic/Latino were selected to facilitate the focus groups and efforts were made to 
ensure students would have a comfortable space for sharing their stories. While the focus group 
participation was rather small, the stories were enlightening and the students appreciated the opportunity 
to share their experiences, requesting that we continue to provide these focus groups for all graduating 
senior SOC, not just those with a GPA criteria. The students participating also felt that success should be 
defined by graduation, regardless of GPA, and therefore, more inclusive of the experiences of all African 
American/Black and Hispanic/Latino students who successfully graduated.  

These focus groups specifically asked students about the strategies they believe were critical to 
their success during their time at Gallaudet.  After the focus groups, the transcripts of the proceedings 
were sent to the participants so they could have an opportunity to edit them to ensure the transcription 
correctly captured their statements.  Upon completion of the editing process, the facilitators continued 
working with the researchers to help identify themes that emerged.  
 While this data is still currently being analyzed, the emerging themes for these students indicate 
the importance of connecting with a peer group, often through formal organizational settings such as an 
Office of Diversity and Equity as well as through student social identity clubs and organizations. In 
addition to being actively involved with a peer group, these successful students shared strategies 
indicative of the development of a strong non-cognitive mindset as demonstrated in their goal-setting 
behaviors, as well as in their determination and resilience in the face of adversity or in dealing with 
challenging situations.   Students also shared stories about the importance of faculty and staff in their 
success, particularly when faculty and staff acknowledge and encourage and believe in the students.   
 Data from these focus groups will continue to be analyzed and once the findings are finalized, it 
will continue to be shared as we continue to identify what is working and areas that need extra support or 
improvement.  
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Discussion:  Next Steps 
 
 What next? While this is ‘just the beginning’, we are seeing the momentum as various campus 
constituencies take ownership and move to improve their programs to address the needs of our HURS 
students, using both the quantitative and qualitative data shared. Lorelle Espinosa, Vice President of the 
American Council on Education’s Center for Policy Research and Strategy noted that “colleges are 
moving away from thinking of diversity in terms of numbers.  Colleges are now moving toward more 
structural changes … emphasizing the experiences students and faculty members have once they are on 
campus” (as cited in McMurtie, May 2016, para. 30).   
 Our story demonstrates that shift of thinking about our data in terms of numbers to focusing on 
the experiences of students.  Some of the actions we are taking in response to the data sharing include: 

 The Board of Trustees is updating the University Strategic Plan with an eye on equity and 
inclusiveness. 

 The President has established a Diversity Team to advise and recommend action on issues related 
to diversity. 

 The Provost continues to support the Multicultural Competency Building Transformation Institute 
for faculty and has recently expanded this to include staff. 

 Faculty development leaders are establishing and providing workshops to address issues raised in 
the data. 

 General Studies is reviewing their first year curriculum to address issues of diversity and has 
revised the First Year Seminar course structure to ensure more diversity in the classroom. 

 Orientation programs revamped the orientation schedule in response to student input and 
feedback about creating welcome and equitable environments. 

 Overall, this work provided us a new way of looking at our role as Institutional Researchers.  
What are the critical issues affecting student success on your campus?  How does your existing data 
inform these issues? How can you share the data with those who need to know?  In sharing this data, what 
can you yourself learn from the community?  And, most importantly, in your role as a public scholar, ask 
the community: What does this data tell us about the work we need to do?   
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Abstract: With state initiatives aimed at increasing affordability and access to higher education, 
coupled with household pressures, students are strongly encouraged to enter college already 
equipped with experiences aimed at fast-tracking a successful academic transition from high school 
to college. To date, research has been limited, either focusing on single programs—such as Advanced 
Placement (AP) or Dual Enrollment (DE)—or single measures of college success. As such, universities 
are increasingly enrolling students with academic backgrounds whose potential impact on student 
learning and retention are not well understood. This paper presents a comprehensive empirical 
analysis of the patterns of alternative pre-collegiate preparatory experiences and compares their 
relative impacts on a variety of student learning and success measures. Specifically, we segment the 
incoming 2010 student cohort of Longwood University students into students with AP, and DE credit, 
and students with none of these experiences. After comparing subsamples, differences in retention 
and collegiate GPA throughout the college experience are estimated, interpreted, and compared. 
Results suggest that pre-collegiate college preparatory experiences vary substantially in their impact 
on collegiate success, and tailoring student success strategies and admission policies based on these 
experiences may improve student outcomes.   
 
 
Introduction 
 
 Increasingly students enter college with a variety of academic coursework designed to provide 
them with college-level experiences and, potentially, college credit.  Two of the fastest growing avenues 
to obtain college level experience and credit are Advanced Placement (AP) and Dual Enrollment (DE) 
programs.  According to the College Board (2014), the number of AP examinations has nearly doubled 
from 2003 to 2013, and Lowe (2015) documents a 7.2% annual increase in DE coursework from 2002 to 
2011.  As noted by Wyatt, Patterson, and DiGiacomo (2015), these trends are primarily driven by the 
competitive edge participation in these programs provide when applying to college and the ability to 
lower the cost of higher education by entering college with credits already in hand (this, in particular, is 
an emphasized incentive for DE participants).  These motivations are likely to magnify, leading to future 
college freshman classes comprised of even more students with AP and DE backgrounds.  Concurrent 
with these trends, colleges and universities have devoted substantial resources designed to improve 
student learning and success.  These initiatives have coincided with the development of a substantial 
empirical literature examining the underlying factors that drive student success. See Bogard, Helbig, and 
James (2011) for a comparison of modeling strategies.  Unfortunately, much of this literature has thus far 
excluded a comprehensive examination of the role pre-collegiate college preparatory academic 
experiences such as AP and DE may have on various measures of student learning and success. 
 This paper provides the first comprehensive, empirical examination of the potential impact AP 
and DE coursework may have on a variety of student academic success measures.  To date, the literature 
in this area has generally suffered from two weaknesses.  First, studies such as Speroni (2011) and 
Klopfenstein and Thomas (2006) have investigated only a single pre-collegiate program and its impact on 
a limited range of student success measures.  A more comprehensive study of a multitude of programs 
would provide policy-makers (admissions officers, enrollment management officials, etc.) with key 
comparisons across different experiences.  Second, studies such as Dougherty and Shuling, (2006) and 
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Swanson (2008) analyze AP and DE programs using limited statistical techniques that provide narrow 
insight into causal hypotheses.  Rather than use a variety of regression techniques, these studies rely 
heavily on an alternative correlation analyses.  The study presented here attempts to fill these voids in the 
literature by empirically examining the impacts of both AP and DE on a variety of student success 
measures using econometric techniques appropriate for the lines of inquiry. 
 
 
The Data 
 
 To investigate both the nature of AP and DE experiences and their potential impacts on a host of 
student learning and success measures, data from the incoming 2010 cohort of students at Longwood 
University was collected.  By examining this cohort we are able to track and assess their performance 
across their collegiate career.  Removing transfer, international, and out-of-state students along with 
students where key data was missing, the sample size consisted of 929 students (roughly 83% of the 
incoming class).  Data were collected on a host of demographic, economic, and academic characteristics 
of the students, and the students were segmented into three groups:  traditional students who entered 
Longwood without any AP or DE courses (or other college level work such as International Baccalaureate 
or CLEP coursework), AP students who enrolled at Longwood with accepted AP credit, and DE students 
who entered Longwood with DE credit granted.  Data on AP and DE coursework is only recorded in 
cases where credit was awarded (generally when an AP score is a 3-4 or higher and a grade of C or higher 
in a DE course).  As such, students who took AP or DE and did not meet the minimum scores are not 
captured in those respective groups but are rather placed in the traditional category.  Finally, a small 
number of students transferred in both AP and DE credit, and in these cases the students were included in 
both groups. 
 Table 1 provides summary statistics for each category.  There are notable and expected patterns 
that emerge.  Generally, the results are consistent with other work in that successful AP and DE 
participation generally correlates with stronger collegiate performance.  Retention and collegiate GPA 
(semester 11 GPA is typically the fall semester in the fourth academic year) are highest for the AP group, 
followed by the DE students, with traditional students lagging behind.  Although suggestive of a causal 
impact, researchers must be careful, because as Table 1 indicates, AP students tend to have the highest 
average SAT score and HSGPA, followed again by DE and then the traditional group.  Thus, the better 
collegiate success of AP and DE students might be due to a simple selection story rather than a causal 
one:  the academically strongest students tend to take AP courses (and their high schools are likely to 
offer them) or, to a lesser degree, DE courses, compared to students who only take traditional high school 
coursework, and therefore they naturally tend to perform better academically in college.   
 Demographically, the AP and DE groups tend to both have more females and whites compared to 
the traditional group.  Interestingly, the DE group has the largest percent of black students.  Generally, the 
sample properties of the three cohorts are not surprising.   
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Table 1: Summary statistics by student category: 2010 Longwood University Cohort 
Variable AP Group (n=112) DE Group (n = 263) Traditional Group (n=695) 

Mean Std.Dev Min Max Mean Std.Dev Min Max Mean Std.Dev Min Max 
Female .80 .406 0 1 .80 .402 0 1 .66 .474 0 1 
White .84 .369 0 1 .83 .377 0 1 .83 .378 0 1 
Black .05 .207 0 1 .08 .277 0 1 .06 .232 0 1 
Hispanic .04 .186 0 1 .03 .161 0 1 .05 .213 0 1 
SAT 1128 122 880 1450 1021 107 740 1450 1025 99 720 1390 
HSGPA 3.66 .434 2.59 4.66 3.57 .407 2.53 4.66 3.33 .378 2.21 4.49 
Retained 
Year 2 

.866 .342 0 1 .83 .377 0 1 .77 .423 0 1 

Retained 
Year 3 

.813 .392 0 1 .79 .787 0 1 .67 .470 0 1 

Retained 
Year 4 

.804 .399 0 1 .70 .703 0 1 .63 .483 0 1 

Semester 
1 GPA 

3.17 .717 0 4 2.77 .777 0 4 2.62 .766 0 4 

Semester 
11 GPA 

3.39 .522 1.85 4 3.15 .631 1.0 4 2.96 .745 0 4 

 
The Advanced Placement Cohort 
 There were 112 students in the 2010 cohort with at least one successful AP course completed.  On 
average, a student completed 1.68 AP courses with an average grade of 3.96.  Table 2 summarizes the AP 
coursework successfully completed by students in the 2010 cohort for the most common subjects.   
 Psychology is the most popular AP subject by a significant margin, and political science and 
history tend to produce the highest average AP scores (other AP subject information is available upon 
request).  By identifying which course(s) a student took and their AP score average, we will be able to 
investigate not only the impact of AP experience on college academic success generally, but also examine 
whether these relationships vary by subject and AP performance.   
 
Table 2: AP coursework by subject area 

AP Subject Percent of total AP classes Average AP Score 
Psychology 29.5% 3.78 
History  16.7% 4.26 
Natural Science (Biology, Chemistry, 
Physics, Environmental Science) 

14.3% 3.63 

Mathematics 11.4% 3.5 
English 10% 4.0 
Political Science 7.6% 4.37 
Foreign Language 4.3% 3.14 

 
The Dual Enrollment Cohort 
 DE is a far more prevalent and intensive academic experience for Longwood students in 2010 
compared to AP.  More than twice as many students participate in DE (263 vs.112) and, as shown in 
Table 3, the average number of DE courses taken by a DE student is nearly two and a half  times as great 
(4.93 vs 1.68).  Grade comparisons between AP and DE are difficult, but generally appear to be similar.  
Interestingly, subject preferences vary between AP and DE, with more traditional high school subjects 
dominating the DE sample.  Indeed, nearly one-third of all DE courses accepted by Longwood in 2010 
were in English, and almost two-thirds of all DE students at Longwood completed DE English 
Composition specifically.  Unfortunately, the DE experiences vary substantially across students for 
several reasons.  First, course credit was awarded by a variety of community colleges.  Since we can 
identify these community colleges we will be able to control for these potential location effects.  
However, many DE courses are actually administered by the local high school rather than the credit 
granting community college, and we are unable to disentangle these features.  As such, differences across 
suppliers will be difficult to account for precisely. 
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Table 3: DE coursework by subject area 
DE Subject Percent of total DE classes Average DE Grade 
English 30.1% 3.26 
History 11.8% 3.12 
Political Science 10.7% 3.01 
Mathematics 10.6% 2.90 
Natural Sciences 8.8% 2.83 
Education 5.0% 3.98 
Psychology 4.0% 3.37 

 
 
Empirical Methodology 
 

The primary purpose of this paper is to assess and compare and contrast the potential impacts of 
AP and DE experiences on academic success in college.  For both AP and DE we are able to capture the 
number of respective courses successfully completed and the average score/grade for the courses taken.  
Additionally, subject dummy variables will control for potential impacts (either driven by sample 
selection or otherwise) across disciplines.  The DE analysis will also account for potential differences due 
to location using community college dummy variables. 

Academic success in college will be measured using semester GPA and annual retention.  
Specifically, we will estimate the impact of AP or DE experiences on first semester collegiate GPA and 
11th semester collegiate GPA (first semester of fourth year), as well as the likelihood of being retained in 
year 2 and in year 4.  To capture the potential impacts of AP or DE on academic success it is critical to 
control for all other factors that may influence GPA or retention.  As such, individual data were collected 
covering a host of demographic and financial information.  With these data, multiple regression 
techniques can be employed to estimate potential causal relationships.  When the dependent variable is a 
measure of GPA, Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) estimator is employed using heteroskedastic consistent 
robust standard errors.  Retention dependent variables are binary in nature – 1 if the student is retained, 0 
otherwise – and as such OLS will not produce unbiased estimates.  Instead, we apply a Logistic 
regression estimator (again with robust standard errors), and can interpret the coefficients as odds-ratios 
(see the next section).  Sample AP and DE regression models for GPA and retention are depicted below: 
 
GPAi = β0 + β1Demoi + β2HSEduci + β3APSubjecti + β4APClassesi  + β5APGradei + εi    (1) 
 
RETi = β0 + β1Demoi + β2HSEduci + β3APSubjecti + β4APClassesi  + β5APGradei + εi    (2) 
 
GPAi = β0 + β1Demoi + β2HSEduci + β3DESubjecti + β4DEClassesi  + β5DEGradei + β6LOCi + εi   (3) 
 
RETi = β0 + β1Demoi + β2HSEduci + β3DESubjecti + β4DEClassesi  + β5DEGradei + β6LOCi + εi   (4) 
 
 Each equation above will be estimated twice:  GPA in semester 1 and then in semester 11, and 
retention (RET) in year 2 and year 4.  Demo is a vector of socio-economic demographic variables 
including dummy variables capturing race, gender, and the students’ FASFA amount in semester 1.  
HSEduc is a vector including high school cumulative GPA and SAT score (out of 1600).  The AP and DE 
subject vectors are dummy variables to control for subject specific impacts.  For example, the impact of 
completing AP mathematics successfully on collegiate performance may be different than completing AP 
English.  The Classes vector captures the number of AP (DE) classes the student successfully completed 
and, as such, will capture how extensive the pre-collegiate experience was for the student.  The Grade 
variable captures the average AP (DE) grade received by the student across all AP (DE) courses.  Finally, 
note again that the GPA regressions will be estimated using OLS and the Retention equations will be 
estimated using a Logistic estimation technique. 
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Results 
 
 For clarity, results for AP and DE are separated, analyzed individually, and then compared.  The 
OLS estimation of GPA is conducted using heteroskedastic robust standard errors, and the Logistic 
regression for retention was estimated such that the coefficients can be interpreted as odds ratios.  A full 
analysis of the potential of within-subject effects for both AP and DE experience was also conducted.  
Specifically, we examined the potential impact a AP/DE grade had on future college coursework in the 
same field.  With only a sample size of 75 for the AP study and a sample size of 156 for DE we were not 
able to identify any statistically significant impacts on within-subject future performance.  Speculating, 
this may be driven by the narrow distribution of grades.  Only accepted AP/DE coursework is evaluated, 
so we are only examining differences among accepted grades rather than all AP/DE grades. These results 
are available upon request.  Diagnostic tests for multicollinearity and omitted variable bias was performed 
and indicated little presence of either (results are available up request).  *, **, *** indicate statistical 
significance at the .01,.05,.10 levels respectively. 
 
AP Results 

A central purpose of AP courses is to provide high school students with an equivalent learning 
experience to the course taught at the collegiate level.  In taking AP courses, therefore, students may be 
able to more effectively transition to college coursework (as well as signal to college admissions offices 
the academic strength of their application).  By controlling for high school GPA and SAT score as well as 
a host of demographic variables, we can attempt to estimate the potential impact AP coursework may 
have on collegiate academic success.  We capture the AP experience in terms of total number of AP 
examinations successfully completed, the average score in their AP exams, and AP subject dummy 
variables to identify any potential subject specific effects.  Table 4 reports the OLS results for semester 1 
and 11 (note that the sample size shrunk from 112 to 88 due to college attrition).  All statistical analyses 
was conducted in STATA.   

 
Table 4: AP results for semester GPA 

Variable Semester 1 GPA Semester 11 GPA 
Coefficient Standard Error P>t Coefficient Standard Error P>t 

No. AP Classes .07 .130 .584 .08 .156 .598 
AP Avg. Grade .07 .113 .525 .18 .110 .109 
HSGPA .89 .202 0.0* .52 .160 .002* 
SAT 0.0 0.0 .288 0.0 0.0 .450 
Female .08 .157 .625 .07 .215 .720 
Ethnic Black .25 .125 .051*** .15 .300 .610 
Ethnic Hisp. .38 .186 .042** -.28 .206 .185 
FASFA 0.0 0.0 .209 0.0 0.0 .964 
English .02 .225 .946 -.31 .203 .134 
Math -.04 .192 .852 -.18 .248 .468 
History -.10 .162 .534 -.11 .159 .495 
Psychology -.05 .171 .780 .02 .178 .921 
Political Sc -.13 .230 .572 0.0 .420 .998 
Art -.04 .200 .861 -.40 .405 .326 
Foreign Lang -.04 .178 .818 -.48 .316 .131 
Economics -.12 .246 .616 -.45 .331 .179 
Computer Sc .23 .242 .349 .21 .312 .494 
Geography .15 .188 .412 .30 .224 .191 
Constant -1.39 .867 .112 .22 .704 .753 
R-Square, n R-Square = .46, Observations = 112 R-Square = .35, Observations = 88 

 
There appears to be little impact of AP experience – either in terms of number of AP classes or 

average AP grade – on either semester 1 or 11 GPA.  AP subjects (the omitted group for these dummy 
variables was AP science classes) also did not appear to yield any insights into college GPA.  High school 
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GPA and ethnicity are statistically significant, and high school GPA is large in magnitude (a bit short of a 
one for one impact on first semester GPA).  It is also interesting that high school GPA remains important 
even into the fourth year of college (although the size of its impact does diminish).  Overall, there is little 
evidence to suggest that successful completion of AP classes impacts collegiate GPA. 
 Although AP does not appear to impact GPA, it still may impact the likelihood of being retained.  
Table 5 reports Logistic regression results for year 2 retention and year 4 retention. Some variables were 
excluded from the analysis because they predicted success perfectly (there were only observations for 
those variables that were either all retained or all not retained).  After controlling for other factors, it does 
appear that, unlike collegiate GPA, AP experience does impact the likelihood of retention.  Specifically, 
the results seem to indicate that the number of AP classes is an important predictor of retention in year 
two.  For every additional AP class the odds of being retained into year 2 increase by a factor of 37.  This 
statistically significant result is in sharp contrast to AP average grade which is neither statistically 
significant nor of remotely similar magnitude.  Note that the number of AP classes successfully 
completed has the largest impact on the likelihood of retention, even greater than a one unit change in 
high school GPA.  Further, SAT has little impact on the odds of being retained (and this result is robust to 
non-linear model specifications); even though it is statistically significant the odds ratio is nearly 1.  
Finally, subject dummy variables generally are statistically insignificant, with the exception of history, 
which appears to lower the odds of being retained in year 2 relative to AP science courses.  The impact of 
number of AP classes on retention persists into year 4 (although its impact drops considerably), and high 
school GPA and SAT remain important (although the SAT impact remains negligible).  These results are 
robust to the inclusion of different combinations of independent variables and different model 
specifications (available upon request).  
 
Table 5: AP results for retention 

Variable Retention into year 2 Retention into year 4 
Odds Ratio Standard Error P>|z| Odds Ratio Standard Error P>|z| 

No. AP Classes 37.0 61.9 .031** 4.32 3.18 .046** 
AP Avg. Grade .61 .439 .490 .45 .233 .124 
HSGPA 24.3 24.3 .001* 9.15 6.98 .004* 
SAT .99 0.0 .016** .99 .003 .041** 
Female .39 .361 .309 .98 .679 .982 
Ethnic Black    1.01 1.29 .996 
Ethnic Hisp       
FASFA 1.0 0.0 .568 1.00 0.0 .713 
English       
Math .85 1.24 .913 .40 .396 .355 
History .11 .121 .051*** .45 .344 .296 
Psychology .30 .294 .219 .36 .245 .134 
Political Sc .68 1.02 .799 2.73 3.73 .463 
Art       
Foreign Lang       
Economics       
Computer Sc       
Geography .24 .362 .345 1.09 1.35 .942 
Constant .49 2.07 .866 8.37 29.19 .543 
R-Square, n Pseudo R-Square = .27, Observations = 112 R-Square = .18, Observations = 88 

 
DE Results 
 Dual enrollment participation has increased substantially in Virginia as high school 
administrators, parents, and legislators embrace the opportunity to promote collegiate opportunities, 
particularly for students traditionally not as likely to attend college.  DE not only provides these students 
with opportunities to prepare for college, but it is also increasingly advertised as a method to substantially 
reduce the cost of attending college by accumulating substantial college credit.  With articulation 
agreements, DE students can enter a four-year institution after high school with one or more years worth 
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of college credit (indeed, often students obtain an associates degree while still in high school).  Recall, our 
sample consists of 263 students who entered Longwood (20 percent of the entering class) with nearly 5 
DE courses on average.  Thus, it is important to examine how this extensive background may impact 
academic success at Longwood.  The DE empirical results presented below follow the approach taken 
with AP above.  OLS is estimated to investigate the impact of DE on collegiate GPA, and Logistic 
regression is applied to retention.  In addition to the independent variables included in the AP work, we 
also control for location effects by including community college dummy variables in the analyses (these 
location results, however, are not reported but are available upon request).  Once again, we investigate the 
potential impact of DE on collegiate success using both the number of DE courses successfully completed 
and the average GPA in the DE classes.  Reports for college GPA are presented in Table 6.   

 
Table 6: DE results for semester GPA 

Variable Semester 1 GPA Semester 11 GPA 
Coefficient Standard Error P>t Coefficient Standard Error P>t 

No. DE Classes .01 .038 .792 -.00 .033 .927 
DE Avg. Grade .36 .099 0.0* .26 .096 .007* 
HSGPA .56 .162 0.001* .35 .128 .007* 
SAT 0.0 0.0 .002* 0.0 0.0 .000* 
Female .10 .110 .379 .45 .124 .000* 
Ethnic Black .11 .162 .513 .02 .183 .895 
Ethnic Hisp. -.04 .206 .856 -.09 .198 .636 
FASFA 0.0 0.0 .241 -0.0 0.0 .023** 
Math .05 .065 .424 .01 .059 .870 
Accounting -.06 .123 .625 -.04 .098 .652 
Art .33 .123 .009* .21 .128 .096*** 
Computer Inf -.23 .114 .046** .16 .119 .178 
Communication .02 .209 .924 .30 .249 .223 
Criminal Just. -.08 .084 .317 .07 .132 .588 
Education -.07 .061 .254 .07 .070 .288 
English -.08 .053 .122 -.04 .048 .438 
Geography -.12 .267 .648 -.38 .232 .103 
General Stud -.13 .096 .167 .03 .166 .879 
History .04 .065 .546 .09 .061 .135 
Health .03 .161 .860 -.06 .179 .748 
Management .21 .172 .234 -.61 .197 .002* 
Music -.62 .169 .000* -.74 .238 .002* 
Physical Sc .10 .125 .414 .05 .212 .804 
Philosophy .17 .371 .638 -.44 .311 .161 
Political Sc -.05 .075 .534 -.15 .069 .029** 
Psychology -.13 .110 .224 .18 .086 .039** 
Recreation .08 .100 .427 -.08 .110 .469 
Religion -.33 .155 .035** -.23 .184 .221 
Sociology -.14 .229 .534 .18 .154 .236 
Social Work .52 .249 .038** 1.19 .243 .000* 
Foreign Lang .175 .071 .014** .16 .060 .007* 
Theater -1.47 .420 .000* -1.10 .464 .019* 
Constant -2.11 .509 .000* -1.04 .596 .083*** 
R-Square, n R-Square = .50, Observations = 263 R-Square = .52, Observations = 201 

 
 It appears that for both semester 1 and semester 11 GPA; the number of DE classes successfully 
completed has no impact, but average DE GPA does.  Specifically, for every 1 point increase in the DE 
average grade, semester 1 collegiate GPA increases by .36 points and .26 points for semester 11 GPA.  In 
short, doing well in DE coursework is an important predictor of collegiate GPA, but doing many DE 
courses does not.  Although specific subjects appear to be statistically significant (the default subject 
dummy is for natural sciences), small sample sizes for many subjects suggests we use caution in reading 
too much into these effects.  Although not reported, particular location dummy variables indicate specific 
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community colleges appear to have either a positive or negative impact on first semester Longwood GPA 
relative to completing DE coursework at a four-year institution.  Finally, note that as with the AP study, 
high school GPA is an important predictor of collegiate success but SAT (although statistically 
significant) has little importance in impacting collegiate GPA. 
 In addition to GPA, we can examine the impact DE may have on retention.  Often high school 
students are encouraged to enroll in DE coursework as a way to fast track their collegiate success.  
However, if the student obtains transferrable credit, unless the DE program helps the student successfully 
complete collegiate coursework and remain in college, the benefits of DE are limited.  We explore this 
issue by examining the potential impact DE experience may have on year 2 and year 4 retention.  As 
illustrated in Table 7, DE experiences do seem to impact retention.  Most notably, a one point increase in 
a DE grade point average increases the odds of being retained in year 2 by a factor of three, the largest 
statistically significant variable of the group.  Similar to the GPA analysis, the number of DE classes does 
not impact retention in year 2.  However, the results are reversed when examining year 4 retention.  In 
this case, it appears that the number of classes increases the odds of retention rather than the performance 
in those courses.  Additionally, although demographic variables appear not to impact year 2 retention, 
they generally do in year 4.  It is not clear what is driving these results, but speculating demographic 
factors might play a greater role with long term persistence compared to shorter run outcomes.  Further, 
note that particular subjects are significant for both year 2 and year 4 retention.  Criminal Justice, General 
Studies, Psychology, and Recreation all decrease the odds of being retained.  However, similar to the 
work on college GPA, these subject results may be due to small sampling and should therefore be 
interpreted with caution.  Finally, note that omitted variables were determined by predicting success 
perfectly.  
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Table 7: DE results for retention 
Variable Retention into year 2 Retention into year 4 

Odds Ratio Standard Error P>|z| Odds Ratio Standard Error P>|z| 
No. DE Classes 1.49 .468 .202 2.18 .682 .013** 
DE Avg. Grade 3.27 1.49 .009* 1.45 .534 .309 
HSGPA 2.18 1.61 .294 2.96 1.78 .071** 
SAT 1.00 .003 .268 1,00 .002 .586 
Female 1.73 .922 .303 2.36 1.07 .058*** 
Ethnic Black .45 .340 .290 .27 .189 .062*** 
Ethnic Hisp. .28 .287 .214 .58 .564 .577 
FASFA 1.0 0.0 .532 1.0 0.0 .211 
Math .56 .257 .208 .34 .142 .010* 
Accounting .58 .535 .555 .40 .298 .219 
Art 2.14 .628 .771 5.81 12.182 .401 
Computer Inf .30 .227 .113 .28 .178 .045** 
Communication 5.04 1.192 .700 .38 .659 .577 
Criminal Just. .26 .207 .089*** .22 .136 .015** 
Education .36 .175 .036** .62 .288 .307 
English .73 .280 .414 .54 .194 .086*** 
Geography       
General Stud .12 .114 .027** 0.0 .006 .005* 
History 1.17 .549 .746 .61 .259 .247 
Health .20 .210 .125 .84 .116 .893 
Management    .68 1.032 .798 
Music    6.12 19.182 .563 
Physical Sc    .07 .089 .040** 
Philosophy 47.69 191.95 .337 .87 1.762 .946 
Political Sc .61 .320 .346 .36 .167 .028** 
Psychology .26 .150 .020** .22 .116 .004** 
Recreation .28 .176 .043** .31 .186 .050** 
Religion    .19 .517 .546 
Sociology .66 .453 .546 .32 .199 .067*** 
Social Work       
Foreign Lang 1.38 .997 .658 1.19 .863 .808 
Theater       
Constant 0.0 .005 .062*** 0.0 .005 .025** 
R-Square, n Pseudo R-Square = .28, Observations = 263 Pseudo R-Square = .28, Observations = 201 

 
 
Policy Implications 
  
 Results suggest that a full understanding of the underlying drivers of student success benefits 
from a comprehensive evaluation of AP and DE experiences.  After controlling for a host of traditional 
drivers of collegiate success, it appears that AP and DE help shape academic performance in college.  For 
the AP program, the number of successful classes appears to impact retention in both year 2 and 4, but 
does not impact college GPA.  There are two plausible explanations for these robust results.  First, high 
school students who participate in multiple AP courses are more likely to already be prepared to succeed 
in college level work.  Additionally, they may be enrolled in schools that provide more AP options 
compared to students who take fewer (or no) AP classes.  Together, a selection story emerges where 
students with multiple AP courses are stronger academically and already prepared to transition to college 
level work.  Second, with additional AP coursework, students gain collegiate academic experience that 
instills confidence that they can succeed in college.  Although this may not translate directly into higher 
college GPA, it could improve persistence and retention.  In contrast, academic performance in AP 
courses bears little impact on either college GPA or retention.  Since data were only available for students 
scoring above the minimum acceptable scores, this study only compares variations I successful AP scores 
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(generally 3,4,5).  It is not surprising that, for example, a difference between a 4 or 5 will have large 
impacts on college GPA or retention, especially after controlling for other factors. 
 Overall, admissions officers trying to identify prospective students who are most likely to succeed 
may wish to focus relatively more on the number of AP courses successfully completed rather than on the 
particular passing scores.  Administrators designing student success and retention initiatives can use this 
information to better identify students likely to struggle in college (or, in this case, succeed).  Further, 
incoming students with multiple successful AP experiences may be excellent prospects for peer 
mentoring programs. 
 For Longwood University, Dual Enrollment experience is far more pervasive than AP, and as 
such may play a more important role in determining/influencing college success and retention.  Results 
from this study suggest that, unlike AP, grade performance is the key rather than the number of courses 
taken.  The average DE grade appears to have a significant and large impact on college GPA (both 
initially and later on), and on retention into year 2.  However, the number of DE courses only appears to 
impact retention into year 4.  Generally, with regard to DE it appears that quality matters more than 
quantity.  The general perception is that, without a standard, external, college based cumulative 
examination that the AP program has, DE courses may not consistently match the rigor of college courses 
like the AP courses do.  As such, more DE courses alone may not lead or signal preparation for college 
level work.  Instead, performance in the courses becomes more telling of collegiate success.  Further, 
unlike AP, there may be specific disciplines in which DE provides a better preparation for college level 
work.  Taken together, college administrators can incorporate these findings into their admission policies 
as well as tailored intervention strategies to improve student learning and retention. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 This study provides a comprehensive analysis of the potential impacts two key college-level high 
school programs may have on collegiate academic success.  As these programs grow in popularity, it is 
imperative that colleges understand and incorporate these experiences on college learning and retention.  
By estimating the impact of both the breadth and depth of AP and DE experiences on both collegiate GPA 
and retention, we find significant, substantial, and differential impacts of these programs on college 
academic performance.  Certainly these results are of value to college administrators seeking to improve 
student success and retention, but their implications are broader.  AP and DE programs appear to have 
different impacts on college success.  Although there may certainly be a selection bias explaining why 
students who successfully complete AP courses tend succeed more in college than students in DE 
programs (even though their experience involves far fewer courses), they also tend to have higher high 
school GPAs and SAT scores.  Nevertheless, the results indicate that increasing the degree of 
participation in AP significantly improves college success (but grade performance does not matter), 
whereas the impact of DE on college success depends critically on DE grade performance.  Further, the 
effect of AP scores appear to vary little by subject area, but DE impacts on college success may be subject 
specific.  As such, colleges and universities may seek to explore in greater detail the particular DE 
programs prospective students are participating in while attempting to understand and influence student 
achievement. 
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Abstract- Southeast College is a small, liberal arts, religious-based college committed to student 
success. In 2014, the college designed and implemented an early alert system to identify first-year 
students who struggle with the transition from high school to college. Students who are identified 
within the system are connected to campus resources in an effort to correct behaviors that will 
jeopardize their college careers.  By the nature of their contact with students, faculty have an 
important role in the early alert process. They are often the initiators of alerts for first-year students. 
As part of a dissertation in practice, an exploratory case study was conducted to determine how 
faculty attitudes and perceptions affected their participation in the early alert process at Southeast 
College. The 2015 cohort of faculty (n=94) was surveyed to assess their attitudes and perceptions 
about the early alert process as well as give them an opportunity to volunteer to participate in in-
depth interviews. Four faculty participated in in-depth interviews to provide a deeper understanding 
of the survey data. This presentation will share the results of the case study as well as strategies that 
may help to increase faculty participation in the early alert process. 
 
 
Introduction 
  
  Southeast College’s campus is well-known for its majestic oak trees, green grass, and vibrant 
azalea bushes. The campus’ appearance is one of the first things students say attracted them to the 
college. Students also remark that the campus community feels like family. The college boasts a small 
average class size of 16 students and has a total enrollment of 1,200 undergraduates. In 2015, the college 
reached an 80% first to second year retention rate. While that rate is higher than the national average of 
62% (Tinto, 2012), administrators want 80% to become a trend rather than a one-time occurrence. 
Maintaining such an average will help the college to thrive financially, collecting nearly 2 million dollars 
in revenue over the following three years for the cohort (R. Stewart, personal communication, September 
17, 2014). Therefore, student retention remains a high priority for the institution. 

Not only does student retention benefit the college, but it also benefits students. The gap between 
college graduates and their peers without degrees is wider because earnings for those without degrees 
continue to fall (Abel & Deitz, 2014). Additionally, implications also exist for faculty on college 
campuses. According to a Southeast College administrator, the institution stands to lose over 2 million 
dollars when 100 students fail to return for a second year (R. Stewart, personal communication, 
September 17, 2014). So when institutions make enrollment and retention goals, overall budgets are 
positively affected. Faculty have better chances for higher compensation and other benefits such as travel 
and sabbaticals when enrollment is higher.  

Southeast College’s early alert system relies on faculty, staff, and student leaders to submit 
information about students who struggle to transition from high school to college. The fall 2014 database 
of all early alerts submitted revealed that 47 faculty members submitted early alerts during the term. 
While faculty submitted the greatest number of alerts, fewer than half of the total number of faculty on 
campus participated in the process. In addition, of the 106 alerts, 88 of those were for students who 
received only one alert. Those 88 students may have had issues in more than one area. Had more faculty 
submitted alerts, a more comprehensive picture of a student’s problems could have been drawn.  
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In order to assist more students in their transition, more faculty need to understand the role they 
play in the early alert process and submit alerts so that a higher number of students will be connected to 
the resources they need earlier in their academic careers. For example, if a faculty member observes that a 
student is disengaged in class discussions or earning low grades on assignments early in the term, the 
faculty member should, in addition to explaining the concerns to the student, submit an early alert. Then, 
an academic coach can intervene by connecting with the student to determine the cause of the issue. The 
academic coach can then help the student determine a strategy to overcome the issue. In this case, the 
student may need peer tutoring or may need help reading a college textbook. The student may also need 
coaching on how to advocate for him or herself; the coach can help the student to practice building 
professional relationships with faculty. In addition to academic triggers, faculty members may also notice 
social miscues. The faculty member should also discuss concerns and submit an early alert in those cases. 
Again, the academic coach will receive the alert, and connect with and help the student find resources, 
like counseling or student involvement. By connecting students to resources they need, students will learn 
strategies to help them be successful both inside and outside of the classroom. When students are 
successful and gain self-efficacy, their chances to persist increase (Raelin, Bailey, Hamann, Pendleton, 
Reisberg, & Whitman, 2014). The first step, however, is for faculty to send alerts when issues arise.  

The purpose of this study was to examine how faculty at Southeast College perceive their role in 
the early alert system; in addition, faculty attitudes were examined to see if they had any effect on faculty 
participation in the process. With this knowledge, the study informs strategies that will seek to increase 
faculty participation in the early alert system. If more submissions are sent, academic coaches can have a 
more holistic understanding of students’ issues, connecting them to resources that will help their 
academic and social achievement, and ultimately impacting retention and graduation rates in a positive 
manner. 

Whereas retention is critical to both students and institutions, this study is important because it 
seeks to give leaders at small, liberal arts, religious-based colleges an innovative approach to create 
faculty buy-in and participation in the early alert system. If students with issues that negatively impact 
academic performance are identified earlier and connected to resources they need to succeed before their 
issues become too daunting, retention rates will be improved (Lorenzetti, 2009; Pan, Guo, Alikonis, & 
Bai, 2008). Improving both retention and graduation rates will increase the institution’s revenue, and 
more money will be available for other needs such as enhanced faculty resources and benefits.  

Faculty contribute the most number of submissions to the early alert system at Southeast College. 
Yet, the literature did not reveal information about faculty roles in the early alert process, nor did it 
suggest strategies to increase faculty participation. Therefore, the researcher posed the following 
questions:  

I. How do faculty perceive their role in the early alert system at Southeast College? 
II. What are faculty attitudes toward the early alert system at Southeast College? 
III. What are the reasons for the attitudes faculty hold regarding the early alert system at 

Southeast College? 
IV. How can faculty submissions to the early alert system be increased within the first four weeks 

of the term? 
 
 
Background 
 

In the fall of 2014, Southeast College rolled out an early alert system as a part of its retention 
initiatives. The system was designed to help connect struggling students to the resources they need. 
Faculty, professional staff, and student staff were trained by the researcher for thirty minutes in August of 
the new academic year. The training taught alert issuers how to submit alerts on first-year students who 
exhibited behaviors that may have negatively affected their academic careers. Such negative behaviors 
include those demonstrated both in the classroom (excessive absences, low scores on assignments, etc.) 
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and outside of the classroom (disengagement, low motivation, etc.). During the training, the researcher 
explained the role of the Academic Coach (AC). The AC was a trained professional staff person who was 
responsible for connecting the student to appropriate resources and for communicating follow-up to the 
faculty, professional staff, or student staff. Students were assigned to one of four ACs based on the first 
letter of their last names (A-C, D-H, I-P, and Q-Z). The researcher also presented and answered a 
prepared list of Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) during training. Finally, the researcher demonstrated 
how to access and complete the Google Form located on the institution’s academic support website in 
order to submit alerts. 

The FAQs explained concepts like why sending an alert was important and what happened after 
the Academic Coach (AC) received an alert about a student. It also provided tips to issuers about how to 
engage students in conversations about concerns. At Southeast College, alerts were not anonymous. 
Issuers were trained to be non-judgmental, clear, and specific about the concerns. The ACs felt very 
strongly that when possible, alerts should be sent only after a student had been informed that the issuer 
was concerned about the student’s behavior and/or performance. Having the conversation with students 
served two purposes. It let students know that someone in the community cared about their success, and it 
also lessened the element of surprise when an AC contacted a student following an alert.  In addition, 
issuers were trained to explain that the early alert was not a punishment, but rather, a way to connect the 
student with the best resources for success. 

The Google form immediately followed the FAQs on the web page. In the first section, alert 
issuers were prompted to enter basic information about a student and himself or herself.  Next, the issuer 
was prompted to assess the perceived risk for a student’s persistence. Risk was denoted by color: purple 
(one of the institution’s colors) was high, yellow was medium, and green was low risk. The risk indicator 
was important for the AC as it assisted in determining the approach for intervention. For students with a 
purple or high risk, the AC worked quickly to schedule a face-to-face meeting with the student. A student 
with a green or low risk, on the other hand, may have received an email notification with contact 
information for specific campus resources, such as tutoring services. Issuers were able to denote both 
academic and non-academic concerns on the form by checking a list of at-risk behaviors. Behaviors 
included ones such as poor attendance, poor performance on assignments, and poor class preparation 
(Tampke, 2013). In addition, issuers were able to type any additional information they felt may have 
helped the AC with contact with the student. 

The next step of the early alert system was to respond to the issued alert sent via the Google form. 
Simply receiving information about student concerns was not enough; proactive interventions were also 
necessary (Faulconer, Geissler, Majewski, & Trifilo, 2013; Kolenovic, Linderman, & Karp, 2013). ACs 
reached out to students and helped connect them with resources and/or tools they needed to be successful. 
The researcher worked with the ACs to determine a standard procedure for processing alerts, which 
included a script to communicate with students. In addition, the ACs had a schedule of the time and 
method of contact for student interventions. For example, if a student with a high or purple risk did not 
respond to an AC’s email within 24 hours, the AC followed-up with the student by sending a text 
message from a Google Voice text number. If the student did not respond to the text message by the end 
of the business day, the AC solicited the assistance of an area coordinator in Residence Life to hand-
deliver a message to residential students, or the AC hand-delivered a message to a commuter student’s 
classroom.  

To facilitate the entire early alert process, the researcher sent a campus-wide email to all college 
employees at the end of the second and fourth weeks of the term. The purpose in sending the email was to 
encourage faculty and professional staff to pay attention to triggers that may have increased a student’s 
risk for attrition. The researcher asked the first-year course director and the residence life director to 
forward the email to first-year mentors and resident assistants so that they too could issue alerts. While 
the early alert period was considered during the first four weeks of the term, the process was in place all 
year. 
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Review of Literature  
 
 Astin (1993) and Tinto’s (2012) social integration theories were the basis for most retention 
studies reviewed in this project. Astin’s model focused on input-environment-outcomes, where input 
equaled demographics; environment equaled college experience, and outcome equaled students’ 
characteristics as they changed in college (Astin, 1993; Burks & Barrett, 2009; Fike & Fike, 2008). Astin 
also believed that students’ involvement with faculty and peer groups was critical to student success 
(Astin & Schroeder, 2003; Pan, Guo, Alikonis & Bai, 2008; Vogt, 2008). See Figure 1. 

 

 
Figure 1: Astin’s I-E-O Model. 
Reprinted from Assessment for excellence: The philosophy and practice of assessment and evaluation in higher education (p. 20), 
by A.W. Astin, 1993. New York: Macmillan Publishing Company. Copyright 1993 by The Oryx Press. Reprinted with 
permission. 
 

Tinto stated that in order to have student success, institutions must commit to four areas: setting 
and communicating high expectations; providing high levels of academic, social, and financial support; 
providing students with early and frequent assessment and feedback; and creating high-impact 
involvement opportunities both inside and outside of the classroom (Tinto, 2012). Integrating academic 
and social experiences increased a student’s chances of persistence (Abu, Adera, Kamsani & Ametepp, 
2012; Brown, 2012; Burks & Barrett, 2012; Coll & Stewart, 2008; Lowis & Castley, 2008; Pan et al., 
2008). Both Astin and Tinto’s focus was on the whole student, and not isolated aspects such as academic, 
social, financial, etc. 

All students, regardless of their housing status—residential or commuter—spent time in the 
classroom, so what happened in the classroom contributed greatly to student retention (Tinto, 2012). 
Faculty served as instructors, advisors, and mentors, making their roles critical due to the nature of their 
relationship with students (Hong, Shull, & Haefner, 2011; Lundquist, Spalding, & Landrum, 2002; 
McArthur, 2005; Stevenson, Buchanan, & Sharpe, 2006). Because their roles were so important, it was 
imperative that faculty had a sense of what was happening with students so that they were able to employ 
strategies that engaged students during class time (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2005).  

While they have a significant role in the retention process, Astin explained that faculty often felt 
stressed; they felt that they could not excel in all of the responsibilities they held in their jobs (Astin & 
Schroeder, 2003). In addition, Hoffman’s article (2014) about the context of faculty-student relationships 
listed four reasons faculty were hesitant to work with students outside of the classroom. Those reasons 
included “lack of time, few institutional rewards for building and supporting relationships, differing 

Inputs 
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values and core beliefs about teaching as opposed to research, and faculty feelings of competence in 
building relationships with students (Hoffman, 2014). Although faculty felt stressed in those areas, they 
still found teaching and helping students—even those with non-academic issues—satisfying (Waltman, 
Bergom, Hollenshead, Miller, & August, 2012). As active participants in an early alert system, pressure 
could be taken off of faculty to be the primary builders in those relationships while allowing them to 
continue to feel satisfaction by playing a role in connecting students to resources.  

Faculty are typically evaluated on teaching, research, and service to their institutions (IsHak, 
2014). While faculty felt heavy demands on their research (Waltman et al., 2012), their efforts in retention 
could be rewarded in the evaluation process (Stevenson et al., 2006) because they held a critical role in 
student retention. In IsHak’s (2014) assessment of the faculty evaluation process, he listed different areas 
that could contribute to a faculty member’s service to the institution. One of the areas he listed was 
supporting college activities. Contributing to the institution’s early alert system could constitute a college 
activity for a faculty member to support, and so, it could be a natural place for faculty to be evaluated.  

In an article about student retention and performance in an engineering program, Vogt explained 
that faculty who availed themselves to students had a strong influence on students’ self-efficacy. Not only 
could faculty interact with students in class by engaging them in course content, but they could also 
mentor students after class (Vogt, 2008; Christe, 2013). Talking to students before sending alerts could 
serve as a means to mentor students outside of class.  

In a qualitative study in 1997, Braunstein and McGrath interviewed administrators and faculty at 
Iona College in New York and found that faculty perceptions of why students were not retained were 
consistent with the literature. Faculty who were interviewed thought they had a critical role trying to 
increase student persistence. “Some of the faculty recommended smaller class sizes, more learning 
cohorts, and additional tutorial assistance” (Braunstein & McGrath, 1997, p.188) as strategies to increase 
persistence. Another strategy that has proven to be effective in helping increase student efficacy and 
persistence is student-faculty research collaborations (Hoffman, 2014; Christe, 2013; Schwartz, 2012; 
Vierya, Gilmore, & Timmerman, 2011). Such interactions allowed faculty and students to connect on a 
deeper level than they would in the classroom.  

Faculty at a large university in the western part of the United States viewed faculty and student 
interactions as important (Lundquist et al., 2002). They viewed their work as instructors and advisors as 
the most important contributions to student retention (Lundquist et al., 2002). After surveying students, 
Lundquist et al. found that faculty who supported students’ needs, who returned communications (emails 
and phone calls) in a timely manner, and who were easy to approach could have an even greater impact 
on student retention. Being approachable could be illustrated when faculty cultivated a nonthreatening 
and supportive environment for students (Hoffman, 2014; Christe, 2013). In addition to timely 
communications and approachability, research explained that informal exchanges between faculty and 
students outside of the classroom were also important (Hoffman, 2014). When faculty were not 
supportive and approachable, students often disengaged (Hoffman, 2014; Christe, 2013). Faculty could 
foster a supportive environment by participating in the early alert system.  
 
 
Methodology 
 
 An exploratory case study was used to answer the following research questions: 

I. How do faculty perceive their role in the early alert system at Southeast College? 
II. What are faculty attitudes toward the early alert system at Southeast College? 
III. What are the reasons for the attitudes faculty hold regarding the early alert system at 

Southeast College? 
IV. How can faculty submissions to the early alert system be increased within the first four weeks 

of the term? 
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Robert K. Yin (2014) defined a case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a 
contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) in depth and within its real-world context, especially when the 
boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident” (p.16). Faculty engagement 
with Southeast College’s early alert system constituted the case in this study. It was not clearly evident 
whether or not faculty perceptions and attitudes toward the early alert system affected the efficacy of the 
system’s focus which is to connect struggling students to resources early in the academic term.  

More specifically, Yin (2014) defined an exploratory case study as “a case study whose purpose 
is to identify the research questions or procedures to be used in a subsequent research study, which might 
or might not be a case study” (p. 238). As the Southeast College early alert system just completed its 
second year of existence, a study of the system’s effects on student persistence has not been conducted. 
Results from this study will be able to inform future studies that may help describe the early alert system 
(descriptive case study) or explain “how or why some condition came to be” (Yin, 2014, p. 238). For 
example, an explanatory case study may ensue to explain the effects of the early alert system on student 
persistence.  

The unit of analysis was the faculty. While later research will focus on the efficacy of the early 
alert system, the purpose of this study was to examine how faculty at Southeast College perceived their 
roles in the system as well as to discover their attitudes about the system and the causes of those attitudes. 
This study included data from three sources: early alerts submitted by faculty, a survey of all full-time 
faculty, and individual, in-depth interviews with full-time faculty. Only full-time faculty were surveyed 
because they were required to attend a faculty meeting before the fall term; the training for the early alert 
system took place at the faculty meeting. Adjunct faculty were not in attendance. The submitted alerts 
showed who participated in the process, at what point in the term, and the nature of the alerts. The 
structured survey was created, piloted, and distributed to the entire faculty and assessed faculty attitudes 
and perceptions about the early alert process as well as gave them an opportunity to volunteer to 
participate in in-depth interviews. A general interview protocol was created. The interviews provided a 
deeper understanding of faculty perceptions and attitudes and the reasons for their attitudes.  

The research participants were the 2015 cohort of faculty (94 total faculty) at Southeast College. 
All full-time faculty regardless of rank or tenure were eligible to participate in the study. There were 50 
tenured, 25 tenure-track, 18 renewable term, and one non-renewable term (visiting) faculty members on 
campus. Thirty-six faculty (38%) completed the questionnaire. Adjunct faculty were not included in the 
group of research participants. Adjunct faculty did not participate in Southeast College’s general faculty 
meeting in the fall semester, so they did not receive training on the early alert system.1 Some adjunct 
faculty submitted early alerts; however, those alerts were not included in the data for this study.  

A questionnaire was created in SurveyMonkey and piloted by faculty and staff members who 
worked with academic support and first-year advising. The questionnaire was adjusted based on feedback 
from the faculty and professional staff who piloted it. Faculty members who participated in the pilot were 
placed back in the participant pool for this study. Next, the questionnaire was disseminated via the 
college’s email system. After five business days, faculty received a follow-up email to remind them that 
the survey was available. After ten business days, the survey closed and data was exported to a Microsoft 
Excel spreadsheet. Participants’ anonymity was protected as their answers were recorded in the 
SurveyMonkey spreadsheet and not connected to their email addresses. While participants were asked to 
provide an email address if they were interested in being interviewed, that information was not considered 
or reported in the data analysis. Faculty who participated were entered in a drawing to win a $25 gift card 
to a local coffee house.  

The questionnaire assessed both faculty attitudes about the early alert system and their 
perceptions of their roles in the system. Items about faculty attitudes included statements like, “The early 
alert system (EAS) is easy to use” and “Submitting the EAS fits easily into my workload” (See 
Appendix).  Items about how faculty perceived their role in the early alert system included statements 
like, “I should meet with a student face-to-face before issuing an EAS to let him or her know I am 

                                                 
1 The researcher, who is a renewable term faculty member, was not a participant in the study. 
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concerned”. The research questions and the items that corresponded to them can be seen in Table 1. 
Following the items, participants were asked several demographic questions to determine their rank, 
tenure status, division, and length of time employed at Southeast College. Finally, the participants were 
given the opportunity to share their e-mail addresses, indicating they were willing to participate in the in-
depth interview phase of the study.  

 
 
Table 1: Instrumentation table 

Research Questions Item Numbers How measured 

RQ1 6,7,8,9,10 Likert Scale 

RQ2 1,3,4,5,11,12 Likert Scale 

RQ3 13,14,15 Open-ended  

 
The next phase of the study included in-depth interviews from those who noted the questionnaire 

that they were willing to participate. Purposeful sampling was used to select interview participants. The 
researcher made every effort to have diverse representation from academic disciplines among 
interviewees when choosing the faculty from 20 volunteers. Both pre-tenured and tenured junior faculty 
members were considered first for interviews. As stakeholders who may be employed at the institution 
over the next twenty years, it was critical to understand and incorporate their views in order to improve 
strategies for student success. Four out of 20 faculty completed the sign-up process for interviews. They 
included three assistant professors and one associate professor. Their ranks included three tenure-track, 
non-tenured and one tenured faculty. Two of the faculty worked in the Languages and Literature division, 
one worked in the Social Sciences division, and one worked in the Science and Mathematics division. 
One faculty member worked at the college less than one year, two worked 1-5 years, and one worked 6-
10 years. Of the four faculty, one had never used the early alert system.  

A structured interview guide was used so that various perspectives could be captured. The 
questions for the interviews were informed by the data that was collected from the questionnaire in order 
to support that data. Each interview participant was asked the same questions in the same order.  
Interview questions were:  
 1. How do you define your faculty responsibilities?  

2. How would you describe your stress level in relation to those responsibilities? How does your 
stress regarding faculty responsibilities impact your participation in the early alert system? 

 3. What is your understanding of the early alert process? 
 4. How do you perceive the role of faculty in the early alert process? 
 5. What would you do to increase faculty participation in the early alert process? 
 6. What is the optimal time frame to send alerts? 
 7. What prompts you to send alerts?  
 8. What are the faculty's most important contributions to student retention? To early alert? 
 According to Onwuebguzie and Johnson (2006), validity is an important concept in research. It is 
critical that researchers are accountable to the process so that they can be trusted by participants and 
others in their fields. For this study, the researcher used investigator triangulation (Yin, 2014) to achieve 
descriptive validity (Johnson & Christensen, 2014). Archival data (early alert data), quantitative data 
(items 1-12 on the questionnaire), and qualitative data (items 13-15 on the questionnaire and in-depth 
interviews) were evaluated as they provided various points of evidence. In addition to descriptive validity, 
interpretative validity (Johnson & Christensen, 2014) was conducted so that participants’ words were as 
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accurate as possible; participants were able to review their interview transcriptions. Next, pattern-
matching and peer review were used to achieve theoretical validity.  With pattern matching, the 
researcher predicted several patterns and then checked to see if the predictions held true (Johnson & 
Christensen, 2014). Another type of validity, internal validity (Johnson & Christensen, 2014), was 
conducted by using the researcher-as-detective (a metaphor for the researcher seeking cause and effect) 
method to rule out alternate explanations. This type of validity was assured in this study with the use of 
both questionnaires and in-depth interviews. 

Inferential statistics was used to analyze the data from the questionnaires. The researcher 
conducted a multiple regression to examine which factors were statistically significant predictors of 
faculty attitudes and perceptions about the early alert system. The dependent variables were perceptions 
and attitudes; independent variables were rank, tenure status, division, and time on job. The researcher 
used Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS). The significance level for the study was.05.  
In order to analyze the data from the interviews, the researcher transcribed the interviews by hand and 
looked for themes. Pattern-matching and explanation building (Yin, 2014) were used to describe and 
analyze faculty perceptions and attitudes. Archival data in the form of completed early alert forms and 
spreadsheets were examined for trends in time frames when alerts were submitted, faculty characteristics, 
and faculty concerns.  
 
 
Analysis  
 
  Thirty-six faculty responded to the questionnaire (38% of full-time faculty). An analysis of the 
Likert ratings can help to answer the first two research questions. Questions 6 – 10 explained how faculty 
perceived their roles (research question 1). Forty-five percent of faculty agreed or strongly agreed that 
they should meet face-to-face with a student before issuing an alert so that the student knows that the 
faculty member is concerned. Thirty-one percent of participants were neutral in this area. These ratings 
could be based on what Hoffman (2014) noted was faculty feelings of competence in building 
relationships with students. If a faculty member approached a student about a concern, the faculty may be 
uncomfortable about expanding the relationship beyond a traditional teacher-student relationship.  
 While less than 50% of faculty had affirmative perceptions of their roles concerning face-to-face 
meetings with students in need of alerts, the other Likert ratings that measured perception of roles were 
overwhelmingly positive. For example, 91% of faculty agreed or strongly agreed that their participation in 
the EAS is critical to help students early in their college careers. This response supports the literature that 
faculty feel their role in increasing student retention is critical (Braunstein et al., 1997).  
 When asked about giving low-stakes assignments in the first four weeks of the term, 71% of 
faculty agreed or strongly agreed that they do. Giving these assignments is important for faculty in order 
to participate in the early alert process. Administering low-stakes assignments allows them to assess 
student work and give feedback. Faculty can see early on if students are participating in homework or 
classwork, and if they are not, low scores on assignments may be an indication of risk for retention.
 Similarly, 70% of faculty agreed or strongly agreed that they provide written feedback to students 
within the first four weeks of the term. Providing feedback helps build self-efficacy if the student is doing 
well. For students who are struggling, written feedback can provide tips on ways to improve. Faculty 
should report those who are struggling through the early alert system.  
 Eighty percent of the faculty agreed or strongly agreed that it is their responsibility to provide 
alerts on student progress while 91% of them felt that improving student persistence is a part of their jobs.  
Southeast College’s faculty accept that their role in the early alert process in particular, and in student 
persistence in general, is an important one. 
 The remaining items on the questionnaire (3-5 and 11-12) assessed faculty attitudes about the 
early alert system (research question 2). Eight-five percent agreed or strongly agreed that the EAS was 
easy to use. Eighty-eight percent agreed or strongly agreed that the early alert system connected students 
to resources. When asked if the EAS identifies students at risk, 94% of faculty agreed or strongly agreed 
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that it does. Eighty-three percent agreed or strongly agreed that the EAS fits easily into their workload. 
Finally, 91% agreed or strongly agreed that the system was an easy way for them to help their students. 
These findings suggest that faculty have positive attitudes about the early alert system. They find that the 
system is an added benefit for students in trouble.  
 Three open-ended questions were asked on the questionnaire. Those questions spoke to why 
faculty attitudes are what they are (research question 3). Nine participants liked that the system is easy to 
use. Five faculty also liked the responses they receive from academic coaches once an alert is submitted. 
Three faculty remarked that they liked that a staff member connects with the student, suggesting that the 
stress of having to connect a student to resources is alleviated. These responses help to explain why not as 
many faculty agreed or strongly agreed that they needed to have face-to-face contact with a student about 
an alert. Faculty seem to like that someone else handles the details following an alert.  
 While most of the comments spoke to why faculty may have positive attitudes toward the system, 
a few of the participants made comments about what they perceived as weaknesses. Three faculty 
explained that they are not sure what happens with a student after an alert is sent. Three faculty 
commented that they are not sure if students get the help they need. Finally, a couple of faculty said that 
the follow-up was inconsistent. There are two reasons why faculty have these experiences. First, due to 
privacy issues, academic coaches are not always at liberty to discuss what they may discover or uncover 
following an alert. The communication to the faculty from the AC may be something as simple as an 
acknowledgment that the alert was received in order to protect a student’s privacy. Secondly, faculty may 
feel that follow-up from ACs is inconsistent because there are four ACs on staff. While the academic 
coaches use a basic timeline and script to communicate with alert issuers and students, individual 
personalities and personal relationships may factor into how things are communicated. The timeliness and 
basic tenants of the communication are standard; however, the delivery may not be.  
 The next phase of analysis was to determine if there were predictors for faculty attitudes about the 
EAS. There were four independent (predictor) variables and two dependent variables. The independent 
variables were rank, tenure status, division, and time on job. The dependent variables were faculty 
attitudes and faculty perceptions. Each Likert rated statement on the questionnaire was coded to represent 
one of the two dependent variables. The multiple regression results were that none of the predictor 
variables (IVs) were statistically significant.  
 Following the SurveyMonkey questionnaire, the four faculty who volunteered completed 
structured interviews. The researcher transcribed each interview and then coded the responses, looking for 
themes to emerge. Faculty indicated that their most important responsibility is teaching. They also said 
that service to the college and service to the student are important. All of the faculty interviewed 
mentioned their responsibilities to research last. This is probably because Southeast College is a small, 
liberal arts college. It may also be because, as the literature suggests, faculty view their teaching and 
advising roles as the most important for student retention (Braunstein et al., 1997). They may not view 
their specific research interests as factors in student retention unless those interests directly involve 
students. It is interesting that faculty did not mention student retention as a responsibility. However, the 
types of service to the student that were mentioned definitely impact student retention. Such services 
included advising, engaging with students in non-academic conversations, and advising clubs and 
organizations. 
 When asked about the early alert system, faculty responses indicated that the early alert system is 
a mechanism to flag at-risk students. They felt that their role is important, especially given the fact that 
faculty input was solicited when the college decided to implement an early alert system. Faculty 
participants also felt that their colleagues need to commit to using the system for it to be successful. This 
included the faculty member who had never submitted an alert. While the literature suggested that faculty 
may not participate in the EAS due to stress from other responsibilities, three of the four participants said 
it has little to no impact on their submissions to the early alert system. In fact, two participants felt that 
submitting to the system alleviated stress because they knew a trained staff person would follow-up with 
students and connect them to resources they needed.  
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 The final theme that emerged related to the timeframe that alerts should be solicited. Participants 
agreed that alerts should be solicited after the first two weeks of classes. They said that faculty know their 
students by then and can assess their level of effort and change of engagement in a class. This is probably 
due to the number of faculty who said they provide both low-stake assignments and written feedback to 
students within the first four weeks of the term.   
  
 

Implications for Practice 
 
 The quantitative and qualitative data from the study suggest that faculty at Southeast College 
perceive their roles in the early alert system as critical for the system to be effective. It also suggests that 
faculty have positive attitudes about the current system, and those attitudes are based on the ease of using 
the system as well as the communication faculty receive from academic coaches. There is no statistical 
significance between these perceptions and attitudes and a faculty members’ rank, tenure, time on job, or 
division. This suggests that any strategies to increase participation should be geared toward the faculty in 
general and not to any group in particular. Based on these results, there are a few strategies that can be 
employed to help increase faculty participation in the early alert process.  
 First, it is important to explain to faculty the positive implications for identifying students early in 
the term who need to be connected to resources. Students who can salvage their academic careers early in 
the term are more apt to gain skills that will help them be successful. This will lead to increases in 
persistence and ultimately graduation rates. Those rates lead to higher revenues which lead to greater 
operational dollars. In addition, increased revenues provide more opportunities for faculty development, 
compensation, and welfare.  
 Secondly, telling successful stories may help to increase faculty participation in the EAS. A 
faculty member who has never used the EAS remarked that hearing what makes her colleagues use it may 
help her to think about how she could as well. Another faculty member independently volunteered to 
share his story with colleagues. Enlisting faculty volunteers to share experiences at new faculty 
orientation will help to frame the system’s purpose for new members in the community. Similarly, 
identifying faculty partners in each academic division will also be helpful. These faculty partners can 
attend a more extensive training on the EAS and can serve as a guide for their divisional colleagues who 
notice issues with students.  
 Since faculty regard service to students as an important part of their responsibilities, and because 
faculty are evaluated in part on their service to the institution, faculty should be given credit in the 
evaluation process for using the EAS. Currently, the ACs send thank you notes to all alert issuers upon 
their first time submitting an alert. A list of those faculty names could easily be shared with division 
chairs. In addition, faculty issuers can be encouraged to include how many alerts they sent and how many 
conversations with at-risk students they initiated in the narrative of their faculty reports. If faculty feel 
that their efforts will be noticed by their senior colleagues, they may be more inclined to take the time to 
use the system.  
 Results of the EAS should be communicated with the entire faculty at the conclusion of the 
academic year. Faculty should know how many alerts were sent as well as the nature of the alerts. They 
should also know how many contacts academic coaches made and how many students followed-up with 
those contacts. Publishing results can help faculty to see that their efforts are carried out. Once they see 
that the program continues to assist students at-risk, they may be more prone to support it.  
 Finally, after the third year of the EAS concludes, a study of the EAS’ efficacy should ensue. 
Students who received alerts should be tracked and surveyed to see if the interventions made any impact 
on their persistence at Southeast College. If there are positive results from the study, faculty will view 
participation in the system as a good use of their time and resources, and they will be more apt to 
institutionalize the system.  
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Conclusion 
 
 Faculty participants at Southeast College understand their role in the early alert process to be an 
important one. And those that have used the system regard it as a helpful tool to connect students who 
struggle to resources they need to be successful. It is time to share their experiences with more colleagues 
on campus so that academic coaches can have a more comprehensive picture of student needs and provide 
better services to help students persist and graduate. The entire campus community—students, faculty, 
and staff—will benefit.  
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Appendix: Early Alert System (EAS) Survey for Faculty 
 

Instructions for Completion and Consent 
 
The purpose of this survey is to help 1) assess your attitudes about the EAS and 2) assess how you 
perceive your role in the EAS process at your institution. The survey will take approximately 10 to 15 
minutes to complete. Your participation is voluntary and all responses are anonymous. Aggregate data 
will be presented to various groups at your institution including the faculty, cabinet, and Board of 
Trustees. By completing the survey you are giving your consent to participate. You may discontinue your 
participation at any time. Thank you for your participation in this survey. 
 
 You will be included in a drawing of a $25 gift card to a local coffee shop for the completion of 
the survey.  The likelihood of being chosen is dependent on the number of participants and it is expected 
that 50 surveys will be completed.  The drawing will be conducted in Student Advising Services in the 
presence of staff members on February 24, 2016 at 10:30 a.m.  You will be contacted through Spring Hill 
College email if you have been selected.   
 
 
1=strongly disagree 2=disagree 3=neutral 4=agree  5=strongly agree 
 
 
1. Improving student persistence is an important part of my job.  
 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
2. I have used the EAS. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5 
 
3. How many times have you used the EAS? 
 A. 0 – times   
 B. 2 – 3 times  
 C. 4 or more times 
 
4. The EAS is easy to use.  
 
 1  2  3  4  5 
 
5. The EAS helps connect students to resources. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5 
 
 
 
6. The EAS identifies students at risk.  
 
 1  2  3  4  5  
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7. I should meet with a student face-to-face before issuing the EAS to let him or her know I am 
concerned.  
 
 1  2  3  4  5 
 
8. Faculty participation in the EAS is critical to help students early in their college careers.  
 
 1  2  3  4  5 
 
9. I give low-stakes assignments to students within the first four weeks of the term.  
 
 1  2  3  4  5 
 
10. I provide written feedback to students within the first four weeks of the term.  
 
 1  2  3  4  5 
 
11. It is my responsibility to provide alerts about student progress.  
 
 1  2  3  4  5 
 
12. Submitting the EAS fits easily into my workload.  
 
 1  2  3  4  5 
 
13. The EAS is an easy way for me to help my students.  
 
 1  2  3  4  5 
 
14. If you have used the EAS, what are its strengths? What are its weaknesses?  
 
 
 
 
15. If you have never used the EAS, please explain why.  
 
 
 
 
Please indicate your faculty rank:  
1. Full professor 
2. Associate professor 
3. Assistant professor 
4. Visiting professor 
5. Instructor 
 
Please indicate your tenure status: 
1. Tenure-track, tenured 
2. Tenure-track, not tenured 
3. Non tenure-track 
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Please indicate the division in which you are currently employed: 
1. Business 
2. Communication, Fine and Performing Arts 
3. Languages and Literature 
4. Nursing 
5. Philosophy and Theology 
6. Science and Mathematics 
7. Social Sciences 
8. Teacher Education 
9. Interdisciplinary and other programs 
10. Center for Academic Excellence 
11. Library 
 
Please indicate the number of years you have been employed at the college:  
1. 0 – 3 years 
2. 4 – 5 years 
3. 6 – 10 years 
4. 11 – 15 years 
5. 16 – 20 years 
6. 21+ years 
 
Please provide an email address if you are willing to be interviewed about your perceptions of the EAS. 
____________________________________________ 
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Abstract: Millions of Americans have some college credit but do not have a degree (NSC, 2014). 
Western Governors University’s mission is to expand access to higher education for this growing 
population of adult learners who have tried and not completed college, but this requires interventions 
to support the specific risks of this special group. Adult learners juggle competing life responsibilities, 
enroll with varying educational backgrounds, and can possess fixed mindsets that may lack academic 
resilience. In order to help support this population’s abilities to weather the challenges of 
independent, online learning, we offer a course uniquely designed to influence growth within their 
Affective Domain. The course has yielded significant gains in university measures of course 
completion and retention by addressing students’ Affective Domains and by initiating a journey of 
healing and academic commitment. As a deliberate structure of the course, it uses blended-learning 
methods to facilitate an online classroom where students meet face-to-face on webcam and build a 
self-supportive peer network. The course design combines experiential learning, social support, and 
self-reflective awareness to empower adult learners for success. A description of the student 
experience is also outlined along with details of the preliminary results, measurement tools, and plans 
for expanding access. 
 
 
Introduction  
 

Millions of American have some college credit but do not have a degree (NSC, 2014). Western 
Governors University (WGU) aims to expand access to higher education for the growing population of 
adult learners who have tried and failed at college. About 90 percent of the students at WGU are older 
than 25 years old and therefore qualify as adult learners within the landscape of higher education and the 
discussion of non-traditional college students (Western Governors University, 2015). Certain categories 
of colleges are experiencing some gains in retention after several years of decline (National Student 
Clearinghouse Research Center, 2014), but currently non-traditional aged students remain at risk of 
leaving college—without a degree and with increasing debts (Academy for College Excellence, 2014; 
Lumina Foundation, 2016). Despite this national issue, adult graduates are critically needed to fill 
shortages of professionals in industries such as nursing and teaching (National Governors Association, 
2011). WGU’s bottom line commitment is to increase retention and graduation rates. All university goals 
and measures are based on meeting the needs of students in order to produce more graduates (Andersen & 
Leasure, 2016). To address these student risks and their alignment with university goals, the WGU 
Institutional Research office designed and coordinated a campus-wide intervention to build academic 
resilience in adult learners by addressing their needs within the Affective Domain.  
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Background and Literature Review  
 

Retaining adults in higher education is different than retaining young adults. Adult students tend 
to exhibit the key characteristics of juggling competing life responsibilities, bringing varying educational 
backgrounds (Ross-Gordon, 2011), and sometimes possessing mindsets that do not promote academic 
resilience (Navarro, 2012). The percent of adult learners enrolled in higher education increased from 28% 
to 43% during the 1970s and 1980s, and adults are projected to continue to represent 35% to 38% of the 
total undergraduate population (Kasworm, 2003). Adult students, as a special populations of learners, face 
different dropout risks than traditional college students. 

Adults face competing pressures on their time with home, work, and family (Gajewski & Mather, 
2015), but they also face a longer history of academic experiences that can impede future academic 
achievement. It is not uncommon for people to experience trauma (Beard & Wilson, 2013) or extreme 
struggles that lead to feelings of failure during early learning or first attempts to obtain a degree. Because 
of this, adult learners often unknowingly approach their college experience with deeply rooted emotions, 
perceptions, and reactions about school and learning (Tucker, 2007; Navarro, 2012). A student’s 
complicated history can affect their academic mindset, confidence, self-efficacy, and even one-on-one 
interactions in and outside of the academic environment (Boud, Cohen, & Walker, 1993; Dweck, 2006). 
The amygdala of the human brain is trained to recognize and respond to perceived threats throughout the 
human lifespan, and while this necessary component of the brain keeps us safe by helping us react in the 
face of physical dangers, it can also impede new learning and contribute to students reacting with 
conditioned responses when faced with academic challenges—based on their previous experiences with 
learning and failure (Sylwester, 1994).  

Adults students can also struggle to see themselves as college students. When they add college to 
an already long list of roles and responsibilities, they can fail to fully engage with their college 
commitments or make the life changes necessary to allow room in their lives for college-level effort 
(Kasworm, 2008). And finally, adults and other over-committed learners are at high risk for isolation in 
college life (Owens, Hardcastle, & Richardson, 2009; Bontempi, 2003; Buchanan, Myers, & Hardin, 
2005; Galusha, 1997; Macauley, 2000). Their additional responsibilities-- family, professionally, or both -
- and their lack of free time inhibits them from building social-support networks in face-to-face learning 
and more so in online learning environments that by their nature do not facilitate physical interactions.  

The literature shows that measures of these risks continue to predict attrition with equal or greater 
accuracy than academic abilities (Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994; Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1997). Many 
institutions approach their retention goals and student support from a cognitive approach with the 
perspective that more academic support should result in greater academic success. Alternatively, other 
universities, including WGU, have put extensive resources into a second level of support to address the 
meta-cognitive needs of students through mentoring, coaching, and teaching tools for study strategies and 
time management (Howley, Chavis, & Kester, 2013). These areas of academic and metacognitive support 
represent the first two levels of Bloom’s progressive series of learning outcomes within his taxonomy of 
educational objectives and are both critical areas for college students (Boslaugh, 2013). But we assert that 
a third area of support—one that supports a student’s needs within the Affective Domain—is deficient in 
the current landscape of higher education and within targeted approaches to supporting adult learners.  

The affective skill set pertains to students’ strength and health within their emotions, feelings, 
motivations, and mindsets, and it supports students’ abilities to progress through the 5 levels of Bloom’s 
Affective Domain to receive information and move forward to more fully integrate knowledge into their 
wider framework of life. Students are more likely to succeed if they have certain affective behaviors at the 
start of their education (Wang et al., 1997; RTI International, 2014). For example, while still in its infancy 
of research, there are some findings that show that hope, specifically, is a stronger predictor of academic 
achievement than past academic success, intelligence, and personality (Day, Hanson, Maltby, Proctor, & 
Wood, 2010). Research suggests that the disparities between students who succeed and students who fail 
pertain more to grit, persistence, social responsibility, and academic mindset (Sparkman, Maulding, & 
Roberts, 2012). Cognitive and metacognitive support strategies are not enough for students when risk 
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factors compound. Students need to develop affective behaviors that help them self-navigate, adjust 
internal motivations, and seek out external support.  

Students are at risk for attrition when they lack academic mindset and self-efficacy, and when 
they carry unproductive beliefs about achievement (Dweck, 2006), goal setting (Tempelaar, Rienties, 
Giesbers, & Gijselaers, 2015), and interacting with others. Learning requires the brain to make 
connections to past experiences and information, and students require reflective capabilities in order to 
make these connections both about the self and their academic subject. In addition, students, especially 
those who perceive themselves as sufficiently busy, require tools and resources for staying mindful and 
focused on academic tasks and throughout the rigors and stress of the college experience (Mrazek, 
Franklin, Phillips, Baird, & Schooler, 2013; Warnecke, Quinn, Ogden, Towle, & Nelson, 2011). Affective 
development in these areas is a critical missing step for fortifying college student retention (Stenzel, 
2006).  

Early literature on affective measurements within higher education identifies certain constructs 
that act as precursors for academic achievement, and researchers at Academy of College Excellence 
(ACE), University of California, Santa Cruz, and the research group RTI International developed the 
College Student Self-Assessment Survey (CSSAS) to measure 11 of these constructs. The instrument 
combines measures from standardized assessments to assess student self-efficacy, college identity, 
teamwork, interacting with others, focusing, accepting, observing, and describing (RTI International, 
2014). all of which are constructs of this third domain.   

These constructs were measured by Diego Navarro, principle investigator and founder of the 
ACE foundation, with students in a course he developed to address known affective risk factors in 
community college students. His curriculum taught students about various functions of the brain, the 
hero’s journey, interpersonal communication theory, the 5 Dynamics working styles, and other elements 
of emotional intelligence (Navarro, 2012). After completion of the course, Navarro’s students showed 
significant gains in self-efficacy, personal responsibility, college student identity, mindfulness, and 
leadership-and-teamwork efficacy. These same students also earned more than twice as many college 
credits, were more likely to enroll as a fulltime student, and were 7.8 times more likely to pass a transfer 
level math and English course in the next semester (Academy for College Excellence, 2016).  

Navarro’s research (2012) emphasizes the use of experiential learning in order to create 
movement in these measures. This pedagogy in turn helps create a self-sustaining support group of peers 
as students share and reflect together on a vulnerable learning journey. Studies show experiential learning 
actually increases student growth into the Affective Domain even when the topic of the curriculum is 
unrelated to affective theory (Goralnik, Millenbah, Nelson, & Thorp, 2012). We propose that we can 
replicate Navarro’s results with our adult students if we can design and implement experiential learning 
with the ACE curriculum with peer groups in an online space. Each learning community will serve as 
space for students to experiment with the course curriculum, but at the same time, it will also provide an 
intervention to alleviate risks of isolation within adult, online learners by simultaneously forming 
supportive bonds among students. 

This study sought to fortify adult students’ abilities to weather the storms that come in 
independent online learning, by offering a Leadership and Communication foundations course that would 
encourage our adult learners to engage in meaningful reflection across their past educational experience 
and recalibrate their mindset and feelings about learning, success, and relationships. The goals of this 
study were to implement an online adaptation of a successful program and then: 1) show that we could 
positively impact student results on measures within the Affective Domain, namely college student 
identity, mindfulness, and self-efficacy, and 2) demonstrate that these changes would correlate with 
increased university measures of retention.   
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Methodology 
 
Course Description 

The treatment provided in this study was an online version of the ACE foundations course called 
Leadership and Communication (LC). The course was designed and managed under the direction of the 
Institutional Research office with support and guidance from multiple key university offices, first and 
foremost being the Office of the Provost. The components of the course contained both synchronous and 
asynchronous learning experiences. Students completed eight online modules with homework 
assignments that required students to think and reflect about past and current education experiences, 
assess their working styles, and write about interpersonal communications with the people in their lives.  
Students were required to attend eight web conferences with up to 16 peers and a faculty instructor. 
During the course, all students and faculty were on webcam in the video conferencing platform, Zoom.   

Each of the two-hour synchronous class sessions served as an opportunity for students to build 
upon foundational concepts introduced in the homework which provided a space for peer learning to 
occur as students shared and reflected with each other about the course content and their past experiences. 
The curriculum was built around constructs in the Affective Domain that are known to be precursors to 
academic success. Curriculum elements included: leadership skills, personal awareness, interpersonal 
communication theory, 5 Dynamics working styles, functions of the brain that promote and inhibit 
learning, the hero’s journey, and emotional intelligence. The pedagogy included: opening reflections, 
moments of silence, think-pair-share, breakout rooms, group sharing, review the day and other methods to 
help participants to respond, organize, and create meaning, and interact in meaningful ways around the 
course concepts. The pedagogy also promoted group bonding by providing students with a space to share 
personal information that allowed vulnerability to assist in learning emotional concepts and set the stage 
for the students to build relationships quickly. This was done with the intent that students could support 
each other as a learning community, but also move forward into other courses as a self-sustaining network 
of peers.  

Students joined this one credit course through an optional self-enrollment process. Students were 
required to attend class, but were also allowed one excused absence for an emergency. If a student missed 
more sessions, they were invited to take a “Not Passed” grade option or start again with a new peer group 
in a following month. Students were not required to meet as a group or have continued contact with the 
course instructor after the eight sessions were completed. In addition to the attendance requirement, 
students were required to complete all 13 assignments in order to receive a passing grade and earn the one 
academic credit.  

 
Description of Data Collection, Analysis and Instruments  

This study is based on an ongoing implementation of the university’s retention intervention. From 
July 2014 through March 2016, 233 new WGU students took the LC course. Two data analyses were 
completed to measure 1) academic measures after course completion and 2) constructs of the Affective 
Domain before and after the course. All participants in the data analyses were WGU students in their first 
term at the university. All new students in undergraduate teaching and business programs were sent 
information about the course during the enrollment process and were given the opportunity to enroll. 
They became participants in this study by signing up and then completing the course. See Tables 1 and 2 
for demographics of the 233 participants.  

Participants’ academic process was tracked after they took the course and data were collected on 
four university measures that are related to student persistence: 7-month retention, 13-month retention, 
and On Time Progress (OTP) for both Term 1 and Term 2. The 7-month retention data indicates the re-
enrollment of a student in their second term after the successful completion of their first term.  The 13-
month retention marker indicates that a student has successfully enrolled in the 2nd year of their program 
at WGU. This 13-month retention measurement is similar to the commonly defined “one-year retention” 
metric in academia. OTP is a university measure of student academic progress that indicates the condition 
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where an undergraduate student has completed the minimum required 12 credits in a given term. OTP is a 
binary student status, either a student is “on OTP” or “off OTP.”  

 
Table 1: Demographics of participants 

Characteristic        N  %

Total 233 100% 

Gender  

     Female 180 77.3% 

     Male 53 22.7% 

Ethnicity 

     White 168 72.1% 

     Black or African-American 30 12.9% 

     Hispanic 20 8.6%

     Asian 3 1.3%

     American Indian/Alaska Native 1 0.4%

     Two or More Races 9 3.9%

     Unknown/Other 2 0.9%

Attendance   

     First-generation 101 43.3%

     Non-First-generation 132 56.7%

 
Table 2: Student Age Metrics 

 Age 

Average 37.6 

Minimum 18 

Maximum 71 

Median 36.5 

 
Data related to these two measures (OTP and retention) were collected for all participants during 

their first year at WGU and were compared against means in a control group of peers in similar programs 
of study that did not opt into the course.  

Participants who opted in to the study were matched to non-participant students for the control 
group based on matriculation date, degree program, and level of engagement. Additionally, every student 
at the university is scored on a probability of success model. This model predicts the likelihood of a 
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student graduating from their degree program and is calculated during their admission process with the 
university. The probability of success scores for each participant who opted into the study were used to 
find 10 similar students by using the nearest neighbor match statistical procedure. The 10 nearest 
neighbor students for each participant were used to generate a control group for the study. The same 
academic progress measures were then tracked for each student in the control group. However, 13 of the 
233 participants had as least some null data at admissions that prevented the success score from being 
thoroughly calculated. So, instead, 130 control students for these 13 participants were randomly selected 
from students in similar programs.    

All participants in the course were asked to complete the College Student Self-Assessment 
Survey (CSSAS) before starting the course and then again after the last session. The CSSAS was 
developed by MPR & Associates and UC Santa Cruz professor emeritus Martin Chemers, in collaboration 
with ACE. The instrument combines measures from standardized assessments and eight mediating 
factors. The assessment measures eight constructs: Self Efficacy, College Identity, Teamwork, Interacting 
with others, Focusing, Accepting, Observing, and Describing (RTI International, 2014).  

Through March 2016, 86 of the 233 participants had completed the course and at least one term at 
WGU and were included in the 7-month retention and term 1 OTP analysis. Additionally, 32 of the 86 
participants completed the course and two full terms at WGU and were included in both the 13-month 
retention and term 2 OTP data analysis. By April 2016, 131 participants had taken the CSSAS before and 
after completing the course and were included in the CSSAS analysis.  
 
 
Results 
 
Academic Measures 

Of the 233 participants who have completed the course, sufficient time has passed for 86 
participants to complete a full academic term. Eighty-three percent of those participants completed a 
minimum of 12 credits in their first term, and thus were determined to have been “on OTP.” This is a gain 
of 8.8% over the control group in which only 74.3% of students were “on OTP.” Ninety-three percent of 
participants who completed the LC course retained into their 7th month at the university, which is a gain 
of 2.9% over the control group. Seventy percent of the participants for which we have one full academic 
year data, were “on OTP” in Term 2. This is a gain of 15.2% over the control group “on OTP” metric. It 
is known from our institutional data that 73% of students who are “on OTP” in both Term 1 and Term 2 
will subsequently graduate. In this manner, we conclude that making gains in Term 1 and Term 2 OTP 
rates will increase the percentage of students who retain and ultimately graduate. See Table 3. 
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Table 3: WGU student academic measures  

Category Group N Value

Mean Predicted Success 
Cohort Completed 220 .62

Control (Non-Cohort) 2292 .64

% Students on Term 1 OTP 
Cohort Completed 86 83.1%

Control (Non-Cohort)  805  74.3%

% Students on 7 Month 
Retention 

Cohort Completed 86 93%

Control (Non-Cohort)  860 90.1%

% Students on Term 2 OTP 
Cohort Completed 27 70.4%

Control (Non-Cohort) 277 55.2%

% Students on 13 Month 
Retention 

Cohort Completed 32 84.4%

Control (Non-Cohort)  320 85.3%

 
CSSAS 

Six of the 11 constructs measured on the CSSAS measured statistically significant at a p < .05. 
Table 4 includes the data from the T-scores of the CSSAS results. On the survey, each response was given 
a score of one through five. Responses ranged on a Likert scale that read as follows: 1=Strongly Disagree, 
2=Disagree, 3=Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly Agree.  The following constructs were 
reverse coded: Choices, Describing, and Mindfulness. 
 
Table 4: Pre and post college student self-assessment survey results 

 Affective 
Constructs 

N Average Answer (Pre) Average Answer (Post) Average Answer (Diff) Average Probt_C 

Self-Efficacy 131.00 4.33 4.43 0.10 0.00 

Identity 131.00 3.98 4.16 0.18 0.00 

Mindfulness 131.00 4.11 3.88 -0.23 0.00 

Observing 131.00 3.43 3.61 0.18 0.00 

Judging 131.00 2.44 2.57 0.13 0.01 

Teamwork and 
Leadership 

131.00 4.36 4.42 0.05 0.03 

Describing 131.00 3.82 3.73 -0.09 0.06 

Choices 131.00 4.14 4.12 -0.02 0.56 

Interactions with 
other 

131.00 4.37 4.37 -0.00 0.64 

Accepting 131.00 3.68 3.69 0.01 0.76 

Challenges 131.00 3.85 3.85 0.00 0.95 
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Discussion  
 

The first goal of the study was to see if we could replicate the ACE results on the CSSAS in order 
to show the course would positively impact student perception of their College Student Identity, 
Mindfulness, and Self-Efficacy. Navarro combined 11 constructs into eight categories and found 
significant results in 7 of the 8 constructs. We kept the 11 constructs separate in the analysis to better 
understand the unique characteristics of our special population and online environment. Our results show 
statistically significant results in 6 of 11 constructs. 

Statistically significant gains were detected in the three constructs examined: College Student 
Identity, Mindfulness, and Self-efficacy, as well as three other constructs—Observing, 
Teamwork/Leadership, and Judging. We can conclude from this data, that when participants completed 
this course built around experiential learning and affective growth, they had significant changes within 
their Affective Domain. The literature shows that these changes should result in increased retention and 
measures of college success, and that expectation is supported by our results for OTP and retention. 

 

Academic Measures 
Our second goal was to show that students who completed the course experienced gains in key 

university metrics, and the means comparison confirmed our hypothesis. The increase in retention on 
students “on OTP” indicates that this course is a powerful intervention. Despite the slight difference in 
13- month retention between the groups, we believe that with a larger sample size as more students 
complete the course, we will be able to more accurately assess this measurement.  

Gains in OTP speak powerfully to retention. University data show that 57% of students who 
complete their first term on OTP will continue on to graduate and 73% of students who complete their 
second term on OTP will graduate. Conversely, data from 2014, showed only 14% of students who did 
not make OTP their second term would likely continue on to graduate. OTP is a strong predictor of 
retention and graduation, and this course is influencing these indicators at levels we rarely see. We assert 
that these increases in student achievement are directly linked to the growth in the Affective Domain that 
students experience in the course, and we recommend more studies be conducted to better understand the 
possibilities of this course.  

 

The Affective Domain 
Our gains in Self-Efficacy show that after taking the course, students were more likely to believe 

that they could succeed in college. This score is based on a collection of questions relating to students’ 
confidence about school including, but not limited to, confidence that they could: “motivate themselves to 
study,” “can ask for help,” “make good grades,” “work hard to achieve in education,” “finish assignments 
on time,” and “find success in college.” This measure of Self-Efficacy includes a large variety of 
behaviors consistent with academic success. After the course, participants showed an average increase 
within this entire scope of behaviors, including behaviors and skills that were not specifically addressed in 
the course, such as: “writing good papers,” “completing research,” and “seeing future steps in education.” 
This result indicates that participants in the course were able to apply their growth into affective concepts 
that were not addressed in the course specifically and therefore shows the potential for future/continued 
peripheral affective growth as a result of the course. We predict this increase in peripheral affective 
growth should impact student retention, and assert it to be a major factor within our university retention 
measures. High self-efficacy can help a college student develop a growth mindset, a belief that their basic 
qualities and intelligences can be cultivated, which can help students take more academics risks, learn 
from mistakes, and persist in the face of academic and personal struggle (Dweck, 2006). We assert that 
more research is needed to better understand how self-efficacy ties to mindset, academics, and 
persistence, and how universities can support this growth in students as part of university-wide retention 
initiatives.  

Mindfulness is another construct where the results show significant growth for participants in an 
affective skill that is not explicitly discussed in the course. Busy adult learners need tools to help them 
focus, regroup, and limit distractions in their learning processes. We affirm that this gain in Mindfulness 
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is especially relevant to our adult population. Participants were asked a variety of questions such as: if 
they “don’t pay attention” or if it is “difficult to stay focused.” Even though this verbiage was not used 
explicitly in the course content, there were instructional strategies that encouraged the continual practice 
of self-awareness and mindfulness.  Those strategies included: moments of silence, a call to attention on 
the need for students to limit distractions when something is important and deserves attention, and self-
reflection questions at the close of each instructional activity.  This statistically significant result 
demonstrates that participants are able to take these strategies and apply the behaviors in other contexts, 
leading to a change in their perception of their habits and tendencies.  

Adult learners are at risk for withdrawing from school as a result of competing life commitments, 
unless they fully commit to their college goals and see themselves as college students. Through this study 
more evidence was gathered about our student’s inability to identify themselves as “college students” via 
student comments collected by our faculty. These comments included: “Oh, an adult learner? Is that what 
I am?” or “I guess I really am a college student.” Anecdotal evidence from our team of faculty also 
indicates that this lack of college student self-identification is a systemic problem with adult learners. For 
this reason, we see this gain in College Student Identity as one of the most critical for the population in 
this study, and we assert that the ability of students to see their college student role as a reflection of who 
they are which will directly impact the behaviors that they choose as a student. Furthermore, if they have 
a positive self-image as a college student, the behaviors that they choose will be consistent with those 
behaviors that promote academic success. 

We are not surprised by our gains in the construct of Teamwork and Leadership because much of 
our experiential curriculum requires students to work in group environments that result in bonded peer 
relationships and the ability to effectively and constructively work with others who have diverse 
perspectives and experiences. The two remaining constructs, Observing and Judging were measured as 
significant gains and are important measures in the Affective Domain, however, more work needs to be 
done to understand their relationship to student retention and academic performance.  

 Our current study design does not have a control group for the CSSAS, and, therefore, we do not 
know if students in a control group—especially within new incoming students—might have also seen 
growth in their sense of college student identify in their first month of their first college term. A control 
group should be a critical component of future students with the CSSAS to account for this ambiguity.  
 

Conclusion 
 

Generating college graduates is the business of every college and university. But still today, too 
many students are dropping out without a degree and with a large burden of debt. The percentage of 
persons returning to college as adults is increasing year over year. It remains true that adult learners face 
many risks that contribute to attrition rates in higher education, and it is more important now than ever 
before to face these risks head on. In a world of challenging economic conditions in increasing turmoil, 
we desperately need college educated adults who can make meaningful contributions to our society and 
progress towards economic prosperity.  The Obama Administration has challenged the United States to 
have the greatest proportion of college graduates in the world by 2020 (The White House, 2016); but how 
will we meet this challenge? If we continue to approach education with the tools and resources we have 
relied on for decades, even centuries, we won't meet this challenge. If we continue to do things the way 
we have always done them, we will not get there. To meet this challenge, colleges and universities must 
address not only general risk factors for college student retention, but they must also specifically, and 
urgently, address those risks faced by the increasing adult student population. Interventions which are 
founded in research and targeting the Affective Domain is an important first step in addressing those 
risks. For too long we have focused interventions and measures within cognitive and metacognitive 
domains. And while these areas remain important, they represent only a portion of the whole picture. By 
taking into account a student's motivation, mindset, emotions, needs, and sense of belonging, in addition 
to their cognitive and metacognitive abilities, we can begin to more fully understand what the DNA of the 
successful student looks like and, as a result, target our research and interventions to help every student 
succeed. 
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Abstract: In an effort to provide an engaging academic experience for incoming first-year students, 
Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU) developed a 5-week program called Summer Scholars in 
2015. In light of the fact that one-third of VCU’s first year class consists of first-generation students, 
the initial program invitation was targeted towards high achieving first-generation students, student-
athletes, and out-of-state students. The goal of the program is to extend an additional opportunity 
for high-achievers to get a head start on their path to graduation, develop relationships with faculty 
and peers, and engage in rigorous academic and social immersion. The students take one small class 
and one large class in order to become familiar with the academic experience. The program also 
provides opportunities to interact in the community and explore through an academic lens the 
cultural and natural aspects of Richmond. Summer Scholars was developed by a task force with 
representatives from student affairs, academic affairs, and strategic enrollment management. 	
	
	
Introduction	
	

Virginia Commonwealth University is a large, urban university located in Richmond, Virginia. 
VCU currently enrolls 31,242 students, with 24,051 of them being undergraduate students. VCU has a 
very diverse student population. This is reflected by the following percentages: students who are Asian 
12%, students who are Black/African-American 16%, students who are Hispanic/Latino 7%, students 
who are International 5%, students of two or more races 5%, Not reported 4% and students who are White 
51% (http://www.vcu.edu/about/facts-and-rankings.html). One third of VCU’s first-year class is first 
generation college students.	

VCU pursues eight core values, with diversity being one of the key values. Diversity is defined as 
“ensuring a climate of trust, honesty and integrity where all people are valued and differences are 
recognized as an asset” (http://www.quest.vcu.edu/). 	

It is widely known and discussed that first generation college students generally find the 
transition from high school to college challenging (Sablan, 2015; Terezini et al., 1994). A living and 
learning program is one example that has proven to be beneficial to this particular population. Inkleas, 
Daver, Vogt and Leonard (2007) found in their study of 1,335 first-generation students from 33 different 
four-year institutions that first-generation college students who participated in living and learning 
programs were more likely to have a better academic and social transition to college life. Pascarella, 
Pierson, Wolniak and Terenzini (2004) found that first-generation college students were more likely to 
work long hours, enroll and complete fewer credits, engage less in campus social activities compared to 
the students who had parents with bachelor degrees.	
	
	
Background	
	

The Division of Strategic Enrollment Management (SEM) is one of the largest divisions at 
Virginia Commonwealth University. Under the SEM umbrella resides recruitment, retention and 
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graduation. Strategic Enrollment Management has grown tremendously over the last few years. Currently, 
the following programs make up of the division; 	
	

● Undergraduate, graduate and international admissions	
● Transfer Center	
● University Advising	
● New Student and Family Programs	
● Military Student Services	
● TRIO Student Support Services	
● Student Services and Call Centers	
● Records and Registration	
● Financial Aid	
● Student Accounting	
● Campus Learning Center	
● Writing Center 	
● Student-Athlete Support Services	
● Summer Studies and Intersession	

	
The Division of Strategic Enrollment Management now provides the majority of academic and 

enrollment systems support to our students. The SEM units collaborate on many levels to provide a 
positive, academically successful experience for all students.  	

Summer bridge programs are not new, but the goal of the programs has shifted somewhat during 
the last few years. Originally, most summer bridge programs were established to help students who were 
identified as at-risk academically and this usually included but were not limited to; first-generation, 
minority, and low-income students. The summer bridge program was designed to help the students in 
their transition to college by focusing on providing programs that help with learning how to utilize 
campus learning support resources, financial aid, time management, while taking one or two college level 
courses (Garcia & Paz, 2009; Sablan, 2014). 	

Cabrera, Miner and Milem (2013) studied the New Start Summer Program, which was the 
summer bridge program at University of Arizona. They found, perhaps not surprisingly, that participation 
in the New Start Summer Program made a positive impact on GPA. They were not able to find a 
significant impact regarding retention. Important to note is the fact that the students who participated in 
the New Start Summer Program had a large percentage of first-generation college students, a high 
percentage of Latina/o students, and they also had significantly lower high school GPA compared to the 
students who did not participate in the program. This makes it difficult to compare, and has been one of 
the discussion points in the research on the effectiveness of the summer bridge programs. The group of 
students who traditionally participate in the programs are the ones who perhaps could benefit the most 
from the program (Cabrera et al., 2013).  	

Garcia and Paz (2009) were both first-generation college students who attended a large public 
university and they participated in a summer bridge program prior to their first full-time semester in 
college. Both experienced great success in college and felt the summer bridge programs play an important 
role for students. After reviewing the literature on current summer bridge programs, the authors felt there 
is not enough emphasis on evaluation. Furthermore, Sablan (2014) reviewed 11 summer bridge programs 
and the evaluation for each program. She found that most of the summer bridge evaluations she reviewed 
focused only on retention rates and the academic curricular components, when the programs actually 
provided much more to the students, such as engagement on both social and academic levels. Sablan 
continued to say that most programs did not use a comparison group. Most of the summer bridge 
programs have as part of their goals and objectives to improve students financial literacy, securing 
financial aid, and time management and study skills. 	

Research also shows it is imperative for institutions to design summer programs with credit 
bearing courses and to ensure that the courses that students are completing as part of the program are 
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courses that are part of the curriculum, and that the goals and learning objectives reflect what is 
communicated and expected in other similar courses at the institution (McCurrie, 2009).  Throughout the 
literature review, it was evident that the programs that did not reflect the goals of the institution did not 
get the buy-in and support from the University community. 	

	
	

Program Description	
	

VCU has been working for the past several years to change the culture of its summer studies 
program. In an effort increase summer enrollment and provide an engaging academic experience for 
incoming first-year students, the university developed a 5-week program called Summer Scholars. The 
VCU Summer Scholars task force was established in the Fall of 2014. The members of the committee 
were chosen with the intention of creating a program that encouraged collaboration across the university. 
The committee is made up of members from the following university divisions and departments who 
serve a very active and integral role in the summer scholars program. The committee members are 
outlined in Table 1. 	
	
Table 1: Collaborative Partners in Summer Scholars 	
Strategic Enrollment Management	 Student Affairs Academic Affairs Athletics	

New Student and Family Programs	 Housing Dept. of Focused Inquiry Advising Office	

Admissions	 Dining Services Dept. of Sociology Student Support Services 

Records and Registration	 RAM Camp School of Business 	

Financial Aid	 	 	 	

Student Accounting	 	 	 	

University Advising 	 	 	 	

Academic Learning Support	 	 	 	

Marketing	 	 	 	

	
The committee met once per month during the inaugural year. Initially, the committee reviewed 

other summer scholar programs around the country, as well as some of the current literature on summer 
school and transition to college. The initial program invitation that went out in February of 2015 was 
targeted towards high-achieving first-generation students, student athletes and out-of-state students. The 
summer scholars committee decided to target this group of students for several reasons. One-third of the 
first year class is first-generation, student athletes are under enormous time constraints and would benefit 
from the program, and out-of-state students are an important group to engage early for easy transition and 
retention purposes. The goal was to enroll 75 participants in the program. 	

VCU’s Summer Scholars is an exciting 5-week program which offers incoming first-year 
students the opportunity to get a head start on their path to graduation by taking university classes, 
earning course credit, and building community and class unity prior to the first full semester on campus. 
The program is also an opportunity to become acquainted with Richmond and the VCU community. 	

Students enrolled in the program stay in a residence hall and in this living/learning environment, 
they begin to build a sense of community in their new school and their new home. During their time on 
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campus, students take part in a number of activities, including New Student Orientation where they have 
their first experience with academic advising and register for their fall classes. Participants in the program 
are enrolled together in two courses and are also able to experience the resources offered by the Campus 
Learning and Writing Centers. Summer scholars have the opportunity to: 	
	

● Earn 6 college credits	
● Enjoy small, personalized classes	
● Receive individualized learning support, including Writing Center, tutoring and group 

sessions. 	
● Time management skills	
● Meet new and returning VCU students.	
● Experience life in residence halls	
● Become familiar with VCU’s campus	
● Get to know Richmond through various activities	

	
One of the goals of the Summer Scholars program is for students to have a better transition to 

college. We know that if students are socially and academically engaged with programs at their 
institutions and in the community, they are more likely to do well and to stay at the institution. The 
program developed is a five-week living learning program that is very structured and includes academic 
and social activities. The summer scholars program provides scholarship grants towards tuition and works 
with housing to obtain a reduced rate for the duration of the program.  	

Research shows that while first-generation college students certainly face several challenges, one 
of the major challenges is to make sure they understand time management and how much time is really 
needed to study sufficiently (Petty, 2014). Petty goes on to say that it is critical and an obligation for 
institutions to understand what intrinsic and extrinsic factors contribute to motivation and would lead to 
academic success (Petty, 2014). This is an important aspect of the Summer Scholars program. Every 
Sunday the students in the program are required to attend a workshop. Topics include time management 
skills, stress relief, an introduction to campus resources, good decision-making, and plagiarism. Every 
Monday and Wednesday the students in the program are required to attend study hall. This is not a 
traditional study hall setting, rather it is in an open space and the program instructors are present during 
every session to work with students. Students reported these sessions as one of the most helpful aspects of 
the program. 	

It is important to not only learn about the campus and its resources, but also to take part in the 
Richmond community. There are several outings available to the students, and they are encouraged to 
attend to get the full benefit from the program. The first week the students walked to Hollywood 
Cemetery to tour the National Historic Landmark, which is the resting place of two United States 
Presidents and a number of other notable Civil War personalities. They visited the Virginia Museum of 
Fine Arts and one of the highlights of the program was going whitewater rafting on the James River. The 
last week of the program, the students attended a Richmond Flying Squirrels baseball game. 	

Finally, the last day of the program the participants enjoyed a day of community service with 
their teachers and some of the Summer Scholar administrators. VCU is recognized by the Carnegie 
Foundation as one of only 54 Universities that to be designated by the Carnegie Foundations as 
“Community Engaged with “very high research activity”.  The Summer Scholars task force felt it was 
important for the students in the program to understand this from the start of their educational career at 
VCU, and for them to have an opportunity to serve together. To that end, many of our summer scholars 
volunteered with the East End Cemetery restoration project in August of 2015.  The group helped to clear 
brush and rake leaves to clear off plots and uncover gravestones at East End Cemetery. This is a historic 
16-acre African-American cemetery in the east end of Henrico County. Created in 1897, the cemetery has 
not been maintained and has been used as an illegal dumping ground. An estimated 13,000 graves are 
overgrown with brush and ivy. To conclude the Summer Scholars program, the last evening the students, 
faculty and administrators were invited to take part in a celebratory banquet. 	
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The workshops, study halls, events and outings in the Richmond community, as well as the 
community service day were imperative to the success of the program. The task force wanted to create a 
holistic program for the students, as they believed this would lead to greater engagement from the 
students, which in turn would lead to a greater chance for academic success. The calendar of events is 
outlined in Table 2 below. 	
	
Table 2: Calendar of Events Summer Scholars Program 	
Date	 Event	

July 6	 Students arrived	
July 6-7	 New Student and Family Orientation

July 9	 Summer classes began	
July 11	 Virginia Museum of Fine Arts	
July 13	 Monday study sessions began	
July 14	 Campus Learning Center and Writing Center tours

July 15	 Wednesday study sessions began

July 18	 Whitewater rafting	
July 19	 Academic workshop – plagiarism and academic integrity

July 21	 Chat with Chuck	
July 25	 Community walking tour	
July 27	 Lunch with Luke	
July 28	 Stress relief workshop	
July 31	 Summer Sendoff – Richmond Squirrels 

August 7	 Classes ended – exams	
Summer Scholars Banquet	

August 8	 Students relocated to permanent residence hall

August 9-14	 RamCamp	
August 15-16	 Move-In Weekend – Welcome Week began

August 19	 Fall classes began	

	
	
Results	
	
 VCU Summer Scholars was implemented in the summer of 2015. Therefore, there is only one 
summer and fall semester’s worth of data currently available for data analysis.  When comparing the 
participants in the summer scholars program to the rest of their class, there is not much difference in the 
GPA during their first semester.  However, anecdotal evidence collected through the interviews at the end 
of the program and through examining the level of engagement of the students participating in the 
program, there is no doubt that the program is making a difference and that the students are more engaged 
at the university and more likely to take on leadership roles at the University. One student said “if it was 
not for the Summer Scholars program, I would not have made it through my first semester at VCU. The 
program was intense and I doubted myself and my abilities going into it, but when I was finished with it 
my confidence was much higher and I had a great Fall semester”. 
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As stated earlier, research shows that programs are traditionally evaluated on GPA and retention 
rates. Sablan (2014) stated that there is a lack of programs evaluating the effectiveness of learning time 
management and financial literacy. The goal of VCU’s summer program is certainly not only to improve 
retention and GPA, but to also ensure that students are more engaged with the university community 
academically and socially. The committee is currently working on an assessment tool that would include a 
comparison group comparable to the summer scholars. 	
	
Implications, Limitations and Further Study	

The Summer Scholars program at VCU is still very new. We have only one cohort of 
participants; therefore, we currently don’t have a vast amount of data. We will track the students who 
participated in the Summer Scholars program in the summer of 2015 to see how they progress through 
college and when they graduate. The number of students in the program may be viewed as a limitation. 
During the inaugural summer, there were 54 students enrolled.  	

The  Summer Scholars task force understands the importance of evaluation and will continue to 
gather data on social involvement, academic success, focus groups and written evaluations. We will also 
continue to track the participants in terms of retention and eventually graduation rates. This challenge of 
proper and quality evaluation is consistent with the literature review. Most Summer Scholars program 
participants express satisfaction from being in the program. We need to think about more ways to 
effectively evaluate the program, and evaluate it in more ways than simply studying retention and GPA.	
 Across the nation, attending college is becoming increasingly more difficult due to the increase in 
tuition and fees. Research shows that a reduction in summer school tuition would be one of the top factors 
for students considering attending summer school (Price & Bradford, 2010). One future goal of the 
program is to be able to secure enough funding to be able to incentivize the program and offer a discount 
on tuition & fees, and room & board. The timing of the program is also critical as it cannot start too early 
in the summer due to high school graduations, but at the same time there is something to be said for 
having some time off after the Summer Scholars program ends. We learned last summer that some of the 
participants in the Summer Scholars program wanted to have a chance to go back home for a few days 
before they embarked on the Fall semester.  Some of the participants experienced ‘program fatigue’ and 
did not want to participate in Ram Camp, which is a university immersion program designed to build 
unity and cultivate future university leaders. In 2015, the Ram Camp was scheduled to take place right as 
the Summer Scholars program ended. This year we have chosen to make the Ram Camp optional, so the 
students who feel they need a break and want to go home before Fall classes start, will have an 
opportunity to do so. 	
 This summer, the program has added “tracks” in order to entice students enrolled in different 
majors. This year School of Business and School of Engineering will participate in the program, each 
offering one course that is considered to be a gatekeeping course to the major. This is a great development 
for the program and it is our hope that we will expand to more departments and majors participating in 
future years. 	
	
	
Conclusion	
	
 Collaboration among divisions, schools, and departments is key to the development and 
implementation of a program such as our Summer Scholars, especially at a large university. A strong 
advisory board comprised of key stakeholders from relevant areas across the university is critical to 
program success. Much like the experience of Garcia and Paz (2009), we believe that exposing first 
generation students to a summer scholars program will result in student success increased engagement 
and satisfaction. 
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Abstract: This paper shares the design, curriculum, and evaluation results of an academic transition 
success initiative at a small private liberal arts college. Launch was a pre-Welcome Week adventure 
retreat, in August of 2015, aimed at student populations who have traditionally experienced lower 
retention rates at our college. Through Launch, we sought to provide social and academic strategies 
for these students, with the hope of improving their retention to their second year. This paper 
describes the theory-based design of the retreat, implementation logistics, and the retention and 
evaluation results.  
 
Introduction 
 

This past summer 2015, Randolph-Macon College started a new initiative aimed at retaining new 
students to their second year at the college. Launch is a 4-day pre-Welcome Week adventure retreat for 
new students. The Launch initiative is our concentrated and best effort to nurture and prepare these 
students for success in college. The retreat was designed and implemented through the campus academic 
center, which is housed in academic affairs. We specifically aimed to address students’ academic 
transition success, though we understand that social transition issues are also likely to affect academic 
success. Thus far, we believe we have experienced positive results from this initiative. We are thrilled to 
report both our design and results, such that other institutions might experience similar success. 

The fundamental goals for Launch were to ease new students’ social transition, prepare them for 
academic challenges, encourage reflection on perseverance, and create a social community of peers who 
would value and protect their diversity. Further, since Launch is administered by our college’s academic 
center, the retreat directly (and preemptively) connected students who are at risk for a difficult transition 
to our college to the peer mentors and tutors at our academic center. All 28 students persisted through 
their first full year at the college, though a few have expressed their intention to transfer by next academic 
year.  
 
Background 
 

Randolph-Macon College is a small (1,400 students) private selective liberal arts college in 
central Virginia with a largely regional draw (73% in-state). It is a residential college with 92% of first-
year students, and 80% of all students, living on campus. Until six years ago, the college’s historical 
average freshman-to-sophomore retention rate had been approximately 75%. Recent, our retention focus 
has been to increase our long-standing 75% rate to 85%. Over the past six years, our retention rate has 
reached 80% twice and has remained above 75%. The Launch retreat is one of many initiatives at the 
college aimed at improving our retention.  

In summer 2015 we invited students to a four-day, pre-move-in adventure retreat for incoming 
students that we called “Launch.” Twenty-eight new students (6% of the incoming class) participated, 
along with four upper-classmen peer mentors. Our initial invitation to participate was targeted to students 
who we traditionally have less success retaining to the second year, for both academic and social reasons, 
including students with lower high school GPAs, lower writing SAT scores, and lower high school 
graduation class rank. As part of the initial targeted group, we also invited all students of color, first-
generation college students, and community college transfers. From our initial invitation, we had 13 
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students register for the retreat. In our assessments, we called this first group the priority group. We 
opened up the retreat to the rest of the incoming class to fill the remaining 15 slots. Those 15 were not 
identified as an attrition risk thus providing a comparison group for our evaluations.  

Students moved in four days before the rest of the incoming class. Rather than staying in their 
rooms, they attended a brief retreat orientation, then boarded a bus to a nearby, yet remove adventure 
retreat facility. On the retreat grounds students and college staff had access to two bunk cabins, a full 
service kitchen, two common rooms, a pool and lake, and retreat staff who could guide students through 
the adventure courses (high ropes, low ropes, zip-line, and lake trampoline). We returned to campus four 
days later, at the same time the residence halls opened for the rest of the incoming class.  
 
Theoretical Frameworks and Corresponding Design and Curriculum Elements 
 

The design and curriculum of the Launch retreat highlighted several theoretical frameworks. 
These frameworks were explicitly connected to our design and curriculum decisions, as well as on-the-
spot decisions during the retreat. Below I describe six theoretical frameworks, and how the framework 
manifested in the Launch program decisions.  
 
Accentuation Effects 

Recently Chamblis and Takas (2014) revealed that the quality of students’ interactions on a 
college campus impact the quality of their educational experience. They state: “what really matters in 
college is who meets whom and when” (p. 16). They explain that connecting like-minded students 
accentuates their common qualities. Decades earlier, as Strange (2003) described, higher education 
scholars noted this phenomena and termed it accentuation effects. Basically, efforts to intentionally 
connect students who have similar interests or attitudes yields even stronger reports of their initial 
qualities. The effect is accentuated.  

As an initiative, Launch sought to bring together students who were committed to a smooth 
transition to college. Launch marketing materials stressed that students would “start college right with 
friendships already in place.” We discovered that students who self-selected to Launch were ones who 
had realistic concerns regarding their transition. Their stories included: experience being bullied in high 
school, parents going through a divorce back home, a recent death of a parent, neglect and abuse back at 
home, and a life-long difficulty with making friends. Yet these students were overwhelmingly prepared to 
be brave and experience something new and exciting. These two qualities became accentuated for this 
group. They discovered their common fears and common bravery.  

 
Interpersonal Competency 

One of the first psychosocial challenges that first-year college students face, is their own 
interpersonal competence. For many students, going to college is the first time that they will become 
immersed in a completely new community with few, or no, established friends. Many fear not making 
friends, and worse, not fitting in at all. According to Chickering and Reisser (1993),  

Interpersonal competence includes an array of discrete skills, like listening, asking questions, 
self-disclosing, giving feedback, and participating in dialogues that bring insight and enjoyment. 
It also involves broader abilities to work smoothly with a group, to facilitate others’ 
communication, to add to the overall direction of a conversation rather than go off on tangents 
and to be sensitive and empathetic with others. (p. 72)   
The timing of the retreat was immediately before the fall move-in date and before the fall 

welcome week of activities begins. We tapped into students’ developmentally appropriate concerns about 
their psychosocial interpersonal competency. Repeatedly during the retreat, Launch participants were put 
in small group situations that would demand that they navigate their own interpersonal competence. The 
28 participants were assigned to four mentoring groups of seven each. Each small group engaged in four 
challenges that required them to explore their interpersonal skill. The upperclassmen mentors for each 
group were specifically trained to provide scaffolding (Vygotsky, 1978) to the group. Scaffolding is a 
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support strategy that ensures some distance by the mentors, discouraging the mentor from solving the 
challenges for the students, but allowing them to provide occasional supports but only after the students 
experienced struggles or interpersonal negotiations. The small group challenges included the following: 
1) an introductory bulletin board decorating contest that was judged based on creativity and success at 
introducing the group members (the bunk cabins had eight bulletin boards), 2) daily adventure challenges 
— high-ropes, low ropes, zip-line, and lake trampoline, 3) preparation of two meals for the entire Launch 
group and cleaning up after two different meals, and 4) a concluding skit competition that was judged on 
the group’s creativity. These students were able to begin their fall terms with several friendships already 
in place. All reported feeling ready for the transition to college, and many reported feeling confident. 
 
Mindset and Perseverance 
 We know that students’ mindset, as to whether their intelligence and talent is developed through 
hard work (growth mindset) or inherent (fixed mindset), is related to how well they will do with their 
education (Dweck, 2012). Students with a growth mindset are more likely to succeed. Students with 
personal qualities of perseverance and grit are also more successful with their educational pursuits 
(Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007). 

The explicit theme of the retreat was perseverance. We talked openly about perseverance as being 
a key goal for the retreat. They experienced this emphasis at three different points during the retreat. First, 
each day featured an adventure course challenge: high ropes, low ropes, zip-line, and lake trampoline. At 
the conclusion of each adventure challenge, we debriefed their experience using perseverance language. 
Second, each evening ended with a “reflection ring” where each student responded to a prompt around a 
bon fire. One evening we asked them to speak about a time when they persevered. The sharing was 
vulnerable, cathartic, and bonding for them as a group. This particular evening’s reflection ring lasted 
over two hours, with some students crying and hugging, and all uniting. Some of these students continued 
to voluntarily come by the Student Transitions office throughout the year to talk about their perseverance 
through their first year of college. Third, each day had a journaling activity. The students were prompted 
to write about a time when they persevered.  

Also, after the retreat was over, in November, we offered an all-expenses-paid trip to the National 
Holocaust Museum in Washington, DC. Eight Launch students attended that trip. We continued to talk 
about perseverance, struggle, purpose, and life meaning as we toured the museum with our tour guides 
who were Holocaust survivors.  
 
Student Involvement Theory 

In the 1990s, Astin (1999) researched and described his student involvement theory. Students 
who are involved in campus activities, living, and employment experience greater retention, graduation, 
and academic outcomes. 

We strove to not only connect students to each other, but to our campus. We invited several guest 
speakers from campus to come out to the retreat to talk to the students about various involvement 
opportunities. Each day featured a speaker: associate dean of students, director of Disability Support 
Services, director of the career center along with two young alumni, and the campus chaplain. The 
students rated these visits among the highlights of the retreat.  

After the retreat, in early February we offered a special Launch meeting to review the student 
leadership positions that they might want to consider applying for. Applications for resident assistants, 
orientation leaders, tutors and mentors, and tour guide positons were due late February. At the meeting we 
reviewed the position descriptions and what they could expect from the selection process, including the 
competitiveness of the positions. Many of these students applied for and received positions for their 
sophomore year. We have also tracked these students’ campus involvements to be well above their peers.  
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Campus Climate for Diversity 
The retention rates for our students of color has been, on average, about 10 percentage points 

lower than for our White students. Institutional data and student anecdotes tell us that the campus climate 
is chilly for students of non-White ethnicities; lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender students; and 
students with disabilities. Further, institutional data and student anecdotes point to the quality of student-
to-student interpersonal relations as being a contributing source to the chilly climate. In other words, 
students who are different from the majority culture of the college experience a chilly microaggressive 
climate from their fellow peers. Microaggressions (Sue, 2010) are comments or gestures that are often 
meant as well meaning, but that can create an unwelcoming message. We aimed to create a safe and 
welcoming environment for this group of students, one that they could continue to always have with them 
throughout their college experience.  

We trained the Launch mentors on microaggressions and intervention techniques appropriate for 
peer-to-peer education (Cullen, 2008; Mann & Moser, 1991). The peer mentors were specifically trained 
to scan the retreat environment for microaggressions, and to appropriately confront them in educational 
ways. We met with the mentors each night to compare notes on the climate for diversity at the retreat and 
we strategically planned how to appropriately address matters as they came up. For example, one student 
announced that she wanted to make a “ghetto grilled cheese” by microwaving cheese on bread. At another 
time, during a lake swim one student was surprised to learn that her Mexican American friend couldn’t 
swim. She joked, “What? I thought you were from Mexico. How did you get here if you can’t swim? Ha 
ha.” The mentors volunteered to pull aside these students one-on-one and talk to them about their choice 
of jokes and how those words might not be welcoming. The peer-to-peer interventions went well and the 
students were struck by how insensitive they had been without that intention.  

We also showed a documentary film about college students’ experience of chilly climates on their 
campuses. After watching If These Halls Could Talk (Mun Wah, 2014) we facilitated a powerful 
conversation afterward. Some were initially confused about our intent, but several White students spoke 
up, “I get it, you just want us to raise our awareness, not scold us.” The result was a group that bonded on 
these issues, promising to “have each others’ backs” on campus.  
 
Fluency and Free Writing 

At our small private liberal arts college, our students receive a lot of feedback on their writing. 
Students write papers in nearly every type of class, including freshmen-level history, political science, 
and even biology and calculus. With low class sizes (mean 16), professors are able to assign many papers. 
Poor writers find themselves struggling in classes quickly. Our writing center director indicated that 
entering students would benefit from an introductory effort to improve their fluency (Elbow, 1973) or the 
practice of getting words on paper. Beginning college writers struggle to be aware of their thoughts 
enough to be able to put words to them, and write them down.   

At the Launch retreat we gave each student a journal and colored pen. They were able to decorate 
the journals as they wished with provided stickers and colored markers. The first day, we instructed them 
on the technique of free writing (Elbow, 1973; Lamott, 1994), challenging to keep their pen moving at all 
times, never pausing to wonder what to write, but to just write. If they were stuck, they could write about 
being stuck. Mandatory journaling took place every morning as a large group. Everyone was instructed to 
find a spot, sit in silence, and keep their pen moving for 30 minutes. Each day sample prompts were 
offered if they needed them, but they did not need to stick to the prompts. Example prompts are: list three 
adjectives that describe how you’re feeling now, identify someone you want to get to know better and 
explain, name three things you want to make a point to do tomorrow, and explain the most frustrating 
point of the day. Students were never asked to share what they wrote. They were encouraged to think of 
this technique if they ever felt stuck on a college paper in the future.  
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Methodology 
 

The method for studying the success of Launch is a single case study approach, utilizing 
evaluative research. Immediately after the retreat, during the bus ride back to campus, we administered an 
evaluation form geared toward examining the quality of their experience. One month after they had 
already been immersed in college and attending class, we conducted a focus group with these students 
during a dinner. I asked the Launch students for promotional testimonials in March 2016, toward the end 
of their first year. At the conclusion of the academic year, we retrieved institutional data regarding the 
Launch students and compared the priority students (those who were targeted with our initial invitation to 
participate—students with academic and social challenges) with the non-priority students, as well as the 
Launch group with non-Launch freshmen.  
 
 
Results 
 

Here, we report results of the satisfaction survey, focus group, and institutional data on the 
Launch students’ GPAs, retention rates, subsequent contacts with our academic center, and participants’ 
campus involvements.  
 
Evaluation Results 

Students’ evaluations of Launch were very strong. Students gave the highest ratings to the 
Launch staff (director and four mentors), being in smaller mentoring groups, guest speakers (student life 
associate dean, career services and young alumni, disability support services, and the campus chaplain), 
and the outdoor adventure challenges. The accommodations at the retreat center received the lowest 
evaluation scores. Students’ comments indicate that we successfully addressed our objectives in terms of 
helping students to: 1) create and solidify friendships, 2) understand college-level academic challenges, 3) 
learn that perseverance is important to success, and 4) begin to build a community of students who can 
support each other through their differences. 
 
Focus Group and Testimonials 

All students believed that Launch helped them in their transition to the college. Some believed 
that they would not have transitioned well without it. Most felt that without Launch, they would have 
been more anxious during the initial few weeks of the term, and that they may have been at risk of leaving 
the college. Most expressed that the biggest advantage Launch gave them was a core group of quality 
friends as soon as they arrived on campus.  

One student was adamant that without Launch he would have transferred quickly due to the 
campus climate issues, but due to Launch he felt he had a “home base” group he could depend on. Some 
students expressed concern that the film on diversity issues confused them, and they wondered about the 
timing of it. Others were clear that the timing was perfect, not too soon, not too late. Some wondered 
aloud if showing it during Launch was appropriate, because it made some of them uncomfortable. Others 
were clear that White students’ comfort should not trump the comfort of students of color, especially 
considering that their comfort is a clear instructional issue. Showing the film and discussing it was 
comforting for the students of color. Most Launch students seemed to understand and agree with the 
sentiment that the discomfort for White students was helpful to the group as a whole, that it helped the 
White students to be able to “be there” for their non-White friends.  

On their post-Launch evaluation, students rated the quality of the retreat sleeping facility as low. 
However, during the focus group several spoke up that they had since changed their minds about the 
quality of the sleeping facilities. “At first I was disgusted that the college would have me stay here, but 
now I think that brought us together.” Others agreed.  
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Late in the academic year, in March 2016, Launch students provided testimonials of their 
experience to be shared in the promotional materials for this upcoming year. Here’s a sampling of their 
comments (pseudonyms used).  

Launch really helped give me the confidence to do everything I have in college so far. Launch 
gave me friends that I still have today and I know no matter what I do I will have those friends. 
Without those people and that support I don't know if I would be doing as well as I am in college 
or even if I would still be in college. – Todd 

Launch was a life changing experience for me. I was very shy and attending something like this 
really pushed me out of my comfort zone. I walked in knowing absolutely no one and was 
completely terrified to be honest. However, it prepared me more than I ever thought possible to 
speak up for myself and take an initiative. I made countless friends and learned a lot about myself 
in the process. It transformed me from a quiet girl afraid of attention to a woman who goes out of 
her way to make new friends and take on leadership roles. – Hillary  

Over the course of my first semester in college, I've come to realize that going to Launch was 
hands down the best decision I've made so far in my college career. I say this for the simple 
reason that had I not attended Launch, I would never have made the friends that I still have 
closest to me today, many of which have now become my fraternity brothers as well. Launch 
changed my college experience, and made my first year in college better than I could ever have 
hoped. – James 

After one year at Macon, I can confidently say that Launch was the 2nd best decision I've ever 
made; it comes right after paying my deposit for RMC. The atmosphere at Launch helps fuel the 
creation of friendships, you are surrounded by engaging and genuinely wonderful upperclassman, 
fun physical and mental activities, and the beauty of nature. Your smartphones may not get 
signal, but you soon realize that interacting with the people actually around you is a far more 
rewarding experience. Remember, you'll be surrounded by people who have the same questions 
about the future of their academic and social lives, so why not take a leap of faith and make new 
friends and have your questions answered, prior to your first day at Macon? – Paul 

At Launch, I realized that everyone had the same fear: none of us would make friends in college. 
But by the end of the trip, I feel as if I had met some incredible people who have shared a piece of 
their lives with the whole group, and I still say hi to them when I get the chance. Whenever I see 
people from the Launch group, I'm always reminded of how my college journey began. Take this 
opportunity to meet different people; you'll get a taste of what you're in for before the actual 
move-in day. – Nora  

 
Institutional Data 

Table 1 lists each Launch participant (using pseudonyms) along with relevant institutional data. I 
separated our priority students and our non-priority students for ease of comparison. And, I included 
overall Launch descriptive data next to the same data for the entire incoming cohort of freshmen (n=405). 
For incoming characteristics, I listed the student’s gender, ethnicity, high school GPA, and first-
generation status. Launch participants were disproportionately female with 29% being male, compared to 
the freshmen cohort being 43% male. Because we considered students of color a priority group, Launch 
participants represented a larger portion of student of color (36%) compared to the freshmen cohort as a 
whole (24%). Although students with relatively lower high school GPAs were considered a priority group 
for Launch recruitment, the mean high school GPAs were fairly similar for the priority (3.69) and non-
priority groups (3.73), and the Launch mean high school GPA (3.71) was higher than it was for the entire 
freshmen cohort (3.66). While the freshmen cohort was comprised of 9% students who identified as first-
generation college students, the Launch group had a higher representation (11%), which is likely due to 
their priority status during our recruitment.  
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Table 1 presents three variables that represent the Launch students’ experience during their first 
year of college: academic center usage, first year cumulative GPA, and their selection into leadership 
positions for their sophomore year. Since Launch is an initiative of the Higgins Academic Center (HAC), 
and run by HAC professional and student staff members, we were particularly interested in the Launch 
students’ use of the center once classes were in session. Table 1 lists the number of HAC tutoring or 
mentoring appointments that were logged by our student staff on behalf of these students. This year, 19% 
of the study body used the HAC at least once for tutoring and/or mentoring, and 32% of the freshmen 
cohort visited our center’s services at least once. But the Launch students used it at more than twice the 
rate of their peers at 68%. During the fall term, we required four Launchers to have a mentor, and an 
additional two volunteered for the mentoring program. By spring term, none of the Launch participants 
were required to have a mentor, but four volunteered to have one, demonstrating their comfort with 
reaching out for our services. The Launch participants were more likely to seek tutoring or mentoring 
from the HAC than their non-Launch peers. Launch was successful at “connecting” students to tutoring 
and mentoring.   

 

Table 1: Launch participants’ characteristics before, during, and after their first year of college 

Pseudonym Gen Race/eth HS GPA 
First
-Gen 

# 
HAC‡ 
appts 

2015-16 

1st Year 
college 

cum 
GPA 

Leadership 
positions for 

2016-17 
Retention as 
of 8/16/2016 

Priority Students       
Ashley F Hisp/Lat 3.41  11 1.61  Y 
Brian M White 3.24  23 2.94 OL Y 
Emily F White 3.69 Y 21 3.74 Tour Guide Transfer, 5/16 
Fiona F Mix 3.82  6 3.10  Y 
Enrique M Hisp/Lat 3.84 Y 0 3.81 Launch Y 
Jennifer F Asian 3.55  0 3.07  Y 
Kristy F AfAm 4.26  33 3.51  Transfer, 5/16 
Katie F White 2.84  4 1.19  Y 
Lucinda F Hisp/Lat 3.86  0 3.33  Y 
Meredith F White Transfer  0 2.41  Grad, 5/16 
Mitchell M AfAm 4.16  2 3.80 RA, HAC Y 
Nora F Asian 3.90  10 3.75 RA Y 
Priscilla F Mix 4.16  5 3.36 RA Y 
Paul M Asian 4.38  0 3.90 RA, HAC Y 
Stephanie F White 2.89  5 2.49  Y 
Stacey F White 3.39 Y 47 2.67 RA Y 
Mean/Frequcy 25% M 63% SOC* 3.69 19% 69%** 3.04 50% involved 87% 

Non-Priority Students       
Amalie F White 2.94  6 1.80 Launch Y 
Carrie F White Transfer  0 3.06  Y 
Chadwich M White 3.98  2 3.08  Y 
Hillary F White 4.12  0 3.72 Senator, Launch Y 
James M White 3.09  0 3.16 RA Y 
Katherine F White 4.00  6 2.98  Y 
Molly F White 4.15  6 3.51  Y 
Nancy F White 4.00  2 2.74  Y 
Rhonda F White Transfer  6 3.39  Transfer, 5/16 
Renee F White Transfer  1 2.94  Y 
Scott M White 3.91  7 3.26 Tour Guide Y 
Todd M White 3.40  0 2.66 Launch Y 
Mean/Frequcy 33% M 0% SOC* 3.73 0% 67%** 3.03 42% involved 92% 
         

ALL Launch 29% M 36% SOC* 3.71 11% 68%** 3.04 46% involved 89% 

ALL Freshmen 43% M 24% SOC* 3.66 9% 32%** 2.99 15% involved 86% 
‡ HAC = Higgins Academic Center tutoring and mentoring appointments; *SOC = students of color; ** % who participated at all 
(>0).  
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With regard to the Launch participants first year of college cumulative GPAs, they all did quite 
well with a mean GPA of 3.04, slightly higher than the freshmen cohort at 2.99. However, this might not 
be surprising considering their relatively good high school grades. Two Launch students have been placed 
on academic probation for next academic year (lower than 1.67). The priority group’s GPA is relatively 
close to the non-priority group, just as their high school grades were relatively similar. 

There is a noticeable difference in the Launch students’ selection into campus leadership 
positions. Only 15% of the freshmen class were selected for a student leadership position as a resident 
assistant, orientation leader, Higgins Academic Center (HAC) tutor or mentor, student government 
representative, or tour guide, yet 46% of the Launch participants were selected for these positions for their 
sophomore year. 

Finally, Table 1 reports the retention of this group. All 28 Launch participants completed the full 
year at Randolph-Macon, all in good academic standing. Four have announced their intention to not 
return next year. Meredith transferred into the college with only a year left in her academic plan, and 
graduated in May. Kristy’s parents applied for and received a scholarship that would pay her entire tuition 
at a public institution, although she did not seek this. Emily transferred to find her ideal major, one that 
we do not offer at our college. Rhonda was an incoming transfer student who has decided to transfer 
again. Of the 27 Launch participants who are eligible to return next Fall term, 89% are currently on track 
to do so. Considering all of the freshmen students who have filed an intent-not-to-return form, not signed 
up for Fall term housing, and who have not yet registered for Fall term classes, we are currently tracking 
at an 86% retention rate for Fall term. This is the highest it has ever been in college history at this point in 
the year (August 16, 2016). So far, the Launch student retention is tracking even higher. We consider this 
a success for the college for both rates.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 

We have been pleased with the success of the Launch retreat and the group of students who 
participated in its inaugural year. We suspect that the impact reached farther than our data can convey. 
During focus groups and continued conversations throughout the year, participants described their impact 
on other new students, welcoming them into their lives and helping them approach set-backs. We 
wondered if the group of 28 Launch participants unleashed a critical mass of students on the campus (they 
represent 6% of the freshmen class) who were positive, motivated, confident, and ready for challenge. We 
wondered if the interpersonal skills and sensitivity awareness that they developed at Launch made a 
difference to the climate for difference of the larger campus. We wondered if there was a “Launch vibe” 
that permeated the campus culture and improved the success of students beyond the individuals who 
attended the retreat. We look forward to continuing the program and investigating these suspicions. For 
summer 2016, we have committed to not only continuing Launch, but extending its capacity from a 
retreat that accommodated 28 students, to one that welcomes 50 students.  
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Abstract: Building student success initiatives requires innovation, yet a key first step is 
understanding what others have implemented and the effectiveness of those initiatives. To develop 
an empirically-informed perspective on student success, the Office of Institutional Effectiveness at 
Saint Leo University conducted a content analysis of applied research articles published in the 
Proceedings of the National Symposium on Student Retention. We took a stratified random sample of 
100 articles from the proceedings and then coded the articles using a coding sheet that we have 
adapted from a national standard. This allowed us to answer four research questions. (1) What 
student success initiatives have colleges and universities proposed over the past decade? (2) What do 
student success interventions hope to accomplish, via interventions? (3) What methods and data 
sources have researchers interested in student success employed? (4) Which researchers are 
publishing empirical research on student success? We found that there were significant developments 
in how student success initiatives were conducted, and that there were a common set of factors that 
are consistently considered. Our research provides an overarching review of former student success 
initiatives, helps lay the groundwork for more focused attention on areas that affect student success 
and offers a look at best practices. 
 
 
Introduction 
 

The stakes have never been greater for student success efforts in higher education. For students, a 
college education is, perhaps more than ever, one of the most effective forms of preparation for economic 
self-sufficiency, as college degree holders earn about a million dollars more over the life course compared 
to workers with only a high school degree (Julian, 2012). A college degree is also a means to breaking the 
link between parents’ limited resources and the educational attainment of their children (Hout & Diprete, 
2006). However, U.S. colleges have made little progress in increasing graduation rates, which have 
stagnated at 50% for the past one hundred years (Swail, 2004), with very little change over the most 
recent 20 years (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2011; NCES, 2005)—a time period when seminal works in 
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student success (e.g., Tinto, 1975; Tinto, 1993; Bean, 1980; Panos & Astin, 1968; Astin, 1975; Pascarella 
& Terenzini, 1980) had already proliferated. Despite this large and growing body of student success 
research, there is little consensus about what works, and what doesn’t work, in ameliorating the 
conditions that lead to student departure (Tinto & Pusser, 2006). At the same time, colleges have been 
under tremendous pressure to increase retention and graduation rates.       
 Though scholarly research has tremendous value to the field, conferences focusing on applied 
research in student success, such as the National Symposium on Student Retention (NSSR), provide 
opportunities for those working on the ground—in the trenches of colleges—to share what their 
institutions have implemented, and discuss how their efforts have moved the needle on student success at 
their institutions. Over time, these conferences produce a vast trove of empirical research, covering a wide 
swath of what colleges are actually doing. Fortunately, as with many academic conferences, most of the 
accepted papers presented at the NSSR are compiled in a journal: The Proceedings of the National 
Symposium on Student Retention (hereafter, the Proceedings). After eleven years of NSSR meetings, we 
pose that much can be learned from this collective body of applied research. 

Researchers have long argued that collected scholarly works—whether amassed in journals, 
proceedings, or monographs—can provide important insights about a given field (Smart & Elton, 1981; 
Silverman, 1985; Hutchinson & Lovell, 2004; Wells, Kolek, Williams, & Saunders, 2015). Silverman 
(1987) argues that higher education journals “both create and mirror their fields” (p. 40). We suggest that 
by turning our collective focus inward, and examining what other applied researchers have published and 
presented on student success, institutions can better allocate their limited resources and energy to 
practices that are most likely to produce meaningful change.  

This short paper reports the findings from a content analysis of a random sample of papers 
published in the Proceedings over the last eleven years, 2004-2015. This project builds on a pilot study 
that analyzed articles published in the Journal of College Student Retention, 2004-2015 (Duerr, Hamilton, 
Hemphill, & Evans, 2016). Our goal with this study, and the pilot project that led to the current analysis, 
is to develop a more nuanced, comprehensive, and empirically-informed perspective on student success 
that can make a difference to student success at all of our institutions. The analysis is organized around 
the following four research questions (RQ):   
 

RQ1. What student success initiatives have colleges and universities proposed over the past decade? 
RQ2. What do student success interventions hope to accomplish, via interventions?  
RQ3. What methods and data sources have researchers interested in student success employed? 
RQ4. Which researchers are publishing empirical research on student success?1 

 
In the following, we discuss the data and methods employed in this research study. Then, we report the 
major findings from our analysis, and follow with a list of recommendations for researchers working 
around issues of student success and persistence. 
 
 
Data and Methods 
 
Data 

The data for our project came from papers published in the conference proceedings of the past 
eleven NSSR meetings. Most of the studies presented at NSSR are published in the Proceedings. The 
NSSR meeting is hosted by the Consortium for Student Retention Data Exchange (CSRDE), an 
association of roughly 400 two-year and four-year institutions in the United States. The institutions that 

																																																													
1 We discuss findings related to this question more fully in two forthcoming poster sessions, “Is Student Success Work Gendered 
Work? A Study of Gender Representation in Applied Student Success Research” and “Unearthing Networks of Influence in 
Student Success Research: A Citation Analysis of Research Published in NSSR Proceedings, 2005-2015.” 
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make up CSRDE are fairly representative of higher education more generally, with community colleges, 
state universities, private not-for-profits, and research universities, from nearly every state, varying in size 
and selectivity. For our analysis, we took a stratified random sample from papers published in the 
Proceedings, from 2005-2015. In total, we reviewed 100 articles. 
 
Methods 

Following our aforementioned pilot study, we employed content analysis (CA). CA is well suited 
for examining textual data to identify themes and the frequency in which these themes occur 
(Krippendorff, 2004). CA is a method to classify written text—including published articles—into 
identified categories of similar meaning (Cho & Lee, 2014). It ultimately allows the researcher to 
examine the resulting data for recurring themes. 

Additionally, our coding processes and analytic strategy followed previous academic research 
analyzing academic journal publications, particularly, Wells, Kolek, Williams, and Saunders’ study 
published in the Journal of Higher Education (2015). We created a coding schema, which included the 
following (the complete coding form can be found in the appendix):  

 
 Broad methodological approach (e.g., quantitative, qualitative, mixed methods, 

expository/anecdotal) 
 The specific types of research design 
 The data collection method(s) 
 Whether the study used outside survey data (e.g., NSSE) 
 The statistical methods employed (if quantitative) 
 The type of intervention (if applicable) 
 The stated goal of the intervention 
 The student success outcome(s) 
 The stated purpose(s) of the study 
 The first author’s gender and institution 
 Various other measures 

 
To understand how reliable our individual ratings were, using the original schema, each member of the 
research team independently coded a smaller sample of articles. This form of triangulation allows 
researchers to check for consistency, and it reduces bias stemming from selective perception (Patton, 
1999). There was a sufficiently high level of inter-rater reliability. Moreover, we continually reviewed 
coding for accuracy, and updated our coding scheme to ensure that the important nuances in the articles 
were reflected in the data, where appropriate.  

The 100 articles were divided in such a way that roughly fifty-percent of all articles had at least 
two separate coders early on in the process. This allowed us to intermittently update the coding scheme 
when a specific case did not conform to the original. Over the course of coding the 100 papers, several 
were dropped from the sample due to our inability to properly capture the nuanced information using our 
final coding schema. The end of the coding process left us left with 94 papers. The resulting data were 
then brought in to a statistical software package (STATA) to compute the basic statistics needed for our 
descriptive research. 
 
Positionality 

It is important to note that our interpretation of the data we collected for this study is very much 
shaped by our own professional experiences working in an office that has taken a leading role in student 
success at our institution—a Catholic, private, not-for-profit teaching university in the South. Our 
experiences are in many ways similar to those of the authors of the articles we analyzed. We’ve worked 
with much of the same institutional data, we have been affected by many of the same external and internal 
pressures, and most importantly, we share the same ultimate goals of the very colleagues whose work 
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we’ve read and scrutinized for this project. Moreover, we came into this project with a great deal of 
diversity in methodological and academic training, and our professional positions cover a range of areas, 
including academic assessment, data science, institutional research, market research, and college teaching. 
As the central hub for student data analyses, our office works regularly with the president’s office, 
academic affairs, student affairs, continuing education, enrollment, marketing, advancement, financial 
aid, and faculty.    

It should also be noted that, as professionals in higher education, we have experienced modest, if 
not mixed, success in moving the needle on student retention and graduation. Our shared belief, based on 
our collected experiences, is that identifying and addressing the factors that contribute to retention and 
graduation are particularly challenging, especially in an environment where student success initiatives are 
often not designed for evaluation, and where data for theoretically relevant factors go unmeasured. 
Therefore, we bring to this study an acute sensitivity to associated issues and concerns, and are thus more 
likely to identify the saliency of related findings, despite our awareness of this bias. 
 
 
Results 
 
Success Initiatives (RQ1) 
 Perhaps one of the most important research questions addressed in this paper is: “What types of 
initiatives have institutions undertaken over the past decade?” Our coding strategy allowed us to 
categorize papers based on whether they directly discuss an institutional intervention, as well as 
differentiate the type of intervention. Of the papers analyzed, 56% (n = 53) directly focus on 
interventions. Of the interventions, over one-quarter describe a mentoring (e.g., peer mentors), coaching 
(e.g., student success coaches), or advising (e.g., intrusive advising) intervention. The next most common 
interventions (21% of the intervention-focused papers) are more comprehensive in nature. That is, they 
include multiple intervention types, often relying on a large number of stakeholders to implement. A 
common comprehensive intervention program might include an early warning system that leverages 
predictive analytics to identify students at risk of failing a course or dropping out, as well as a student 
services component that relies on the early warning system to match students with advisors and support 
services. Other common programs incorporate interventions at multiple stages of the student life course. 
For example, a few papers describe student success efforts that begin before a student matriculates (e.g., 
Summer Bridge programs) and continues on from the first year (e.g., first-year experience/seminar) 
through graduation. As described in these papers, such comprehensive programs have a lot of moving 
parts. We suspect that many of the interventions described in the papers presented at NSSR are actually 
more comprehensive, and that there might be a tendency for the authors to focus on single 
aspects/interventions within their areas of work.  
 Our data suggest that first-year seminar (or freshmen-year experience) and similar “transitions” 
programs are more commonly implemented (17% of the intervention-focused papers). This is not 
surprising given the long history of research on transitions-focused programs linking these learning 
communities to student engagement and success (Tinto, 1999; Tinto, Russo, & Kadel, 1994; Taylor, 
Moore, MacGregor, & Lindblad, 2004). It should be noted that several papers describe programs that 
target transfer students—a group that is often neglected by institutions due to the fact that these students 
“don’t help the numbers” that are formally reported. Although making up only a small percentage of the 
transitions papers included in the sample, these initiatives show a lot of promise for colleges.     
 
The Goals of Institutional Interventions (RQ2) 
 We also examined what the interventions presented in the proceedings hope to accomplish. In 
Table 1, we see that while persistence and graduation rates, generally, are the most common outcome of 
interest for the papers we sampled, there is also a great deal of variation in what these interventions hope 
to accomplish. Research presented is wide-ranging, covering topics from advisor engagement to the 
spirituality of the student population. Each study is interested in helping students succeed, but the ways 
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that they accomplish these goals—and the mechanism they intend to use—are highly varied. Of particular 
interest are those programs that are focused on not only students’ career at the institution but in their 
career goals once they finish. One other outcome of interest is the one paper we coded as shaping the 
profile of the entering class. This is one method of influencing persistence outcomes that is less frequently 
considered. Seeing it show up here is quite interesting, and highlights an additional strategy that 
institutions might consider. 
 

 
Table 1: What interventions hope to accomplish 

 
 
Sources of Evidence (Data) and Broad Methodological Approaches (RQ3) 

Also of interest is where and how researchers are collecting data. We found that the majority of 
researchers were using their own institutional data for their analyses. This data was either collected in the 
form of Institution-Person Data Files or from internal surveys. That being said, we did also find that 
researchers were using data from other sources, for example from the National Student Clearinghouse and 
Noel-Levitz. This was most common when researchers were interested in measures that are not captured 
typically by traditional Institutional Research (IR) functions (for example, IR will have GPA and 
persistence data but less frequently will have access to measures of non-cognitive skills or matriculation 
at other institutions). Very few papers leverage data collected through interviews, focus groups, or 
observation.  

Our coding strategy allowed us to categorize articles based on the broad methodological 
approaches employed by the authors, the data used to assess and evaluate programs, and the various 
statistical techniques used to analyze the data. This is of particular importance for the field, as the analysis 
can give us a sense of the field’s current level of expertise working with data. The latest accountability 
movement increasingly requires hard evidence of continual improvement and success. For colleges, there 

Goal of the Intervention Frequency

Improve persistence and graduation rates 19

Student support 18

Improve non-cognitive skills 12

Help students plan and organize their academic and career goals 7

Student engagement 6

Improve GPA 5

Decrease DFW rates 4

Advisor engagement with students 3

Academic and social adjustment for incoming students 2

Building better course schedules for entering freshmen 2

Faculty engagemnet with students 2

Provide financial support 2

Provide students with a mentor 2

Build a more consistent student success program 1

Change the profile of admitted students 1

Improve GPA of at-risk students 1

Improve persistence and student satisfaction 1

Maintain scholarship eligibility 1

Offer professional experience 1

Spirituality 1
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is thus a greater need to demonstrate, through existing data, how current programs contribute to 
improvements in retention and graduation.  

In terms of broad methodological approaches, we categorized papers into one of four types:  
expository and anecdotal, mixed methods, qualitative, or quantitative empirical. Expository articles do not 
include data analysis; instead they present a literature review or summary of programs, but no analysis of 
any sort, aside from some basic descriptive statistics. Mixed methods articles combine quantitative and 
qualitative research, on the other hand, while the qualitative and quantitative articles employ a single type 
of data analysis. The breakdown in Table 2 shows that, on the whole, quantitative research was the most 
common strategy. Nevertheless, we were also interested in the types of analysis, within each category, 
researchers engaged in. That is, amongst the quantitative researchers what techniques did researchers use? 
 
Table 2: Broad methodological approach 

 
 

Examining the statistical methods employed by each study, we found that the papers in our 
sample employ between one and four different techniques (in other words, techniques are not mutually 
exclusive). The most common technique, by far, is the use of descriptive statistics (e.g., averages, 
medians, etc.). The next most common technique was logistic regression—a technique that has become 
incredibly common for studying attrition and graduation—but it was used in only 12 papers. This 
approach has become so ubiquitous because it allows researchers to measure the effect of a given 
intervention (e.g., participation in supplemental instruction) on the likelihood of retention/attrition and/or 
graduation, while controlling for the effects of variables known to affect these outcomes (e.g., high school 
GPA, unmet financial need, etc.). Additionally, only a handful of papers use multiple regression, which 
would be most appropriate for measuring the effect of various factors on continuous outcomes such as 
GPA. This was quite surprising to us—we expected a higher proportion of studies to use more 
sophisticated models for several reasons. The outcomes of interest are often amenable to these 
approaches, the important data appear to be readily available, and these methods are essential for ruling 
out spurious correlations. Instead, we found that many papers were limited to descriptive analyses. 
Importantly, this could be indicative of limited training in these methods. Table 3 provides the statistical 
methods used and frequency of each.  
 
  

Method Frequency

Expository/Anecdotal 9

Mixed Methods 13

Qualitative 18

Quantitative Empirical 54
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Table 3: Statistical techniques employed 
(papers use between 1-4 techniques) 

 
 

That being said, when researchers did use more sophisticated techniques, they were at the 
forefront of analyses. For example, we did code studies using machine learning, data mining and decision 
tree models. These are exemplars for further research. 
 
Recommendations and Conclusions 
 

Based on what we have found in our sample of articles from the proceedings, we are proposing 
six recommendations for researchers working around issues of student success and persistence: 
 

1. Issues of selection deserve more attention. Many of the programs that seek to improve the 
persistence rates of students involve students volunteering or self-selecting into the intervention. 
This makes comparisons difficult, as the students that self-select into the intervention may be 
substantially different than other students; for example, they might be more likely to succeed 
even without any additional assistance. A few of the papers that we reviewed dealt with these 
issues of selection using, for example, propensity score matching. But the vast majority of the 
papers that we coded did deal with issues of selection. 

 
2. More theory could be incorporated into NSSR research. While theory building is likely not 

the primary goal of the researchers presenting, there is a great deal of potential to guide NSSR 
research in the academic literature on student retention. As researchers are considering how their 
projects might be improved and what they might do differently in the future, the theoretical 
literature is a rich vein that has yet to be tapped by many institutional research offices. 

 
3. More sophisticated models would be of great utility in many evaluations of programs. This 

is likely an issue of specialization and the skillsets available within the various offices that are 
conducting these evaluations. That being said, the majority of the papers that we read did not use 
any sort of statistical analysis, beyond looking at descriptive information. There are a wealth of 
models that can be used to better understand and evaluate the programs that we, as institutions, 

Statistical Technique Frequency

Descriptive Statistics 75

Logistic Regression 12

ANOVA 5

Multiple Regression 4

Chi-Squared 2

Path Modeling 2

Structural Equation Modeling 2

ANCOVA 1

Bivariate Correlations 1

Cluster Analysis 1

Data Mining 1

Decision Trees 1

Discriminant Analysis 1

Factor Analysis 1

Machine Learning Models 1

Multilevel/Hierarchical Linear Modeling 1

Propensity Score Matching 1
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are implementing. It would be of great benefit to the discipline to more fully engage with these 
models. 

 
4. A greater focus on assessing results. Many of the papers we reviewed evaluated initial results 

from initiatives in progress. One of our interests in pursuing this project was to see the results of 
initiatives at other institutions. It would be of great interest—and to the benefit of the 
Symposium—to have more research on completed projects and to begin developing a better sense 
of what the best practices at institutions are. 

 
5. More sophisticated intervention design. It is very difficult to disentangle the effects of 

initiatives. Many institutions are running multiple initiatives at once in the hopes of moving the 
needle on retention. It would be very helpful to see more focused analysis of the interventions 
that institutions are pursuing—developing one intensive analysis and fully understanding the 
mechanisms of that intervention. This is something we hope to do more at Saint Leo University 
and it would be very interesting to see that sort of analysis from other institutions as well. We 
should note, here, that some of the work we reviewed did this very well. 
 

6. Utilizing complementary qualitative methods. Very few papers we reviewed used data 
collection and reporting from focus groups, interviews, or observations. We largely saw an 
absence of results from qualitative approaches which may answer different questions than those 
addressed with quantitative methods. To seek a deeper understanding of the data, institutions 
would benefit from using qualitative methods as a complement to the more frequently employed 
quantitative approaches. The inclusion of qualitative studies may provide a more comprehensive 
picture exploring the circumstances that link the variables reflected from quantitative analyses. 
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Appendix: Coding Sheet 
 

□ Flag for group review   
□ Flag for variable tabulation          

 
Coding Sheet 

 
JOURNAL INFO 

 
 
o Article Title____________________________________________________________________  

________________________________________________________________________ 
 

ARTICLE METHODS AND DESIGN 
 

□ Mixed Methods (quantitative and qualitative empirical) 
□ Expository/Lit Review/Anecdotal/OR 

- Expository supported by data OR 
- Opinion/Position Paper 

□ Qualitative Study 
□ Quantitative Empirical 

 
Design(s) Used 
 

Qualitative Designs 

□ Descriptive (qualitative) (Mark this if qualitative and design not further specified) 
□ Ethnography 
□ Case Study 
□ Interviews/Focus Group 
□ Action Research (it will always say “action research”) 
□ Other: __________________________________________ (E.g. LMS or website data) 

 
Data Collection Method(s)/Source(s) 
 

□ Survey (primary, meaning the researchers administered their own survey) 
______________________________________________________________________ 

 
□ Survey (secondary, meaning the researchers utilized existing survey data, like IPEDS) 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
□ Observation 
□ Interview/Focus Group 
□ Documents/Artifacts (likely qualitative) 
□ Meta-Analysis 
□ Test or Attitude Outcome Measure (Experiment) 
□ Institution Person-Record Data Files (e.g. students, staff, faculty, alumni) 
□ Other: ____________________________________________ 
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Types of Statistical Analysis Used  
 
Basic 

□ ANOVA Oneway 
□ Bivariate Correlations 
□ Chi-Squared 
□ Descriptives (mean, sd, %, T-test, Z-scores, Tests of collinearity) 

 
Intermediate 

□ ANCOVA (factorial) 
□ ANOVA (factorial) 
□ Multiple regression (OLS – Stepwise, blocked hierarchical) 
□ Path Modeling (observed Var.) 
□ Planned Orthogonal Comparisons 
□ Post Hoc Comparisons 

 
Advanced 

□ Cluster Analysis 
□ Discriminant Analysis 
□ Factor or principle components analysis 
□ Used to create independent variable(s) 
□ Used to create dependent variable(s) 
□ Used to directly answer a research question 
□ Logistic regression (Logit or Probit) 
□ Loglinear 
□ MANOVA/MANCOVA 
□ Structural Equation modeling (SEM) 
□ Multilevel/Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM) 
□ Other: __________________________________________ 

 
Collection/Coding/Defining 
 
Provides clear operational definition of the dependent variable(s) (i.e. if the article is about student 
success, the authors discuss what success is and how success is measured; walking away from the article, 
did you know what it was about? Note: this applies only to quantitative research) 

o No 
o Yes, partial 
o Yes 
o Not applicable 

 
Coding Process described (Note: This is only for qualitative research) 

o No 
o Yes, partial 
o Yes 
o Not applicable 
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STUDENT SUCCESS PROJECT RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 
University Characteristics 

What is the auspice of the college or university? 
o For-Profit 
o Non-Profit 
o Not stated 

 
Is the college or university public or private? 

o Public College or University 
o Private College or University 
o Not stated 

 
Region 

o Southeast 
o Southwest 
o Midwest 
o Mountain West 
o Northeast 
o Northwest 
o Mid-Atlantic 
o West 
o Other : _______________________________ 

 
Institution Name: ____________________________________ 
 
What’s the highest degree that the college or university offers? 

o Associates Degree 
o Bachelor’s Degree 
o Master’s Degree 
o Doctoral Degree 
o Not stated 

 
Characteristics of the Office Administering the Intervention 

Which office(s) on campus administered the intervention? 
o Institutional Research 
o Institutional Effectiveness 
o Student Success 
o Academic Affairs 
o Student Affairs 
o Other: _______________________________ 

 
 
Characteristics of the Intervention Itself 

Was an intervention conducted (e.g., a special course, a scholarship fund, an evaluation to determine 
personality factors, intrusive advising, etc.)? 

o Yes 
o No 
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If there was an intervention, what was it (Here we are interested in intervention type. For example, 
intrusive advising, supplemental instruction, an FYE course, etc.) ?  
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Is intervention participation mandatory or voluntary? 

o Mandatory, Specific Target Group 
o Mandatory, All Students 
o Voluntary 
o Other: ________________ 

 
What was the focus or goal of the intervention (aside from improving success)? For example, the goal of 
the intervention might be improving study skills or financial literacy, or ensuring that homesick students 
had someone to talk to, etc. Think in terms of high level effect.   
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
What success outcome was the intervention targeted at? 

o Fall-to-Fall Retention 
o Graduation Rates 
o Employment Outcomes 
o Other: ________________ 

 
Did the intervention have an effect? 

o No 
o Yes 

 
Description of the Effect (This is more of a middle ground response; lots of detail is not needed, but 
instead a midrange summary of what the intervention accomplished): 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Characteristics of Non-Intervention Studies 

 
If there was not an intervention, please describe the nature of the study (e.g. it might be a literature 
review focusing on an issue related to retention, or a statistical model analyzing secondary data on an 
issue related to retention). 
   
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
What was the primary dependent variable in the study (e.g. retention rates)? 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Did the study use regression models to analyze their data? 
o Yes (If yes, please check the Flag for variable tabulation box)  
o No 

 
Did the study derive the independent variables from theory? 

o Yes 
o No (If no, then skip the following question, the data will be captured by a student worker) 

 
What were the primary, theoretically derived independent variables in the study (e.g. race, class and 
gender; these are the factors that explain differences in the dependent variable)? 
 
______________________________________________________________________________  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
What were the findings of the study (e.g., participation in a music program or co-curricular activity may 
reduce a student’s likelihood of experiencing attrition)? 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Making Predictive Models Actionable:  
A Case of One Institution 

Iryna Johnson 
Associate Director for Analytics, Institutional Research 

Auburn University 
iyj0001@auburn.edu  

 
Abstract: Auburn University has been using the Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement 
(BCSSE) data to identify students at risk early on and to work with these students individually to 
increase their odds of success. Identified risk factors include first generation status; living off campus; 
working while in high school and plans to work while in college; past behaviors in high school, such 
as coming to class without completing assignments; confidence in the ability to stay positive after 
poor performance on a test; and lack of confidence in the ability to study when there are other 
interesting things to do or to finish something one has started. High school performance and number 
of hours spent preparing for class are associated with greater success in college. Predictive models 
are presented to advisers using an interactive tool. The tool can be used to review individual student 
responses and predicted outcomes and to manipulate student responses to better understand their 
effects on student outcomes.  
 
 
Introduction 

This paper is based on the collaboration between the Office of Institutional Research and 
Exploratory Advising Center at Auburn University. To assist advisers with identifying first-year students 
at risk, the Office of Institutional Research estimated models for predicting first-semester grade point 
averages and one-year retention. After entering student ID, advisers gained access to student records, 
responses to the survey, as well as predicted outcomes. Discussions with advisers led to an interesting 
conclusion. The advisers agreed that, intuitively, predictions and individual data information sheets for 
each first-time freshman should be useful. In practice, however, they frequently could not figure out what 
puts students at risk of getting low grades or not returning next fall. It was evident that, to make the 
predictive models more helpful, presentation and visualization methods should be adjusted to help 
advisers understand how independent variables included in the model affect student odds of success. 

 While predictive models of student retention and grade point averages are relatively common in 
institutional research, little attention is given to visualization or presentation of such models. The goal of 
this paper is two-fold: (1) describe models estimating the probability of retention and expected first-
semester grade point average; (2) suggest a visualization tool that helps advisers gain insights into how 
these predictive models work. Technical aspects of the tool are briefly discussed in the paper. 
 
 
Predictive Models 
 
Conceptual Issues 

Influential theories of retention—theory of academic and social integration (Tinto, 1975) and 
student attrition theory (Bean, 1978; 1983)—view attrition as a longitudinal process, where student 
academic and social integration or cognitive perception of satisfaction are linked to student intention to 
leave. Empirical studies for early intervention, however, are limited to the information available to 
university administrators either before or shortly after a student arrives to campus. Singell and Waddell 
(2010) indicate that while observed performance in college improves our ability to predict student 
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success, “at-risk students can be identified using accessible statistical models and information available at 
the time a student enrolls” (p. 569). 

“The weight of the evidence shows that precollege experiences—and especially taking the right 
kinds of courses in high school—are key to persistence and graduation” (Kuh, Kinsie, Buckley, Bridges, 
& Hayek, 2006). Unlike other empirical studies that are based solely on student records, the current study 
supplements student records with responses from the Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement 
(BCSSE). In addition to high school grade point averages and test scores at matriculation, the tool for 
advisers includes the number of AP courses, number of college courses completed for credit while in high 
school, as well as having “C” or higher in Calculus.  

Social integration and subsequent institutional commitment affect college student departure 
(Braxton, Sullivan, & Johnson, 1997 as cited in Braxton & McClendon, 2002). Even prior to attending the 
institution, students might be predisposed to stay, if their friends plan to attend the same institution or if 
they plan to graduate from this institution as opposed to transferring elsewhere. BCSSE questionnaire 
includes the following items that reflect institutional commitment: 

How many of your close friends will attend this institution during the coming year? 
(1=None, 2=1, 3=2, 4=3, 5=4 or more) 
This institution was your: 
1=First choice, 2=Second choice, 3=Third choice, 4=Fourth choice, 5=Fifth choice or lower 
Do you expect to graduate from this institution? 
(1=Yes, 2=No, 3=Uncertain) 
An indicator of a feeder high school—or a high school that sent at least 50 students to Auburn 

University over the past few years—is also included under the assumption that coming from such a 
school will lead to a smoother transition. 

Living on campus has long been associated with persistence and student success (Astin, 1993; 
Chickering & Reisser, 1993 as cited in Kuh et al., 2006). Because students apply for housing in advance 
to their arrival to campus, institutional researchers can retrieve this indicator from student information 
records. It is hypothesized that, controlling for other student characteristics, living on campus is positively 
associated with both studied student outcomes—first semester GPA and one-year retention. 

Because first-generation students are at a greater risk of attrition or poor academic performance 
(Ishitani, 2006), we include first generation status, derived from the application for admission at Auburn. 
(Author’s analysis of a changed version of the question on the highest level of education completed by 
either parent [introduced by BCSSE in 2013] shows that this question cannot be validly used to derive the 
first-generation student status.) 

Some of us might know Dr. Phil’s observation: “the best predictor of future behavior is relevant 
past behavior.” This observation is supported by empirical research (Ouellette & Cortland, 1998). While 
at the point of entry we do not have information about future experiences and behaviors, BCSSE asks 
students about their high school experiences and behaviors.  

During the last year of high school about how often did you do the following? 
(1=Never, 2=Sometimes, 3=Often, 4=Never) 

Came to class without completing reading or assignments 
During your last year of high school, to what extent did your courses challenge you to do your 
best work? (1=Not at all to 7=Very much) 
New freshmen are also asked to estimate sense of their own academic perseverance, academic 

preparation, and expected college grades. According to social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1977, 1995, 
2006), student perceptions of their ability to succeed—perform academic tasks, persevere, or cope with 
adverse situations—affect their behavior. Student perceptions of their abilities to persevere, learn course 
material, and cope with adverse situations are measured using the following BCSSE items: 

How difficult do you expect the following to be?  
(1=Not difficult to 6=Difficult) 
 Learning course material 
During the coming school year, how certain are you that you will do the following? 
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(1=Not at all certain to 6=Very certain) 
Study when there are other interesting things to do 
Finish something you have started  
Stay positive, even when you do poorly on a test  

 What do you expect most of your grades will be during the coming year? 
 (1=C- or lower, 2=C, 3=C+, 4=B-, 5=B, 6=B+, 7=A-, and 8=A) 
 “A highly involved student is one who … devotes considerable energy to studying, spends much 
time on campus, participates actively in student organizations, and interacts frequently with faculty 
members and other students” (Astin, 1999, p. 518). Involvement is closely related to effort students put 
forth or time-on-task concept (Astin, 1999). BCSSE measures time-on-task both during the last year of 
high school and the expected time-on-task during the coming college school year. The following 
indicators of time-on-task are included in the models presented here. 

During your last year of high school, how many hours did you spend in a typical 7-day week 
doing each of the following? 
During the coming school year, about how many hours do you think you will spend in a typical 7-
day week doing each of the following? 
(1=0, 2=1-5, 3=6-10, 4=11-15, 5=16-20, 6=21-25, 7=26-30, and 8=More than 30) 

Preparing for class (studying, reading, doing homework, etc.) 
 Working for pay 

Relaxing and socializing (time with friends, video games, TV or videos, keeping up with 
friends online, etc.) 

Financial stress has an adverse effect on student persistence (Seidman, 2006). Working for pay is 
one of BCSSE indicators of financial stress (Cole, 2012). Other BCSSE indicators of financial stress 
include the need for student loans and job or personal savings to pay educational expenses (Cole, 2012) 
and are hypothesized to affect student outcomes studied here. Financial stress can be also associated with 
out-of-state residency, which was included in the models. 
 Because part-time enrollment negatively affects persistence (O’Toole, Stratton, & Wetzel, 2003), 
the models presented here control for attempted hours. Finally, assuming varying academic rigor in the 
curriculum, the study controls for college or school in which a student enrolls. 
 
Data and Method 
 The models are based on data for two fall cohorts (2013 and 2014) of first-time freshmen. The 
predictions are made for fall 2015 first-time freshmen. BCSSE was administered during the first-year 
orientation, which led to high response rates (97% in 2013 and 2014 and 94% in 2015). For students who 
did not complete BCSSE, predictions are based on separate models that did not include BCSSE 
indicators. In cases of item non-response for BCSSE respondents, the values for missing items were 
replaced with means. 
 Descriptive statistics for two groups of students—those who did not complete and those who 
completed BCSSE—are presented by term of matriculation in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics 

  

Did not complete BCSSE Completed BCSSE 

2013 2014 2015 2013 2014 2015 
Number of cases 100 160 293 3,626 4,432 4,606 

One-year retention rate 69% 82%   91% 90%   
First semester GPA 2.77 (0.92) 2.77 (0.90)   2.98 (0.82) 2.96 (0.86)   
Female 35% 35% 32% 52% 52% 54% 

Caucasian 53% 61% 64% 87% 86% 86% 

High School GPA 3.46 (0.56) 3.56 (0.51) 3.62 (0.55) 3.75 (0.45) 3.78 (0.46) 3.85 (0.42) 

ACT Composite or SAT Equiv. 24.27 (4.93) 25.04 (4.64) 25.51 (4.11) 26.73 (3.60) 26.83 (3.66) 27.16 (3.52) 

On campus 67% 59% 54% 69% 65% 65% 

In-state residence 36% 51% 49% 66% 62% 62% 

College/school 

Agriculture 2% 4% 6% 5% 6% 5% 

Architecture 8% 11% 5% 5% 5% 5% 

Business 32% 16% 19% 15% 15% 16% 

Education 4% 10% 5% 6% 6% 6% 

Engineering 16% 24% 28% 26% 26% 27% 

Forestry 3% 2% 2% 1% 1% 1% 

Human Sciences 2% 6% 2% 5% 4% 4% 

Nursing 1% 1% 1% 6% 5% 6% 

Undecided 0% 0% 1% 0% 0% 1% 

Science and Mathematics 8% 14% 16% 18% 19% 18% 

Attempted hours 14.44 (2.05) 14.53 (1.73) 14.94 (1.77) 14.66 (1.48) 14.70 (1.50) 14.92 (1.42) 

Feeder high school 26% 35% 34% 43% 39% 39% 

First generation 16% 15% 15% 10% 10% 14% 

"C" or better in Calculus       46% 48% 49% 

High school experiences 

Preparing for class, hours per week 3.08 (1.31) 3.03 (1.29) 3.07 (1.33) 

Working for pay, hours per week 2.51 (1.81) 2.47 (1.80) 2.60 (1.88) 

Relaxing and socializing, hours per week 4.07 (1.61) 4.03 (1.62) 3.96 (1.60) 

Coming to class without completing assignments 1.76 (0.65) 1.76 (0.67) 1.74 (0.68) 

Courses challenged to do best work 4.93 (1.31) 4.95 (1.29) 4.90 (1.31) 

College expectations 

Preparing for class, hours per week 4.70 (1.28) 4.65 (1.26) 4.69 (1.28) 

Working for pay, hours per week 2.41 (1.64) 2.58 (1.68) 2.56 (1.68) 

Relaxing and socializing, hours per week 3.95 (1.31) 3.91 (1.29) 3.89 (1.28) 

During the coming school year, how certain are you that you will do the following? 

Study when there are other interesting things to do 4.25 (1.05) 4.2 (1.05) 4.22 (1.08) 

Finish something you have started when you encounter challenges 5.03 (0.92) 5.02 (0.90) 4.99 (0.92) 

Stay positive, even when you do poorly on a test 4.68 (1.11) 4.68 (1.11) 4.68 (1.12) 

Expected difficulty of learning course material 3.90 (1.02) 3.94 (1.01) 3.95 (0.99) 

Intention to graduate from this institution 97% 97% 97% 

Number of friends attending the same institution 3.32 (1.68) 3.29 (1.55) 3.29 (1.55) 

This institution was first choice 81% 82% 83% 

Expected grades during the coming year 6.51 (1.13) 6.55 (1.05) 6.61 (1.01) 

Using loans for educational expenses 40% 41% 40% 

Using job or personal savings for educational expenses 60% 61% 62% 
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Findings 
Predictions of first semester grade point averages are based on linear regression models, see 

Models A and B in Table 2. Estimation of the probability of return is based on logistic regression models, 
see Models C and D in Table 2. The discussion will be focused on Model B and Model D, i.e. models that 
include BCSSE variables. This is because Model A and Model C are based on fewer cases and are, 
therefore, less reliable (Button et al., 2013 for a discussion of small sample effects on reliability of 
findings). 

Not surprisingly, high school GPA and test scores have positive associations with the first 
semester GPA. For example, based on Model B in Table 1, a point increase in high school GPA leads to a 
0.66 increase in the first semester GPA, while a point increase in ACT composite is associated with about 
0.05 increase in first semester GPA. High school GPA has also a significant effect on the odds of return. 
Based on Model D in Table 2, one point increase in high school GPA leads to 2.64 (e0.97) times greater 
odds of persistence. Controlling for high school GPA and test scores, having “C” or better in Calculus is 
associated with higher grades and greater odds of persistence. The same finding applies to expected 
grades during the coming year. Students who expect having higher grades end up having higher grades in 
college and are more likely to persist. 

In-state residence is associated with lower first semester GPA, but, based on Model D in Table 2, 
it is also associated with greater odds of return. Selected indicators of institutional commitment affect the 
probability of return. Based on Model D in Table 2, graduating from a feeder school is associated with 
1.34 (e0.29) times greater odds of staying. The odds of staying of students who attend their first choice 
institution are 1.22 (e0.20) times the odds of staying for those who did not attend their first choice 
institution. The probability of staying also increases as the number of friends attending the same 
institution goes up. Students who graduated from a feeder high school have, on average, 0.11 greater GPA 
(see model B in Table 2). But the association between other indicators of predisposition to stay—
intention to graduate from this institution, number of friends attending this institution, and attending the 
first choice institution—and first semester GPA are not statistically significant.  

Consistent with prior studies by Astin (1993) and Chickering and Reisser (1993) (as cited by Kuh 
et al., 2006), living on campus is associated with persistence and higher grades. With the exception of 
Model C in Table 2, the effect of on campus living is positive and significant at the 5% alpha level. As 
expected, first-generation status puts students are at a greater risk of attrition and poor academic 
performance.  

Work for pay in high school and expected work for pay in college are indicators of financial 
stress (Cole, 2012) and are negatively associated with both first semester GPA and retention. Use of loans 
for educational expenses does not have significant effects on student outcomes, while, contrary to 
expectations, the effect of use of job or personal savings for educational expenses on grades is positive 
and statistically significant.  
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Table 2: Predictive Models 

  

First semester GPA 
Linear Regression Models 

One-year retention 
Logistic Regression Models 

Model A Model B Model C Model D 

Intercept -1.84 (0.57)*** -1.38 (0.14)*** -5.45 (1.87)*** -4.38 (0.69)*** 

Female -0.12 (0.12)  0.09 (0.02)*** -0.21 (0.4)  0.34 (0.1)*** 

Caucasian 0.05 (0.12)  0.04 (0.02)  -0.42 (0.4)  0.12 (0.11)  

High School GPA 0.74 (0.11)*** 0.66 (0.02)*** 0.99 (0.40)** 0.97 (0.11)*** 

ACT Composite or SAT Equivalent 0.04 (0.01)*** 0.05 (0.00)*** 0.00 (0.05)  0.00 (0.01)  

On campus 0.27 (0.11)** 0.03 (0.02)** -0.05 (0.38)  0.43 (0.09)*** 

In-state residence -0.28 (0.14)** -0.07 (0.02)*** -0.08 (0.45)  0.30 (0.11)*** 

Agriculture -0.41 (0.30)  -0.42 (0.04)*** -0.54 (0.86)  -0.15 (0.19)  

Architecture -0.15 (0.20)  -0.10 (0.04)** 0.40 (0.66)  0.38 (0.22)** 

Business 0.06 (0.16)  -0.04 (0.03)  0.6 (0.56)  0.27 (0.15)** 

Education 0.32 (0.21)  -0.09 (0.04)** 0.88 (0.75)  -0.34 (0.19)** 

Engineering -0.58 (0.18)*** -0.40 (0.03)*** 0.09 (0.59)  0.05 (0.15)  

Forestry -0.15 (0.34)  -0.61 (0.07)*** -0.30 (1.05)  -0.70 (0.30)** 

Human Sciences -0.12 (0.26)  -0.15 (0.04)*** 1.76 (1.16)  -0.18 (0.22)  

Nursing -0.71 (0.45)  -0.20 (0.04)*** -0.34 (1.33)  -0.16 (0.22)  

Science and Mathematics -0.45 (0.19)** -0.33 (0.03)*** -0.21 (0.59)  -0.28 (0.15)** 

Attempted hours 0.08 (0.03)*** 0.02 (0.01)*** 0.23 (0.09)** 0.03 (0.02)  

Feeder high school 0.20 (0.14)  0.11 (0.02)*** 0.80 (0.48)** 0.29 (0.11)*** 

First generation -0.13 (0.15)  -0.05 (0.03)** -0.70 (0.47)  -0.39 (0.12)*** 

"C" or better in Calculus 0.15 (0.02)***   0.27 (0.09)*** 

Preparing for class in high school, hours per week 0.01 (0.01)**    -0.03 (0.04)  

Working for paying high school, hours per week -0.02 (0.00)***    -0.06 (0.02)*** 

Relaxing and socializing in high school, hours per week -0.02 (0.01)***    -0.09 (0.03)*** 

Coming to class without completing assignments -0.07 (0.01)***    -0.07 (0.06)  

Courses challenged to do best work 0.01 (0.01)**    0.05 (0.03)  

Preparing for class, expected hours per week 0.00 (0.01)     0.01 (0.04)  

Working for pay, expected hours per week -0.040 (0.00)***    -0.17 (0.02)*** 

Relaxing and socializing, expected hours per week 0.01 (0.01)     0.10 (0.04)*** 

Study when there are other interesting things to do 0.04 (0.01)***    0.05 (0.04)  

Finish something you have started when you encounter challenges 0.02 (0.01)**    -0.04 (0.05)  

Stay positive, even when you do poorly on a test -0.03 (0.01)***    0.01 (0.04)  

Expected difficulty of learning course material 0.03 (0.01)***    0.23 (0.04)*** 

Intention to graduate from this institution -0.01 (0.05)     0.22 (0.21)  

Number of friends attending the same institution 0.00 (0.01)     0.09 (0.03)*** 

This institution was first choice -0.01 (0.02)     0.20 (0.11)** 

Expected grades during the coming year 0.04 (0.01)***    0.14 (0.04)*** 

Using loans for educational expenses -0.02 (0.02)     -0.11 (0.10)  

Using job or personal savings for educational expenses 0.04 (0.02)**    0.09 (0.11)  

R Square/Nagelkerke R Square 0.38 0.39 0.16 0.15 

Standard error of estimate 0.75 0.66     

-2 Log Likelihood     251 4,545 

 
Time on task of preparing for class in high school is positively associated with first semester 

GPA. On the contrary, time for relaxing and socializing in high school is negatively associated with both 
student outcomes. If a student reported that in high school she often came to class without completing 
assignments, she is likely to get lower grades in college, thus supporting Dr. Phil’s observation that “the 
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best predictor of future behavior is relevant past behavior.” If a student felt challenged in high school, she 
is more likely to get higher grades in college. Similarly, a student who expects learning course material to 
be difficult is likely to get higher grades and persist. 

A student sense of their own academic perseverance—confidence that they will study when there 
are other interesting things to do or finish something they have started when they encounter challenges—
is positively associated with grades. On the contrary, student confidence in the ability to control 
ruminative thought—i.e., stay positive, even when you do poorly on a test—has an adverse effect on 
grades. The effects of these variables on persistence are not significant at the 5% alpha level. 

Contrary to expectations, Model D in Table 2 indicates that the number of hours a student expects 
to relax and socialize is positively associated with retention. Unlike reported hours of studying in high 
school, expected hours of studying in college did not have significant effect on student outcomes. 

Finally, student outcomes differ by college or school of enrollment. Compared to College of 
Liberal Arts and undecided students (our reference group), students with similar characteristics (i.e., 
controlling for other independent variables) in other colleges and schools are likely to have lower grades, 
see Model B in Table 2. The exception is College of Business. The effect of college or school on retention 
does not align with its effect on grades. For example, compared to the reference group, students in 
Architecture are more likely to persist. 
 
 
Model Presentation 
 
An Overview 

The screenshot of the tool is provided in Figure 1. Entering a student’s Banner ID triggers 
populating the form with student official data, responses from BCSSE, expected first semester GPA and 
the probability of enrolling next fall. For most items on the tool there are two values. Both values are 
prepopulated from student records and survey responses. However, one of these values can be 
manipulated, while the other remains the same unless an adviser enters a different student ID. The 
predicted GPA and probability of retention are based on actual student records and responses. The 
adjusted GPA and retention are based on values from the form. As long as the values on the form and the 
actual student records and responses match, the predicted and adjusted GPA and probability of enrollment 
are the same, as shown in Figure 1. 

Once the values on the form are changed, the adjusted GPA and probability of returning next fall 
will change accordingly, thus giving advisers an opportunity to see how a different response would have 
affected this student’s odds of success. Some of the variables on the tool—gender, ethnicity, high school 
GPA, etc.—cannot be manipulated, but are controlled for in the adjusted scores.  

Let’s change some values for a student considered here. What if, instead of selecting “2” on a 
scale from 1=Not very certain to 6=Very certain, this student reported that he is certain he will finish 
something he has started? Based on the adjusted scores, this would not change this student’s probability 
of coming back next fall, but it would increase this student’s expected fall 1 GPA from 3.26 to 3.36, see 
Figure 2. 
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Figure 1: Snapshot of BCSSE advising tool

 
Based on data for similar students from 
prior cohorts, this student has 0.98 
likelihood of returning next fall. 

 
 
This student’s expected first 

semester GPA is 3.26. 
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Figure 2: Effect of change in the values on student outcomes 

 
Similarly, one can manipulate other variables on the tool to evaluate their effects on expected first 

semester GPA and the probability of return. To evaluate an effect of a single variable, one should make 
sure that the values of the other variables on the form match actual student records and responses. 

Because some first-time freshmen either did not complete BCSSE or did not provide sufficient 
identifying information, most of the values on the form are missing for these students. When adviser 
enters an ID of such a student, the following warning appears in the top right corner of the form: “The 
student did not complete BCSSE/Match not found. Manipulating values of BCSSE variables will not 
work.”  

Technical Aspects 

The tool is created in Excel. Behind the tool, there are three spreadsheets: (1) data, (2) form, and 
(3) models. The data spreadsheet is used to populate the form once a student’s ID is entered. A simple 
VLOOKUP function is used to populate values that match entered student ID. The form spreadsheet is 
used to control elements of the form on the tool, i.e. input range, cell link, and drop down lines. Note that 
the developer toolbar has to be added to Excel to work on the forms. The model spreadsheet is used to 
calculate predicted and adjusted GPA as well as predicted and adjusted probability of return next fall. 

Table 3 illustrates calculating predicted and adjusted values, based on one of four models—linear 
regression of first semester GPA for students who did not complete BCSSE. This model (as opposed to a 
model with BCSSE predictors) was selected for economy of space. The first column of the table lists 
independent variables included in the model. The second column represents unstandardized regression 
coefficient associated with each of the independent variables. The third column is for student actual data 
and is populated using VLOOKUP function from the data spreadsheet. The fourth column is based on the 
values selected on the form and is populated from the form spreadsheet. The fifth column is calculated by 
multiplying the second column—unstandardized regression coefficient—by the third column with student 
actual values. The sixth column is calculated by multiplying the unstandardized regression coefficients 
(column 2) by the values from the form (column 4).  
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Table 3: A Model behind the Tool 

 Column 1:  
Column 2: 

B 
Column 3: Actual 
Student Record 

Column 4: 
Form 

Column 5: 
Predicted 

Column 6: 
Adjusted 

Intercept -1.842 1 1 -1.84 -1.84 
Female -.120 0 0 0.00 0.00 
Caucasian .054 1 1 0.05 0.05 
High School GPA .736 4.12 4.12 3.03 3.03 
ACT Composite or SAT Equivalent .040 31 31 1.23 1.23 
On campus .272 1 1 0.27 0.27 
In-state residence -.283 1 1 -0.28 -0.28 
Agriculture -.408 0 0 0.00 0.00 
Architecture -.150 0 0 0.00 0.00 
Business .057 0 0 0.00 0.00 
Education .320 0 0 0.00 0.00 
Engineering -.575 1 1 -0.58 -0.58 
Forestry -.147 0 0 0.00 0.00 
Human Sciences -.120 0 0 0.00 0.00 
Nursing -.710 0 0 0.00 0.00 
Science and Mathematics -.448 0 0 0.00 0.00 
Attempted hours .078 15 15 1.18 1.18 
Feeder high school .201 1 1 0.20 0.20 
First generation -.126 0 0 0.00 0.00 
Predicted/adjusted values 3.26 3.26 

 
The sum of products in column 5 provides predicted GPA. The sum of products in column 6 provides an 
adjusted GPA. 
 
 
Conclusions and Implications 

While predictive models based on BCSSE have been used at Auburn University for several years, 
this form in its current state has only been used at Auburn University during the past academic year. 
Comments from advisers who were using this form in the prior year were addressed in the current form. 
The main question of whether the interventions and advisers’ work with at-risk students resulted in 
positive outcomes is yet to be answered. 
 The tool itself provides institutional researchers with a possible way to present and visualize 
predictive models so that users can easily identify factors that put students at risk. 
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Abstract: Using predictive modeling techniques, we have found that unmet financial need is 
among the best pre-matriculation variables in our data for predicting 2nd fall retention of 
first-time undergraduates. Once students are enrolled, their earned GPA dominates in 
predicting 2nd fall retention, although unmet need retains a strong and significant effect at 
all levels of academic achievement. A substantial increase in enrolled students with high 
unmet need is holding down our institutional retention rate by as much as 1.6%. In order to 
address this issue, we have implemented the Provost Persistence Grant program to provide 
financial assistance to students in acute financial stress. Although historically our financial 
aid programs have been almost exclusively merit-based, we are currently exploring options 
for a comprehensive need-based aid program to improve student persistence. The goal is to 
combine dedicated funds for students self-identifying with financial difficulties and 
leveraging strategies to optimize institutional spending and maximize retention impact. 

Introduction 

Nationally there have been substantial increases in unmet need for all undergraduates, 
with students from low-income backgrounds seeing the highest increases. Financial stresses have 
an impact on retention, progression toward degree, and student success in general as students, 
who often are uninformed or inexperienced in financial matters, struggle individually to meet 
these increased costs by working more or dropping out of school entirely. 

It is not just low-income students who have unmet financial needs which affect student 
persistence. A recent study by Chen and Zerquera (2011) focuses on students from different 
income groups and finds that students who fall on the lowest end financially of a broadly defined 
middle class experience particular difficulties. “In general, grants, subsidized loans and work-
study are targeted toward low-income students, and unsubsidized loans and tax credits are 
targeted toward middle income students. Interest on subsidized loans does not accumulate until 
after a student finishes school, whereas interest on unsubsidized loans accumulates when the 
student borrows the money” (Maag & Fitzpatrick, 2004, p 11). Chen and Zerquera (2011) 
observe that financial need and family income are key factors: for a one thousand dollar increase 
in unmet financial need, the odds of a student staying in or returning to higher education is about 
7% lower. 

University of Kentucky Institutional Research (2010, October) found that financial issues 
were a major contributing factor for leaving the University for 20% of students with a GPA below 
3.0 and 11% of students who were performing well academically. The same survey found equal 
percentages of in-state (17.65%) and out-of-state students (17.31%) who identified financial 
concerns as the most important reason for withdrawing from the University.  

A 2013 report from Money Matters advocates for the creation of mandated financial 
literacy programs using a curriculum informed by a student developmental model (EverFi, Inc., 
2013). The developmental model is built on the recognition that student attitudes and behaviors 
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(which may be determined through testing) play a predictive role in outcomes. Any model 
financial curriculum should take into account these student attitudes.  

The Money Matters report argues that financial difficulties serve as a key predictor of 
issues that impact student success, such as mental health and academic failure (EverFi, Inc., 
2013). Students’ inability to find an adequate coping mechanism to deal with financial stress is 
generally associated with negative outcomes and may be connected with depressive symptoms in 
college students. This has implications for other kinds of wellness since students often use 
financial difficulties as “proxies for other, more personal and difficult reasons for leaving” 
college, as James Scannell (2011, para. 3) argues in his The Role of Financial Aid and Retention. 

Scannell (2011) suggests a holistic approach that helps students build relationships even 
as campus adjusts financial aid and student employment policies. The university needs to create 
strategic initiatives that build relationships and engagement to reduce underlying issues of esteem 
and lack of connections that underlie the use of finances as a proxy. When students have the tools 
needed to understand their finances, it increases the impact on their behaviors and the decisions 
they make when engaging in real-world situations (Scannell, 2011). 

In addition to targeted interventions based on demographics, it is in the interest of the 
institutions and the students to address issues of affordability, financial literacy, and financial 
wellness on a local campus level. Financial need, literacy, and wellness are national concerns, and 
key elements to personal and academic happiness and success. This paper is presented in two 
main sections. First, we describe a series of analyses in which we quantify the impact of student 
finances on college success, particularly in relation to more traditional success indicators, such as 
prior academic success and demographic traits. In the second section, we describe how we have 
operationalized these results in the form of new need-based financial aid and financial literacy 
programs that are specifically targeted at promoting student retention. 

 
 

The Impact of Finances on Student Success 
 
Student Success Metrics 

Throughout this work, our main metric defining student success is 1st to 2nd fall retention 
(a.k.a. retention or first-year retention or 2nd Fall retention) of the IPEDS GRS cohort. The GRS 
Cohort includes students who begin as first-time, full-time, degree seeking students at an 
institution and represent the primary grouping for comparing outcomes across institutions. 
Although graduation is generally considered the ultimate student success goal, retention is often a 
more useful proxy to use in student success analyses. At UK, the Fall 2009 cohort achieved a six-
year graduation rate of 61.3%. However, of those students who failed to graduate in six years, 
45% were not retained into their second fall semester, indicating that success in the first year is 
the single largest hurdle for students to negotiate on the path to graduation. Furthermore, first-
year retention is rather more straightforward to both analyze and to affect through interventions 
and policies than graduation because of the shorter time period.  

We focus on the IPEDS GRS cohort of first-time, full-time, degree-seeking 
undergraduates for several reasons. Firstly, this group of students is relatively homogenous,  
having similar expectations for progress, time-to-degree, etc. Additionally, these traditional 
students constitute the bulk of the undergraduate student population at UK, comprising 78% of 
enrolled students in Fall 2015. Finally, because the definition of the GRS cohort is set by IPEDS, 
this is a population that is consistently defined and readily compared across institutions.  
 
Traditional Student Success Indicators 
 In order to fully understand how student finances impact student success, we must also 
take into account other factors that we know to be associated with success. While a full 
accounting of all data elements known to be associated with student success at UK is far beyond 
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the scope of this work, we summarize here many of the most important results. In this work, we 
will utilize multiple logistic regression with 2nd fall retention as the dependent variable as our 
main multivariate analysis method. All analyses are conducted on the Fall 2011-Fall 2013 
cohorts, unless explicitly stated otherwise. 

When conducting such analyses, one very important, but often over-looked, factor to 
consider is the timing of data collection. Understanding these distinctions is extremely important 
because it dictates the types of interventions that can be executed at a given time; for instance, it 
is prima facie absurd to attempt to develop policies or interventions based on college GPA that 
take effect at the start of the first semester. Data analyses must be cognizant of this effect if they 
are to be meaningfully targeted at crafting intervention policies. 

 
Pre-Matriculation Data 

Prior to a student arriving at the university, the most important traditional data elements 
for predicting student success are high school academic success, parameterized as HS GPA; 
standardized test scores, particularly the ACT and/or SAT (while UK accepts either an ACT or 
SAT score as part of the standard application, because over 80% of students submit an ACT 
score, all analyses in this work will refer to ACT results, which include SAT scores re-calibrated 
to the ACT scoring scale) ; and demographic factors such as race/ethnicity, gender, first-
generation status, residency (in-state vs. out-of-state), and others. Figure 1 shows how each of  
these variables is associated with first-year retention at UK, while Table 1 (a) displays the results 
of a multiple logistic regression analysis of these variables versus retention. Consistent with many 
previous studies, we find that HS GPA is the strongest predictor of retention, with ACT and 
several demographic factors acting as significant covariates. 

 

Figure 1: 1st to 2nd Fall retention vs. various independent variables	
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Academic Performance at UK 
 Once students have completed their first semester at UK, their college academic 
performance is by far the strongest predictor of their persistence. Figure 1 (right-most plot) shows 
the strong association of first term GPA with retention and Table 1 (b) shows the results of a 
multiple logistic regression model.  
 
Financial Variables Related to Student Success 

Our main source of financial data on students is the FAFSA, which students must fill out 
in order to receive federal financial aid. At UK, about 80% of the incoming GRS cohort 
completes the FAFSA; we do not have comparable financial data for the remaining 20% of 
incoming students. In Figure 2 we show the association with retention of four potentially 
important financial variables, each of which is pulled straight from the FAFSA: adjusted gross 
income (AGI), expected family contribution (EFC), gross financial need, and unmet financial 
need (or just unmet need). AGI is simply the income of the student’s family (for dependents) or 
the student herself (for those financially independent), adjusted for various factors by official 
government guidelines. EFC is the amount of money a student or her family is expected to 
personally contribute to her educational expenses. Gross financial need is the cost of attendance 
minus EFC. Finally, unmet financial need is the remaining balance after financial aid, including 
scholarships, grants, and subsidized loans, is subtracted. 

 

Figure 2: 1st – 2nd Fall retention vs. various financial variables 

Table 1: Multiple logistic regression results using pre-matriculation data (a), and including first fall UK GPA (b)
Variable p-value 

(a)
Odds 
Ratio 

(a)

p-value 
(b)

Odds 
Ratio 

(b)

Notes

HS GPA <0.001 1.84 0.012 1.09 Standardized
ACT <0.001 1.15 0.061 1.07 Standardized
Residency – Out-of-State 0.068 0.91 <0.001 0.61 Default is In-State
Gender – Male 0.656 1.02 <0.001 1.27 Default is Female
First Generation – Yes <0.001 0.57 <0.001 0.66 Default is No
Underrepresented Minority – Yes 0.006 1.19 0.004 1.23 Default is No
First Fall UK GPA N/A N/A <0.001 3.37 Standardized
intercept <0.001 5.88 <0.001 7.45
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 Even a cursory examination of the data shows that unmet financial need has by far the 
strongest association with retention of the four financial variables, a fact that is borne out by 
multiple regression analyses, where unmet financial need is the only significant variable of the 
four when all are included. We find no significant interaction effects within these financial 
variables either; for all intents and purposes, unmet financial need seems to be a fully sufficient 
distillation of the student’s financial data for the purposes of predicting retention. Furthermore, as 
shown in Figure 3, the effect of unmet need on retention is relatively independent of both 
students’ pre-college or first-year-college academic performance. Indeed, the multiple logistic 
regression analyses in Table 2 show that unmet financial need is highly significant using either 
HS or first-year college GPA as the independent academic success variable. 
 

 
Figure 3: Retention vs. HS GPA and UK GPA split by Unmet Need level, showing that the retention effects of unmet 
need are relatively independent of academic success 

Table 2: Multiple logistic regression results adding unmet financial need to the models run in Table 1 
Variable p-

value 
(a)

Odds 
Ratio 

(a)

p-
value 

(b)

Odds 
Ratio 

(b)

Notes

HS GPA <0.001 1.70 0.147 1.05 Standardized
ACT 0.217 1.04 0.826 0.99 Standardized
Residency – Out-of-State 0.001 0.80 <0.001 0.58 Default is In-State
Gender – Male 0.726 0.98 <0.001 1.22 Default is Female
First Generation – Yes <0.001 0.65 <0.001 0.72 Default is No
Underrepresented Minority – Yes 0.366 1.06 0.124 1.12 Default is No
First Fall UK GPA N/A N/A <0.001 3.22 Standardized
Unmet Financial Need <0.001 0.90 <0.001 0.93 per $1K
Unmet Need x Residency <0.001 1.06 <0.001 1.04 Interaction term
intercept <0.001 7.35 <0.001 8.70

 
 Examining the association of unmet financial need on first year retention in Figures 4 and 
5, there are three pertinent features which warrant exposition: 
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1. We find that there is a significant interaction term between unmet need and residency, 
whereby for in-state students each dollar of unmet need has a larger effect on the 
retention rate of in-state students than it does on out-of-state students.  

2. The value of $0 unmet need is completely non-significant in its effect on retention. There 
is no discontinuity detectable in the slope of the retention vs. unmet need curve at this 
point (which very closely approximates a constant-odds-ratio curve), although $0 is the 
median and modal as a result of various financial aid practices designed to “meet” need.  

3. Students who do not fill out the FAFSA have relatively high retention rates, 
approximately equal to students with $0 in unmet need. Broadly speaking, there are likely 
two groups of students without the FAFSA: those with significant financial means who 
know they will not be eligible for federal financial aid (we believe the majority falls into 
this category), and those who lack the knowledge and/or cultural capital to complete the 
forms even though they would benefit from the aid available by doing so.  
 

 
Figure 4: (Left): The proportion of cohort students with at least $10K in unmet need by year. (Right): The unmet need 
distribution of the incoming cohorts 

	

 
Figure 5: (Top): The simulated vs. actual unmet need for each student, color coded by residency. The line shows the 
1:1 relation. (Bottom): The change in each student's retention probability vs. her unmet need 
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Quantifying the Effect Need-Based Financial Aid as a Retention Intervention 
 If unmet financial need is a primary driver of student attrition, then there is an obvious 
intervention which can alleviate it: need-based financial aid. Ultimately, the amount of aid 
provided to each student is a matter of University policy, making it a straightforward, if not 
necessarily inexpensive, policy to implement. Indeed, it is technically and operationally much 
simpler to provide direct financial aid to students than it is to improve their study skills, raise their 
academic preparation, or even increase their social engagement and overall happiness with the 
institution. 
 
The Increasing Unmet Financial Need Burden and Its Effect on Retention  

One particularly disconcerting trend, given the high importance of unmet financial need 
is its growing prevalence on our campus. Figure 4 shows that the number of students with high 
financial need has been growing rapidly in recent years; in fact, this growth in high amounts of 
unmet need is among the most profound and fastest-moving of all student trends on UK’s 
campus. Interestingly, the changes in the unmet need distribution are not just coming at the high 
end; the distribution is widening on both sides, indicating that there are more students with both 
very high and very low unmet financial need. 

Our first step in understanding the effects of unmet need on student success is to 
understand how this growing high unmet need burden has affected our overall retention rate. To 
do so, we have run simulated “what-if” scenarios in which we assume that instead of the 
widening unmet need distribution seen in recent years, the student population had the same unmet 
need distribution as was seen in earlier cohorts. Using our logistic regression model (described in 
Table 2), we can simulate the effects on retention of changing each student’s level of unmet need 
by simply altering this value re-calculating the retention probability using the logistic regression 
coefficients, and summing these probabilities across all students. We thus took the GRS Cohort of 
Fall 2013 and simulated their retention rate assuming the unmet need distribution of the Fall 2008 
Cohort. In order to assign new unmet need values to the 2013 cohort students and preserve any 
correlations of unmet need with other important variables, we applied a rank-matching algorithm. 
Thus, the Fall 2013-cohort student with the highest unmet need was assigned the unmet need 
value of the Fall 2008-cohort student with the highest unmet need; the Fall 2013-cohort student 
with the second-highest unmet need was assigned the unmet need value of the Fall 2008-cohort 
student with the second-highest unmet need; and so on. Because the Fall 2013 had more students 
than the Fall 2008 cohort, Fall 2008 unmet need values were duplicated among Fall 2013 students 
to preserve the same quantile distribution as was found in the original Fall 2008 distribution. 
Additionally, because of the strong interaction observed between residency and unmet need, the 
resident and non-resident populations were rank-matched independently. 

The results of this analysis are shown in Figure 5. We find that because of the large 
growth in high-unmet need students, the actual retention rate of the Fall 2013 cohort is 1.6 
percentage points below what would be expected had the unmet need distribution been the same 
as in Fall 2008. This analysis, of course, assumes that observed associations between unmet 
financial need and retention is causal, and that no other hidden variable is co-varying along with 
unmet need. However, we feel it is very reasonable to assume that students’ ability to pay for 
college is a primary driver of their persistence, and see no obvious reason that the relationship 
between unmet need and retention should strongly vary over time. 
 
Targeting Need-Based Financial Aid at Increasing Student Retention 
 The logical intervention to alleviate attrition caused by unmet financial need is to 
distribute need-based financial aid. We have used a method similar to that described above, where 
we alter students’ unmet need values and re-calculate the retention rate, to determine the efficacy 
and cost of various need-based aid distribution plans. 
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In the simplest such method, we simply set a ceiling on the unmet need level of each 
student; that is, we set a maximum value of unmet need and lower each student’s unmet need 
amount to that value. In this method, it is simple to do a cost-benefit analysis by summing the 
total amount by which students’ unmet need has been reduced. Table 3 shows the results of a 
model where we set the unmet need value to $0. For the Fall 2013 cohort, this would require an 
outlay of $14.9M, while increasing the retention rate by 4.3 percentage points, thereby costing 
$3.5M per percentage point of retention gain. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
A more targeted approach to need-based financial aid would be to distribute aid dollars in 

a way that maximizes retention gains. We have used our model to simulate such a scenario, using 
a recursive aid distribution algorithm. We begin by creating a scenario where the unmet need of 
each student is decreased by $1K, equivalent to providing $1K in need-based financial aid. We 
then re-calculate each student’s retention probability using our logistic regression model. By 
finding the student whose retention probability is increased the most, we can maximize the 
retention impact of that $1K. We then “apply” the $1K to only that most-impacted student, 
permanently decreasing the unmet need by $1K. We then repeat the process with the next $1K, 
finding the student on whom it will have the greatest retention impact, and so on. In this way, 
each $1K “award” of aid has a maximal impact on retention and we optimize our financial aid 
distribution for retention increases. The results of this simulation on our Fall 2013 cohort, shown 
in Figure 6, show that distributing $1M would increase the overall retention rate by 0.5 
percentage points, while $20M would cause a 6.3 percentage point increase. 

 

 
Figure 6: Simulated retention gains from need-based aid optimization algorithm 

While extremely useful for understanding the maximum impact of need-based financial 
aid on retention, there are two important caveats to this analysis. Firstly, no real-world policy 
could ever be implemented in such a precise manner, making this model a theoretical maximum 
optimization that is unlikely to be fully achieved in practice. Secondly, we do not take into 

Table 3: Setting unmet need to a maximum of $0
Cohort 
Term 

Actual 
Retention 
Rate 

Change in 
Retention 
Rate 

Eliminated 
Unmet 
Need 

Fall 2009 81.8% 2.4% $7.3M
Fall 2012 81.5% 2.9% $9.6M
Fall 2011 81.3% 3.4% $10.5M
Fall 2012 82.5% 3.5% $12.6M
Fall 2013 82.2% 4.3% $14.9M
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account the additional revenues generated by retained students in our cost calculations. While it is 
extremely unlikely that these revenues would fully realize the costs, they are certain to bring 
down the overall cost of such a program. We are actively working to create models with more 
realistic input parameters, and by including future revenues into the total cost calculations. 
 
Operationalizing Data Analytics 

Realizing the significant impact of financial issues and unmet need have on student 
success, retention and graduation, the University has expanded or implemented several initiatives 
to assist students facing financial difficulties. Given the inherent competing goals involved with 
financial decision-making in the student success arena, the individuals and offices charged with 
managing these programs are constantly trying to strike the proper balance, both for the student 
and institution. 

In working with students in financial distress, the conversations are extraordinarily 
intimate and often very difficult. Particularly for those seeking assistance, the students’ desire is 
nearly always to continue their studies in pursuit of their degree. However, the financial strain can 
lead to poor academic performance, stress, health issues, hunger and even homelessness. The 
realization that there are cases where it is in the students’ best interests to take a semester or two 
off from their studies is a difficult one, but one which is necessary to truly help the student.  

From the institutional perspective, there are often competing interests as well, especially 
in an era where reduced state support for public institutions and rising student unmet need are 
putting additional budgetary pressure onto an already challenging situation.  The Bursar’s office 
is charged with increasing collections and reducing accounts receivable as much as possible, and 
budget offices are closely monitoring institutional spending and discount rates; yet, the university 
must achieve higher success goals/rates. To respond to these issues and work towards the shared 
goal of personal and academic excellence for all students, University personnel have focused on 
increased coordination, collaboration and transparency as essential tenets to the success of student 
financial initiatives. 
 
Provost Persistence Grants: Addressing Financial Need/Challenges 

In an effort to address rising student financial need as a challenge that prevents 
persistence, UK developed the Provost Persistence Grant (PPG) program. PPGs are open to any 
undergraduate student (with particular emphasis on those in the prior six cohorts) whose financial 
need and/or challenges may be affecting their continued enrollment and progression at UK. 

Academic colleges and/or academic support areas recommend students to the Financial 
Ombudsman and the Director of Student Success, who review the student financial account to 
determine eligibility and/or award amount. Eligible students must be in good academic standing 
and have a current balance and/or a short-term financial challenge that would prevent continued 
enrollment. PPGs are generally one-time awards ranging from $1,000 - $7,000 depending on 
need/situation. In exceptional circumstances, students have received more than one award and/or 
offers up to $10,000 have been extended. To receive the award, students must meet with the 
Financial Ombudsman to discuss their current financial account and future financial plans. 

Since its inception in Spring 2015, 221 unique students have been offered a PPG with 
awards totaling $777,000. UK initially allocated $1.5 million dollars to this initiative, half of 
which has been awarded to date. Not only has the PPGs helped more than two hundred students, 
an unintended benefit has resulted from this process. Through the recommendation and review 
process, the Financial Ombudsman and her team have identified and communicated to students 
other financial opportunities, resources, and services enabling the financial issue to be resolved 
without needing a PPG. Of the 12 initial recipients in Spring 2015, all 12 were retained to Fall 
2015 and 10 were retained to Spring 2016. There were 67 initial recipients in Fall 2015—66 were 
retained to Spring 2016. For these two initial recipient cohorts, PPG expenses were $273K. Thus 
far, these students have generated $679K in net revenue in subsequent semesters (see Figure 7). 
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The process of personal counseling received by these students from the Financial Ombudsman, 
Director of Student Success and academic colleges prior to receipt of the award lends credibility 
to the assumption that the PPG was a critical factor in retaining the student and net revenue 
generated in subsequent semesters would have been lost without the award. 

 

 
Figure 7: Net revenue generated via PPG recipient retention 

Proactive Financial Outreach 
Financial collection efforts from the Bursar’s office are a necessary and ongoing effort 

throughout the academic year. To supplement these communications, and to more individually 
target students with the proper resources applicable to their own situation, a joint retention 
campaign is conducted each Fall and Spring semester. Representing a true collaboration between 
the Director of Student Success, the Financial Ombudsman, the Bursar’s office, Student Financial 
Aid, and Enrollment Management, communications are timed such that students receive 
information immediately prior to the opening of their priority registration window. Despite all of 
the preceding communications regarding their student account, the inability to register for the 
upcoming semester is often what spurs students to take action in order to address their financial 
issues at the institution. 

Undergraduate students with financial holds are placed in groups based on their current 
situation, and receive message content and direction to available resources dependent on their 
grouping. Since this campaign in March 2016, accounts receivables for these students have been 
cut in half, benefitting both the students and the University. Initiatives such as these, along with 
expanded, personalized efforts from the Bursar’s office, have helped push the Unpaid percentage 
of student accounts not only below last year’s levels, but comparable to 2012-13 (see Figure 8). 
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Figure 8: Unpaid % of Fall and Spring Student Accounts 

Financial Literacy Prior to Enrollment 
With the knowledge that a successful first-year experience is the single biggest obstacle 

to graduation, and that financial knowledge and issues play a key role in that experience, efforts 
aimed at financial literacy for our incoming students have ramped up across the recruitment 
process. In addition to standard communications and reminders about FAFSA deadlines, missing 
verification items, and other operational requirements, the University has expanded its efforts to 
provide the greatest amount of financial information possible to students both before and after 
they arrive on campus. 

1. UK conducts more than 20 “Preview Nights” across the state of Kentucky and 
surrounding states (including stops in Chicago, Indianapolis, Nashville and Atlanta). A 
traveling roadshow with staff from across the University and all of its academic colleges, 
the Bursar’s office, Student Financial Aid and the Academic Scholarship office are 
always well represented to broach the subject of financial literacy as early as possible. 

2. In addition to the federally mandated net price calculator, UK developed an interactive 
Wildcat Cost Calculator to see the financial impacts of different residence halls, meal 
plans, etc. The Wildcat Cost Calculator is heavily marketed to prospective students across 
all communication channels and at recruitment events. 

3. While cost calculators serve an important purpose, students and families often want to 
know the exact amounts of tuition, fees, housing and dining as early as possible. With a 
targeted roll out later this year, the University is developing an integrated tool for 
calculating actual costs after registration. The goal is that students will be able to attend 
an orientation, register for classes and immediately receive a real time picture of their 
totals costs, including tuition, course and program fees, housing and dining costs, as well 
as estimated financial aid. 

4. In addition to Financial Aid award letters, Student Financial Aid now sends a Financial 
Aid Portfolio to all incoming students. Utilizing a checklist format, the portfolio is 
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designed to ensure the student understands all of the costs, resources and steps necessary 
to succeed both academically and financially at UK. 

5. With all its communications to prospective students, UK takes a persistent and personal 
approach, while trying to cast as wide a net as possible. All communication channels are 
utilized (email, postcards, letters, phone calls, text messages, social media, etc.) in order 
to get the necessary financial information to students and families. In addition, Student 
Financial staff often set up help desks across campus wherever students congregate in a 
continuing effort to meet students where they live and be as accessible as possible. 

 
MoneyCATS: Addressing Financial Wellness 

UK also created the Wellness Initiatives for Student Empowerment (WISE) office in 
2015 to address multiple student wellness issues, including financial wellness through the 
MoneyCATS program. A newly hired Financial Wellness Specialist, charged with building 
the financial wellness center and engaging students in financial wellness and literacy programs, is 
creating a place of peer mentorship (through Student Wellness Ambassadors) and resources for 
our UK student body to stay connected and well equipped to handle their evolving financial 
needs. 

The Student Wellness Ambassadors’ mission is to inform students on aspects of wellness 
such as alcohol, drugs, mental health, general well-being, and financial wellness in order to 
promote safe and responsible lifestyle decisions. This group of highly motivated and well-trained 
students organize educational programs and events throughout campus and the community, and 
believe that all students have the right to make their own decisions on issues - we just help 
provide them with quality, research-based information. 
 
Summary 
 
 The analyses outlined in this work show that unmet financial need is one of the strongest 
determinants of students’ ability to succeed at the University of Kentucky. While it is perhaps 
unsurprising that students’ finances play a significant role in their collegiate success, by 
quantifying the magnitude of this effect we have been able to develop policies specifically aimed 
at alleviating students unmet financial need burden in a targeted manner. Ultimately, several of 
the key factors which drive unmet financial need, including cost of attendance and financial aid 
awards, are matters of University policy. Viewed in this way, unmet financial need is a relatively 
straightforward success barrier to alleviate: it only costs money. 
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Abstract: Providing common language for systemic cultural change, branded as Next Generation for 
First-Generation student success (nextgenfirstgen.com), occurred through adoption of the 
Organizational Developmental Model of Inclusion (ODMI) by Saint Mary's College of California. 
The ODMI, developed by Moises Baron and Reuben Mitchell, provides a framework for generating 
policies and practices to assess and instigate organizational change. ODMI implementation involves 
a continuously evolving, dynamic strategy ensuring all college divisions are devoted to inclusive 
excellence. The High Potential Sphere of Success (HPSS)—a strengths-based leadership, retention, 
and success initiative partially funded by TRiO—embodies institutional dedication to first-
generation and/or low-income students to demonstrate a culture of commencement as dynamic goal. 
Connecting student success to institutional mission through the ODMI has yielded outcomes 
positively impacting student retention and distinct pathways to graduation. Encouraging a balance 
of the ideals of collectivist cultures within an individualistic society constitutes a unique approach to 
cultivating student success. Strategies employed clearly identify how the College's mission/core 
principles formed the basis of interactions with stakeholders to influence buy-in of significant 
narrative change from deficit to strengths based perspective-taking. This paper outlines steps taken 
by HPSS leaders that can be generalized to any institution to activate positive change.  

 
 

Context 

Investigating strategies to identify and extract avenues for activating institutional change requires 
developing facility with theory-based transformative thinking and focused identification of outcomes. 
Uncovering existing partnerships to develop and infuse strengths-based resilience thinking (Caruna, 2014) 
into strategic planning and policy making requires both grass-roots and administrative commitment to 
positively impact institutional and student success. Combining existing constructs, mission ideals, and 
retention and graduation targets can shape the formula for lasting and positive transformation. The High 
Potential Sphere of Success (HPSS)—a strengths-based leadership, retention, and success initiative—
embodies institutional dedication to first generation and/or low income students and demonstrates a 
culture of commencement as a goal in action (Sosa & Pascua Dea, 2015a). See Appendix A. HPSS was 
developed by the authors through intentional implementation of existing institutional directives and the 
college’s mission combined with faculty/staff collaboration and funding from TRiO to create the 
foundation on which to launch the program’s restructure.  The result of this formula is the manifestation 
of the organization’s mission through vigorous, evidence-based, logistically-structured change. In 
addition, the framework for the next generation of working with first-generation and/or low-income 
students has been established (Sosa & Pascua Dea, 2015b). 

Many institutions are mired in redundant narratives centered on increasing diversity and how 
those increases might impact student and institutional success. Some institutions work to implement 
processes aimed at positively impacting campus ecology in order to improve student achievement (Dey, 
Ott, Antonaros, Barnhardt, & Holsapple, 2010; Harper & Hurtado, 2007). However, constant discourse 
around how to prompt increases in compositional diversity often result in resurrection of antiquated and 
often siloed approaches that are confusing and do not promote agency among students. This paper focuses 
on how incorporating a common language to induce systemic cultural change through adoption of the 
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Organizational Developmental Model of Inclusion (ODMI) (Barón & Mitchell, 1998) provided the 
framework for HPSS to lead in launching institutional change to positively impact achievement for first 
generation and low-income students. See Appendix B.  
 
Mission 

Opportunity to instigate positive institutional change arose out of the urgency to actively live the 
mission of the college. Thus, creating a paradigm shift to expand and update a legacy program in concert 
occurred by coordinating unique partnerships. The HPSS is committed to creating a critical mass of New 
Majority, at promise (Hiss & Franks, 2014; Swadener & Lubeck, 1995) students ready for the global 
workplace and society. At promise is terminology in place to eradicate the negative and deficit-based 
connotation associated with “at risk” and instead, creates a narrative of potential and strengths. The 
college’s social justice mission poised the institution to lead in the area of equitable access and 
commitment to a liberal education for all. Exploring and dissecting the institutional mission, focusing on 
positive characteristics of first-generation and low-income students (Duckworth & Gross, 2014; 
Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007), and encouraging student narratives to foster 
achievement (Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014), has set the stage for refocusing the legacy program 
featured in this work. Featuring first-generation and low-income student narratives and characteristics as 
the pathway to retention, improved performance, and graduation has prompted this change in its signature 
college retention and success initiative. The historical context of elitism in higher education (Gieger, 
2015) and who should have access to higher education initiates the process of understanding the 
trepidacious pathways formed that included significant barriers to education for low-income and first-
generation students (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Saenz, Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, 
& Yeung, 2007; Tinto, 1982). Forming programming that is directly parallel to institutional mission and 
requiring the institution uphold that mission provides the impetus for transformation. 
 
Historical Context 

Narratives designed to increase diversity on college campuses have been circulating for decades. 
When considering that American higher education was initially designed for military training in the 
1700’s (Gieger, 2015; Schuh, Jones, & Harper, 2010) and later, to provide a home away from home for 
affluent white Christian males in the1800’s (Gieger, 2015), it seems the institution has come a very long 
way towards generating a diverse environment. However, the most dynamic modifications have occurred 
in the last 40 years. The G.I. Bill (Greenberg, 1997) and desegregation as a result of the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964 (General Records of the United States Government, 1776-2006) initiated some changes resulting 
in diversity prior to that time, though sustained attention to positive increases in campus diversity with 
supports to preserve the influx of women, people of color, first generation students, and all populations 
began in the early 1990’s (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Further, modifications to institutional mission 
statements to include valuing and naming the importance of diversity as an institutional goal began to take 
shape and become the standard for most colleges after opposition to affirmative action in higher education 
began to take shape in the courts (Schuh et al., 2010). The landmark case, Grutter v Bollinger (2003), 
paved the way for colleges to institute policies that would circumvent challenges to race-based admissions 
policies, which resulted in many institutions including diversity statements and diversity plans as part of 
their strategic initiatives.  

Backlash from college admissions initiatives and policies designed to create a more inclusive 
environment resulted in legal actions at the state level like Proposition 209 in California (1996). In some 
cases, challenges to race-based admissions policies prompted institutions to review their mission and 
vision statements to bypass law and policy and create opportunities for institutional diversification of the 
student body. However, enrollment for Blacks in particular decreased largely as a result of the laws 
enacted to negate the advances made while affirmative action in admissions was the law (Colburn, 
Young, & Yellen, 2008; Morris, 2014 ). 

Still, the question remains, even if statements endorsing the importance of diversity exist in the 
college mission or strategic plans, are they being employed by college administrators and faculty to 
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demand policies that positively impact student success for first-generation, low-income, and all 
marginalized populations? If college personnel examine their institution’s demonstrated actions over time, 
overwhelmingly institutions exhibit the mission and any diversity plan for accreditation and marketing. 
However, students recognize very quickly that the brochures flaunting diverse groups are mythical 
displays of an ideal, rather than a reality.  
 
External Motivating Factors 

Human behavior is often guided and activated by external factors, and intrinsic elements to drive 
change are often the most difficult to launch. The same can be true for organizations, whereby the status 
quo, if generating results, can remain so long as no challenges to existing practices occur. In fact, 
organizational leaders may reject alterations to practice out of fear or concern over damaging existing 
relationships with donors and consumers, or be concerned over other intangibles that change can bring 
about (Cramer, 2006; Kezar & Lester, 2009; Sirkin, Keenan, & Jackson, 2005). Thus, external 
motivations are often at play when change occurs, and that holds true for colleges.  

For example, while in some extraordinary circumstances Black students were admitted to non-
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) (see Gieger, 2015; Schuh et al., 2010), it was not 
until the brave leaders who worked for civil rights demanded desegregation that reluctant and deadly 
modifications to admissions policies in higher education began to take shape (Eckel & King, 2004; 
Gieger, 2015). Though Jim Crow and non-adherence to laws that would have allowed for educational 
access were the rule, it left most without an education. The same type of marginalization continues to 
occur for first-generation and low-income students as well as for other underrepresented racial and ethnic 
groups; though the increase in educational access continues, attainment does not match those increases, 
leaving large gaps between underrepresented student success and graduation (Kim, 2011).  Further, 
community colleges and baccalaureate institutions alike refrain from implementing broad-based services 
to support these students, leaving many to leave college without a degree and with significant debt 
(Kezar, 2011; Rosenbaum, Person, & Deil-Amen, 2006).  

Other motivating factors that stimulate change in higher education include accreditation 
recommendations after site reviews occur, student-led protests (see Inside Higher Education, 2016), and 
in some cases, faculty and staff—usually in concert with student leaders—who demand the institution 
address disparities and continued disenrollment of Black and Brown students. Arguably, external factors 
are necessary to instigate change, and those external factors must begin with someone at the institution 
paying attention to what is happening externally, and then incorporating the changes necessary to hold the 
institution to its stated mission. 
 
 
Cultural Shift and Narrative Change 
 

Over the years, the program to be presented in this paper had garnered many champions and 
many skeptics. For some time, it had been evident to faculty and administrators that the program needed 
to be altered, restructured, and perhaps even dismantled and renamed; at the very least it had to 
demonstrate outcomes beyond positive first to second year retention rates. The program, which started in 
1973, had been modeled on initial U.S. Department of Education TRIO programs (see 
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ope/trio/index.html) designed to increase diversity by granting 
college admission to students who had grade point averages below what the college required; students 
were non-regularly admitted or provisionally admitted. The goal of the Saint Mary’s program at the time 
was to provide a summer “bridge” program designed to introduce students to the college environment.  

“Summer bridge” programs generally familiarize students to the academic rigor required, the 
study methods needed, the difficulties of living in the residence halls, and to the challenges associated 
with college attendance for all students, but particularly for those who might have attended 
underresourced high schools (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Saenz et al., 2007). The Saint Mary’s College 
summer program was structured, had institutional commitment, included a peer mentoring program and 
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faculty interaction through abbreviated course instruction, and resulted in a group of students who were, 
at least psychosocially, ready to start college. However, there were complications that negatively 
impacted the program. After conditional acceptance was removed and the college began regularly 
admitting first-generation and low-income students to the college, the participation was primarily 
voluntary, and the required peer mentoring and directed faculty involvement ceased after the bridge 
program ended in the summer. These factors, among others, hindered positive outcomes. Though strong 
relationships were fostered between students and staff who worked tirelessly to support them, the 
institutional commitment necessary to sustain a structured program demonstrating consistently positive 
retention, performance, and graduation rates for this student population was simply not present.  

Initial transformations to this signature retention and student success program began in 2013 and 
included increasing targeted faculty involvement, transforming the Summer Bridge (SBP) Program into 
the Summer Academic Institute for Leaders and Scholars (SAILS), expanding and requiring peer 
mentoring beyond SAILS and into subsequent years, and creating ongoing leadership development 
opportunities for all participants. 

The idea that resiliency and grit can supersede other factors to attain success and persevere to 
graduation is tantamount to the experience of many first-generation and low-income students who rely on 
these factors to gain access to and matriculate in institutions of higher education (Duckworth & Gross, 
2014; Duckworth et al., 2007). By instigating program transformation through resilience thinking 
(Caruna, 2014; Duckworth & Gross, 2014), strengths-based perspectives (Butler-Barnes, Chavous, Hurd, 
& Varner, 2013; Saleebey, 1996), critical race theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001), stereotype threat 
theory (Steele, 2010), and attention to imposter syndrome (Vera, Vasquez, & Corona, 2006), program co-
directors and staff could demonstrate how students have an active role in their own success, and how the 
institution’s role is to foster connection and independence (Kezar, 2011; Tinto, 1982, 1993) through 
positive, asset-based action, narrative change, and advocacy.  

 
 

Framework 
 

One of the first steps in orienting the work of the campus studied here was for administration to 
provide a common language (narrative) for cultural change in the adoption of the Organizational 
Developmental Model of Inclusion (ODMI) (Barón & Mitchell, 1998). The college committed to the 
implementation of the ODMI as a foundation for a continuously evolving and dynamic plan to ensure that 
the college is devoted to inclusive excellence. The ODMI was developed by diversity consultants Moises 
Barón and Reuben Mitchell (1998), and provides a framework for identifying an institution’s level of 
inclusion on a continuum that begins with Exclusion and moves toward inclusion with Symbolic and 
Prescribed inclusion as movements toward Inclusion. The ODMI consists of four levels of descriptors on 
a continuum to move an organization from externally motivated factors to internally motivated factors in 
order to implement institutional change. Thus, resulting in targeted and effective efforts that demonstrate 
outcomes leading to inclusive excellence. Specifically, the ODMI allows for a review of the institution’s 
policies and practices while assessing and implementing organizational changes that support inclusive 
excellence and institutional transformation at all levels.  

HPSS is the model for the process of integrating external motivating factors, the ODMI, and best 
practices in higher education to impact institutional change. Encouraging a balance of the ideals of 
collectivist cultures within an individualistic society constitutes a unique approach to cultivating student 
success. Freedom and independence are certainly critical to student achievement and are valued in the 
program and at the college. Yet, a robust narrative built on collectivist values of harmony, team building, 
altruism, social justice, and working together to attain academic and psychosocial goals is also 
foundational to creating lasting connections leading to graduation. Recognition of collectivist narratives 
can break down feelings of inadequacy, racial battle fatigue (Franklin, Smith, & Hung, 2014), and 
resistance to microaggressions that negatively impact first-generation and low-income students 
(Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000; Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solórzano, 2008). These varied yet interrelated 
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tenets are fostered and provide the configuration for HPSS. Clearly identifying how the college’s mission 
and core principles needed to be integrated into each component of the program formed the basis of every 
interaction with all stakeholders and influence buy-in of this significant narrative change from deficit to 
strengths-based thinking. Rendón (2006) highlighted how validating the experience of underrepresented 
students can positively impact how students see themselves and provide the motivation and drive to self-
actualize. By transforming philosophies to place first-generation and low-income students in a category of 
potency rather than need, stakeholders may be activated to see possibility and potential for positive 
outcomes.  

 
 

Action Plan 
 

In 2013, the newly hired director of the program was partnered with a faculty co-director in an 
effort to begin the rebranding and transformation of the program. This step commenced the necessary 
narrative change described above. This change has moved the program from its place as a “beloved” 
platform designed to “help” a deficient group attain academic opportunities to its rightful place as a 
premier academic and leadership initiative featuring strengths-based leadership, personal and professional 
exploration, and promotion of collectivist narratives designed to engage participants and foster academic 
and psychosocial interdependence. 

 
Updating Antiquated Student Dynamics 

Too often, stereotypes and obsolete paradigms that portray first-generation and/or low-income 
students as needing the “help” of the wise patriarchal figures (in this case, the institution’s faculty, staff, 
and administrators) in order to succeed actually serve to negate any progress made when students are 
accepted to college and are the first to represent their families and perhaps their communities to attend 
college (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Saenz et al., 2007). 

HPSS advances academic excellence and leadership development by focusing on student 
strengths (Saleebey, 1996, 2009; Schmidt, Piontkowski, Raque-Bogdan, & Schaefer Ziemer, 2014) and 
resiliency (Duckworth & Gross, 2014) to develop intercultural understanding and communication skills 
necessary to function effectively in a global economy and society. Faculty and staff offer a broad range of 
academic and community-building interactions based on high impact practices (Kuh, 2008) so core 
academic experiences are reinforced through commitment to inclusivity and social justice advocacy. This 
approach, supported by the institutional mission and the ODMI, serves to revolutionize retention and 
graduation of first-generation and low-income students.  

HPSS transformations represent a paradigm shift from the traditional approach of serving first-
generation students by keeping them tied academically and socially to their racial or ethnic peer group to 
a progressive approach that creates inclusive excellence. Targeted faculty, staff, and peer mentor 
interaction beginning in the Summer Academic and Leadership Institute (SAILS), academic supports, 
financial literacy, and directed career exploration geared towards sustaining a racially and culturally 
diverse critical mass of high-achieving student leaders round out HPSS. And the program, while just 
implemented in 2015, is demonstrating early outcomes indicating the changes being implemented will be 
effective. Retention of peer mentors to the program from fall 2014 to fall 2015 increased from years past, 
as did applications for becoming an HPSS peer mentor—by 50%. Peer mentor evaluations from 2014-15 
highlighted their observance of the positive changes in the program and that its categorization as a 
leadership initiative caused them to return and apply. In addition, projected graduation rates of the HPSS 
student population are tangible in that best practices on which HPSS is based have demonstrated results, 
as has the Oakland University Trustee Academic Success program (OUTAS) over the last 20 years (Sosa, 
2009) on which HPSS is based. A less initially tangible measure is the way students, faculty, and staff 
articulate information about first-generation and low-income students. Public documents, speeches by 
administration, and the new strategic plan mention strengths of first-generation and low-income students. 
Deficit-based exchanges have shifted to become more about students’ strengths and resiliency to 
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overcome and achieve through the characteristics they possess upon entering college and continue to hone 
through HPSS (Schmidt et al., 2014), demonstrating a new outlook that can certainly translate into well-
being and belongingness. That the program is explicitly grounded in theory and best practices has 
transformed skeptics and those who would show concern over changing the program so profoundly. 
Finally, institutional commitment of financial and human resources over the long term is an outcome of 
the way the program has been structured.  
 
Updating Antiquated Engagement 

Rosenbaum et al. (2006) characterized structured supports and direct, accurate information-giving 
as crucial to student success. Rosenbaum and his colleagues outlined areas after admission that an 
institution could focus on to support students through to graduation. Those areas included directly defined 
developmental education devoid of stigma, intrusive (Abelman & Molina, 2001) and strengths-based 
(Schreiner & Anderson, 2005) advising, and specific career pathways tiered to reflect the goals and input 
of the student. Rosenbaum et al.’s (2006) work negated the idea that an institution and its agents must 
replicate services to support first generation students. Instead, connecting students to existing resources 
fosters independence and a sense of maturity the student can use to benefit psychosocial, academic, and 
personal growth while developing agency (Astin, 1997; Dey et al., 2010; Freire, 1970). The key aspect to 
this shift, and the foci on student strengths and their resilience (Caruna, 2014) form the foundation of the 
redesigned program discussed in this work.  
 
 
Cultural Shift in Action: Mission, History, and Context Combined 
 

Implementation of institutional directives resulting in faculty/staff collaboration is the unique 
cornerstone of the restructure of the program model outlined here that embodies the college mission 
through active organizational change. Uncovering existing partnerships and allies who can work together 
to develop and infuse strengths-based resilience thinking (Caruna, 2014) into strategic planning is a 
primary tenet of this process. Partnerships have been fostered at the institution to promote positive 
characteristics of first generation and/or low-income students. In addition, HPSS staff use the opportunity 
to foster a sense of understanding among faculty, staff, and students that the program is a model that 
could benefit not only first-generation and low-income students, but all students through understanding 
the benefits of inclusion in the context of personal resiliency and its relationship to perseverance, cultural 
self-awareness, and persistence to graduation.   
 
 
HPSS: High Impact Practices Generating Outcomes that Matter 
 

 High Potential Sphere of Success (HPSS) (see Appendix A) is organized into six vectors that 
parallel student development (Chickering & Reisser, 1993).  Initiative components are designed to foster 
full participation in the curricular and co-curricular life of the institution and help students take advantage 
of available academic and psychosocial support structures. HPSS draws out personal assets that first 
generation and/or low-income students bring to the institution and capitalize on those strengths to 
promote self-efficacy and decrease stereotype threat (Steele, 2010). Increasing self-efficacy and 
decreasing stereotype threat can positively affect persistence, academic performance, and graduation 
(Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Saenz et al, 2007).   

Grounded in evidence-based practices that highlight student development theory, vectors are 
designed to meet students where they are and to increase their motivation and capitalize on their innate 
resilience. In addition, coordinated programs and support services that already exist on campus, as 
opposed to isolated and underresourced replications, provide students with the most direct possible 
pathway toward graduation. HPSS components represent interventions first-generation and low-income 
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students benefit from the most, and which are highlighted in the literature to demonstrate success and 
persistence to graduation among this population (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Saenz et al, 2007). HPSS’s 
operating principle is to begin with the end in mind and contemplate solution-oriented interventions to 
enhance student success. The end, of course, is degree attainment, achieved as a result of campus-wide 
interventions that ensure HPSS students will establish a strong foundation through participation.  
Organizing the components as a Sphere of Success presents a comprehensive, directed, holistic initiative.   
 
The Sphere of Success 

HPSS vectors are designed to directly address student retention, academic standing, and 
persistence to graduation. Each vector corresponds roughly to a specific year, and interventions are made 
where developmentally appropriate. Each vector draws on newly developed as well as existing services to 
tailor evidence-based interventions to enhance each HPSS participant’s success and meet program 
objectives and make short-, intermediate-, and long-term impact (see Appendix A). Full implementation 
of the Sphere Vectors began with the HPSS Peer Mentor application and selection process in March, 
2016; the 50% increase in applications to be a part of the HPSS Peer Mentor program demonstrates an 
initial outcome of program changes.  
 
Vector 1:  Resilience and Sustainability 

Vector 1 includes four-year financial aid packaging, early financial aid review, financial literacy 
training, early course registration and family outreach. In this instance, the institution has also made a 
substantial financial commitment that parallels the stated mission to support first generation and low-
income students. If HPSS participants maintain good academic standing, students will benefit from early 
course registration. By enrolling in their first choice of courses, students and their advisors create a 
balanced academic schedule that allows more study time and time to participate in co-curricular activities 
to increase student engagement and sense of belonging (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  Family involvement is 
key to sustainable success for the participants.  Therefore, parents/guardians and families will be 
connected to HPSS from the beginning through family outreach, which will include mailings, an online 
community, events and celebrations. 

 
Vector 2: Psychosocial Development and Engagement 

HPSS students are required to meet bi-weekly with a dedicated Peer Mentor (PM) in years one 
and two, and also in year three if the student is struggling academically or psychosocially. Students will 
also be required to meet with an assigned Graduate Counseling Intern (GCI) twice per month in year one, 
and once per month in year two. Students may continue to meet with a GCI beyond year two if they 
request to do so or if the student has not met requirements of the program: maintaining good academic 
standing, academic progress toward graduation by passing courses, meeting with a dedicated Peer 
Mentor, and participation in Sphere of Success components as prescribed.   

HPSS students also have an assigned academic advisor to ensure they are following their 
academic plan. Participants engage in cultural activities each semester to broaden environmental exposure 
to history, the arts and other cultures. In years three and four, HPSS students who maintain above a 2.5 
GPA and who have met all other HPSS requirements may apply for residence in a living-learning 
community and will receive preferential housing.   
 
Vector 3: Academic Resources and Technology 

Block scheduling (Rosenbaum et al., 2006) of HPSS students will include placing students 
together in math, English, science, and first year experience (Kuh, 2008) courses in years one and two to 
support learning communities and connection to each other and to the institution. Tutoring is required; 
PMs will expose HPSS students to campus resources that provide tutoring services. Students who enter 
the college with SATs and ACTs scores that fall below thresholds established by the English and Math 
Departments will be required to attend supplemental instruction to support academic success in those 
courses. Students will be exposed to navigating library resources by library staff in their first year course 
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as well as through an assigned relationship with a subject-specialist librarian who will be their contact for 
all four years of their college career. That librarian will provide individual assistance and tutoring in 
information research and analysis skills. PMs will be required to take their mentees to technology support 
workshops to ensure students have mastered software necessary to succeed in college. A creation of an 
online community through the College’s learning management platform includes resources, 
announcements, events, and a chat space for participants to get to know one another and other HPSS-
eligible upper division students.  
 
Vector 4: Leadership Development 

Summer Academic Institute for Leaders and Scholars (SAILS) imposes leadership development 
before students attend their first semester. Summer bridge initiatives have long demonstrated success in 
connecting students to their new academic home. More than 30 years of research highlight the positive 
outcomes of such initiatives (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Saenz et al., 2007).  SAILS is designed to motivate 
students to surface their inner fortitude and resiliency to thrive in the college environment.  The key to 
SAILS is to involve all aspects of the campus community to familiarize HPSS students to the many 
resources on campus, and to connect them with staff and faculty who are available for support.  
Residential Experience, tutoring centers, Student Life, New Student and Family Programs, Counseling 
and Psychological Services, and the Intercultural Center contribute to aspects of SAILS, fostering ties to 
engage students at multiple levels and to create personal and academic links students can rely on while at 
the College.  GCIs and PMs participate in SAILS to provide additional student support.  PMs are 
adequately trained through monthly training sessions including an extensive session with an external 
consultant, an initial retreat and a week-long training period. PMs receive ongoing training and 
development throughout their tenure as well as 1:1 feedback and review. 

In year one, HPSS students participate in a first-year experience course taught by faculty. The 
year-long course is designed to continue the connections made during SAILS, present workshops and 
resource information, and most importantly, keep a student-faculty connection initiated during SAILS.  
Students also participate in a series of residence hall-based, student-led intergroup dialogue sessions in 
year one, which continues the process of self-awareness en route to developing leadership skills to 
enhance the student experience and student success. Leadership involvement endures in years three and 
four through student participation in student organizations; HPSS students represent a critical mass of 
low-income and/or first-generation students who have a unique opportunity to generate and maintain 
diversity and inclusion in all aspects of the campus community.  

The Sphere of Success is holistic, and community engagement is featured throughout the program 
and the four-year student life cycle. HPSS students are required to participate in a curricular or co-
curricular service opportunities at least twice per year.  Students begin by engaging with the campus 
community through SAILS. Then, they move beyond the campus through curricular and co-curricular 
service activities such as a community-based service days or intensive community engagement courses 
coordinated by faculty.  
 
Vector 5: Research and Scholarship   

In years three and four, the HPSS Director collaborates with faculty to encourage HPSS 
participants to engage in faculty-student research. Undergraduate research via independent study, summer 
research, and within courses takes place. HPSS students have the opportunity to work on HPSS research 
with the Faculty Co-Director who mentors students to investigate best practices in higher education and 
prepare articles and presentations for local, regional, and national conferences and journals. The HPSS 
Director draws on this network to promote participant engagement in all of these research opportunities.  
These experiences prepare HPSS participants—soon to be HPSS alumni—to compete at a high level for 
post-baccalaureate graduate study and/or employment.      

The HPSS Narrative Project is a partnership with Graduate Instructors from the college’s Master 
of Fine Arts in Creative Writing program. It is designed to cultivate low-income and/or first generation 
student dignity and honor in sharing their personal stories of resilience and triumph along with the 
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challenges and barriers faced as they worked toward attaining access to college. The Narrative Project 
begins with students journaling and writing creative stories about their lives, and result in an annual 
reading and publication addressing student experiences throughout their paths before, during, and beyond 
the college experience. HPSS staff request that excerpts from the narratives be included in college 
publications to inform the campus community about the progress of the HPSS initiative and provide a 
vehicle for HPSS participants to publish their work. The Narrative Project is directly supported by 
Stephens et al.’s, (2014) difference-education intervention.  

Academic monitoring of all participants in years one through four and midterm grade reports are 
required from all faculty who work with HPSS students so academic support can be immediately put into 
place. Interventions to support student achievement such as tutoring, connection to the Writing Center, 
and to math and science supports are required for HPSS students based on academic performance and 
ascribed individual needs. PMs are required to sustain “study tables” whereby meetings are held with 
other mentors and their mentees in the Library, thus developing a group study process. Creating an 
atmosphere of academic passion and consistent attention to studying as a community activity will foster a 
mindset of academic dedication and determination to succeed. PMs are required to introduce students to 
writing coaches. Familiarization with students who work in areas of academic support fosters connection 
and sense of belonging that can positively impact student awareness around their academic needs without 
increasing stereotype threat (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Steele, 2010). 
 
Vector 6: Career/Graduate Exploration 

The ultimate goal of the HPSS initiative is to prepare students for the global workplace and 
society.  In years three and four students are fully connected with the campus community and the HPSS 
staff serve as their touch point.  Students are required to participate in workshops offered via the Career 
Center.  These include resume reviews, exploration panels, workshops, and consultation on how best to 
approach potential employers, with specific attention placed on a student’s academic and service profiles.  
Students will be required to attend job fairs and on-campus career events and panels throughout their time 
at the college to develop leadership and self-efficacy with respect to interacting with potential employers.  
Via connections to alumni as well as business and community leaders, opportunities for HPSS students 
are presented to gain internships and shadowing opportunities, providing hands-on experience in the 
workplace.  

Third- and fourth-year participants are required to attend the college’s Graduate and Professional 
School Fair. Students attend the California Forum for Diversity in Graduate Education, which provides 
workshops and testimonials from first generation graduates who have attained advanced degrees or career 
excellence.  These motivational events can give students the impetus necessary to internalize that success 
is possible, and the road is not necessarily laden with insurmountable barriers.   
 
 
Projected Outcomes 
 

Cognitive outcomes include increasing student’s positive academic strategies (e.g., positive 
attendance, completion of homework, decrease in number of students on probation after the first year), 
academic performance, retention and graduation. Non-cognitive outcomes include development of self-
confidence, cultural capital, and a positive academic mindset resulting in a sense of belonging and 
community while increasing academic strengths and progress; determination to persist through barriers 
that arise; and psychosocial qualities and tactics to hone learning schemes (e.g., critical thinking, self-
authorship, shared inquiry, interpersonal interaction). The framework presented integrates institutional 
mission, strengths-based and collectivist narratives, and higher education best practices and has the 
potential to result in significant increases in retention, graduation, and performance rates of low-income 
and first-generation students. This unique pathway to demand institutional change to align with 
institutional mission is just the beginning of a revolution designed to support the most vulnerable students 
who have the potential to truly diversify colleges. Access and retention initiatives have been modified to 
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skirt the challenges to race-based admission policies, however retention beyond the second year has 
lagged behind for low-income and first-generation students. Implementation of targeted, comprehensive 
supports for all years coupled with assessment and institutional commitment can add the missing pieces to 
discovering if graduation rates can also increase. If higher education best practices backed by decades of 
research are actually implemented, true inclusion and academic success can follow. Table 1 summarizes 
these outcomes that matter. 
 
Table 1: Outcomes that matter.  

Systemic/Institution Program Staff/Faculty Students 
Diversity 
Inclusion 
Focus on strengths 
Living the mission 
Elimination of silos 
Institutional distinction 

Campus-wide support 
Funding 
Signature program 
Data-driven decisions 
 

Buy-in/commitment 
Collectivist perspective 
Partnerships 
Multicultural competence 

Cognitive 
Academic strategies 
Academic performance 
Retention 
Graduation 
Employment/graduate school 
 
Non-cognitive 
Self-confidence 
Cultural capital 
Sense of belonging 
Scholar identity 
Leadership 

 
 
Conclusion 
 

In just 30 months, a dedicated, albeit small, team of professionals have succeeded in instigating 
positive and potentially long-lasting institutional narrative change. While the program is newly launched 
as of September, 2015, the emerging outcomes seem promising. Applying collectivist principles, higher 
education best practices, and capitalizing on the positive aspects of an existing program have strengthened 
a foundation for a future of increasing retention, performance, and graduation of first generation and low-
income students. The magnitude and merit of the work over this short time has focused the administration 
to not only be on board, but to commit institutional dollars to support HPSS. In effect, there is evidence 
that, when aligning mission and core values to service implementation and best practices, the 
administration must act or consider crafting responses as to why it is not adhering to its own philosophies.  

The processes outlined in this work signify the next generation of first-generation student 
success—in other words, combining at promise students with collectivist values and strengths based 
narratives can engender institutional support and student achievement. The single most significant 
outcome thus far is the commitment of the institution beyond the recently funded federal TRIO grant. 
HPSS is set to replicate one of the most successful programs nationally, the Oakland University Trustee 
Academic Success (OUTAS) program on which is it modeled; in fact, one of the authors of the TRiO 
grant served as co-creator of OUTAS, a program that has demonstrated over 20 years of increased 
retention, performance, and graduation of a diverse group of students (Sosa, 2009; 
https://wwwp.oakland.edu/cmi/OUTAS/). 
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Appendix A: Sphere of Success 
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Appendix B: Organizational Developmental Model of Inclusion 
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Abstract: This study evaluated best practices in retention, institutional course availability, and 
existing services for non-traditional students at a large, urban four-year university to determine how 
to strengthen resources and fill in gaps perceived by non-traditional students. Through an online 
survey and focus groups, students described their preferred course formats and engagement 
strategies and identified retention issues within university programs. Here we review the literature 
on non-traditional student engagement and retention, survey data from students and faculty, and 
institutional data in order to provide recommendations to institutions interested in enhancing the 
non-traditional student market in their college and larger community. 
 
 
Introduction 
 

The University of North Carolina at Charlotte is a large urban research institution with seven 
professional colleges and a range of degree programs at the doctoral, master’s, and bachelor’s degree 
levels. The university was originally founded in 1946 to serve returning World War II veterans using their 
educational benefits. Present-day UNC Charlotte now serves over 28,000 students as a traditional four-
year university with a very diverse student population. University leadership commissioned a climate 
survey examining course availability and services intended to benefit enrolled non-traditional students, 
now a minority at the institution, in an effort to reconnect to the university’s original mission. The climate 
survey was to serve as a community needs assessment. The results of which were used to generate 
recommendations on how to strengthen existing resources and fill in gaps perceived by non-traditional 
students at the university with the intention increase retention and academic success among this 
population. This paper will discuss the methods used in the needs assessment, data collected, 
recommendations gathered from the study emphasizing those the university has chosen to prioritize, and 
review the actions university constituents have taken to improve retention of non-traditional students 
since the conclusion of the project.  
 
Non-traditional Student Engagement 
 According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2014), about 41% of undergraduate 
students in the United States are 25 years or older, and this number is projected to increase over the next 
10 years. At UNC Charlotte, non-traditional students are defined as 24 years or older for admission 
purposes and make up 22% of the undergraduate student population. Research on non-traditional student 
success has suggested that engagement is just as crucial for non-traditional student retention as it is for 
traditional students (Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011). However, that engagement looked different for non-
traditional student populations than it did for their younger peers.  

Non-traditional students at the University of Memphis described feeling engaged by faculty who 
treated them as peers and were knowledgeable in non-traditional student learning styles, but they felt 
disaffected by staff whom they perceived as disrespectful (Wyatt, 2011). Students found their engagement 
through class discussions, group activities, and conversations with professors rather than at campus 
activities or in student organizations. Students reported they might consider participating in campus 
events or organizations if they were marketed specifically to their demographic. These in-class 
engagement strategies (class discussions, etc.) seemed to be effective for non-traditional students (Wyatt, 
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2011). Trueman and Hartley (1996) found that British non-traditional students were better at long-term 
planning and time management than their traditional counterparts while performing at the same level.  

Formal classroom engagement strategies such as attending class and asking questions were 
enough for non-traditional students to be successful but not necessarily to stay enrolled. A study of Italian 
university students found that non-traditional students who were able to form significant social 
relationships with faculty members and other students were more likely to persist than students who 
simply attended lectures (Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011). Students who both attended lectures and formed 
relationships with faculty and peers had the best rate of retention, and those who did neither had the 
worst. Demographics and high school performance were not predictive of non-traditional student 
retention (Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011). 

Non-traditional students in the 2011 Gilardi and Guglielmetti study attached more 
meaningfulness to their experience, perceived more difficulties, and used fewer services than traditional 
students. The authors further suggested that increased awareness of the process of education and the 
challenges of life circumstances allowed for students to more effectively cope with both (Gilardi & 
Guglielmetti, 2011).  

Findings by the Educational Advisory Board (EAB) supported this notion of relationship building 
leading to success and retention for non-traditional students (Godow, Nguyen, Jin, Dwyer, & Talbot, 
2015). Non-traditional students were more likely to identify with an individual faculty member than the 
institution as a whole (Ho, 2011). Concierge advising that used a high-touch, one-touch, and consultative 
approach was also linked to increased enrollment (Delamater, 2015). Applying these lessons of 
engagement, the needs assessment sought to understand how non-traditional students connected with 
UNC Charlotte with the hope of enhancing these opportunities and developing new ones.  
 
Benchmarking 

After reviewing student services at peer intuitions, we found that UNC Charlotte is unique in 
having an academic advising office specifically for non-traditional students from which to launch 
engagement and retention initiatives. Often the university’s peer institutions roll services for non-
traditional students into continuing education, distance learning, admissions, or veteran services. Very 
few offer orientations, student organizations, scholarships, targeted marketing, or advising for non-
traditional students. Some of these peer institutions do provide degree programs, marketing, and support 
services (i.e., childcare) developed specifically for non-traditional students.  
 
 
Methods 
 
 The commissioned needs assessment employed a four-pronged approach to evaluate course 
availability trends and preferences for course formatting and student services among non-traditional 
students. We explored course availability through a faculty survey and institutional data and assessed 
student expectations and perceptions through a quantitative online survey and qualitatively through focus 
groups.  
 
Course Availability Trends 
 The current study, begun in March 2015, adapted a 14-question faculty survey originally used in 
2008 to assess what majors at the university could be completed in a five to seven year period solely by 
taking online, evening, and weekend courses. We adjusted the study to reflect current institutional terms 
so we could compare current and historical data. We sent a survey link to 43 department chairs serving 74 
majors on campus. We sent a follow-up email containing the survey link a few weeks later to chairs who 
had not responded. After another week, we sent paper surveys to the non-responding departments. In the 
end we were able to collect and analyze information from 47 majors (for a response rate of 64%) 
compared to 38 major departments represented in 2008. All colleges were represented among 
respondents. 
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 To supplement departmental reporting, we used data from the Office of Institutional Research to 
review evening and online course availability from fall 2006 to fall 2016, enrollment of non-traditional 
students in online courses, and demographics of the non-traditional student population as a whole.  
 
Student Expectations and Perceptions 
 We used an 8-question online quantitative survey to look at the demographics, course formatting 
and timing preferences, and service utilization of 473 non-traditional students. The survey was distributed 
to 4,672 undergraduate students 24 years and older for a response rate of 10%. Among the population 
surveyed, 74.5% used financial aid to pay for school and 73.15% worked in addition to taking classes. Of 
those students who were working, 21.32% reported working 40 or more hours per week and 52% reported 
working between 21 and 40 hours per week.  

To gain a deeper understanding of the holistic experience of non-traditional students, we invited 
the original list of 4,672 students to participate in focus groups on the same subject. No incentive was 
offered for participation, and 55 students volunteered to be interviewed. We conducted eighteen focus 
groups with a total of 38 undergraduate, non-traditional students. The other 17 students who initially 
volunteered did not attend focus groups or respond to individual interview requests. Interviews were 
semi-structured, but informal. Researchers recorded each focus group, but did not code transcripts. 
General themes that arose from the interviews are reported below.  

Student veterans were included in the survey and focus groups though they were not separated 
out for analysis. Demographic information for online survey respondents, focus groups participants, and 
the institution’s non-traditional student population as a whole is outlined in Table 1. Students who 
completed the online survey and focus groups appear to be representative of the population of non-
traditional students at the university.  
 
Table 1: Demographic information for non-traditional students from the university, online survey, and focus groups. 

Demographic University Population 
of Non-traditional 
Students 

Online Survey Focus Groups 

Age 
Average 30 33 38 
Median 27 29.5 36 
Range 24-71 24-70 26-55 
Gender 
Male 56.7% 57% 58% 
Female 43.3% 43% 42% 
Veteran Status 
Veteran/Military Affiliated 15.4% 6.4% 15.8% 
Class Standing 
Freshman 1% 5.8% 5% 
Sophomore 5.8% 11.3% 16% 
Junior 22% 31.6% 46% 
Senior 63.2% 41.03% 30% 
College 
Arts & Architecture 3.7% 3.1% 5% 
Business 14.8% 17.9% 26% 
Computing & Informatics 8.1% 6.9% 13% 
Education 4% 4.7% 3% 
Engineering 13.5% 11.4% 3% 
Health & Human Services 13.7% 14.3% 16% 
Liberal Arts & Sciences 36.4% 34.7% 39% 
University College 5.6% 6.9% 0% 
Enrollment Status 
Full-Time 56%  47.1% 47% 
Average Credit Hours for Full-Time 14 13.9 13.9 
Part-Time 44% 52.9% 53% 
Average Credit Hours for Part-Time 7 6.7 6.7 
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Results 
 

Faculty Survey 
 When faculty members were originally surveyed in 2008 to determine which programs could be 
completed solely by using evening, online, and weekend courses in a five- to seven-year period, 39.5% 
(15/38) of programs reported it was possible (see Figure 1). In 2015 using a similar survey, we found only 
17% (8/47) of majors could be completed using alternate course formats in five- to seven- years. The 
2015 survey indicated that over the intervening years, majors such as biology, communication studies, 
accounting, and finance adjusted course scheduling so they no longer reported it was possible for students 
to complete their majors using evening, online, and summer courses. Three of the eight majors that could 
still be completed this way were housed under Distance Education.  
 
 

 
Figure 1: Results of faculty survey on the availability of majors able to be completed in the evening, online, and weekend.  
 
Institutional Data 
 An analysis of evening course availability using institutional data supported faculty reporting. 
Availability of evening courses declined 14.8% between fall 2006 and fall 2016 (see Figure 2). Over the 
same time period, however, undergraduate student enrollment increased 33% (17,032 to 22,732). Online 
courses, however, showed a steady increase over the same time period—91% between fall 2006 and fall 
2016 (see Figure 3). In both cases, general education courses remained relatively static with most of the 
decline or growth occurring within major departments.  

Undergraduate non-traditional students were more likely to be enrolled in online courses than 
traditional students. As of spring 2015, 23% of students aged 24 and older were enrolled in at least once 
online or hybrid course compared to 14% of students under the age of 24.  
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Figure 2: Evening course offerings from fall 2006 through fall 2016 by type.  
 
  

 
Figure 3: Online course offerings from fall 2006 through fall 2016 by type.  
 
Student Survey 

The student survey sought to capture course and service preferences and perceptions from the 
undergraduate non-traditional student population. Among the 473 students who responded, 17.2% stated 
they would like to take classes on Saturday and/or Sunday, something not widely available at this 
university. While the majority of courses at this university are offered between 9am and 2pm, 41.6% of 
respondents reported they wanted to take classes before 10am and 53.3% stated they would like to take 
classes after 4pm. When asked about their satisfaction with course offerings, 16% of students stated they 
were dissatisfied with the days of the week courses were offered, and 30% were dissatisfied with the time 
of day.  

Students were asked to rank their preferred course format among traditional classroom, online, 
and hybrid options. Respondents preferred traditional classroom settings with 51.8% of students ranking 
it first among the three options presented. Online courses were the next most popular course format with 
29% of respondents ranking it as their number one choice. Hybrid courses were least likely to be ranked 
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first with 19.6% of students listing it as their top choice. However, 50% of students indicated they 
preferred hybrid over online courses by ranking online courses last.  

In an open-ended question at the end of the survey, students were asked, “What were the most 
valuable academic services/departments you have used/participated in while enrolled at the university?” 
The top answer was the on-campus tutoring center or one of its related services (see figure 4). The second 
most frequent service mentioned was the library followed closely by major departments and professors. 
The second most frequent response in general was nothing, not applicable, not sure, or nothing yet. The 
question was optional and not all students chose to answer it.  

 

 
Figure 4: Results from open-ended question on online survey administered in March 2015. University Center for Academic 
Excellence (UCAE) is the campus tutoring center and the Office of Adult Students and Evening Services (OASES) is the 
advising office running the study. 
 
Focus Groups 

Of the 55 students who initially volunteered, 38 undergraduate non-traditional students were 
interviewed either in person, on the phone, in groups, or alone to share their opinions of and experiences 
at UNC Charlotte. Interviews were semi-structured, but informal. The purpose of these interviews was to 
gather information on student perspectives to inform policy and service recommendations. Participants 
represented a diverse group of students in terms of age, race, college, class standing, and circumstance, 
but some common themes did emerge.  

Students gave similar reasons for returning to college. They expressed wanting to change careers 
(often to a human service profession), to advance in their current career, to inspire their children to go to 
college, or to finish a goal they started years before.  

Participants shared common registration concerns. Students were divided evenly between those 
who needed to take classes during the day to accommodate their children’s school schedule and those 
who needed to take them in the early morning or in the evening to accommodate work schedules. A 
minority of the students were free to take classes at any time of day. Often these students were veterans 
using GI Bill benefits to pay for college and living expenses. Regardless of when students preferred to 
take classes, they each expressed difficulty finding classes that met their schedules and fulfilled course 
requirements. Upperclassmen who were enrolled at the university for several years and took evening 
courses noted the decrease in evening courses during their time at the university. 
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Most non-traditional students valued the relationships they made with their professors and 
credited them as being an integral part to their continuing progress, but some cited specific incidents 
when they felt marginalized. A few students mentioned negative interactions with professors and staff on 
campus; they felt disrespected and discriminated against because of their age. In the 18 focus groups, 
several students stated they would like faculty to receive training on non-traditional learning styles that 
emphasized the educational needs of non-traditional students. Participants wished instructors would take 
non-traditional students into consideration when choosing font and test construction. They said they had 
difficulty reading small print on exams, particularly when the lighting in the classroom was dim. A 
number of students stated they particularly had issues with inflexible attendance policies and assignment 
deadlines. Participants shared anecdotes of poor grades in classes related specifically to attendance issues.  

Similarly, non-traditional students’ experiences with academic advisors varied widely. Some had 
supportive, encouraging relationships with their advisors and appreciated that positive connection. Others 
felt their advisors had not been honest with them, did not see them as individuals, or did not have enough 
experience in the field in which they were advising. Students agreed that open communication, 
authenticity, transparency, and mutual respect were critical to their relationships with faculty and 
advisors.  

Participants preferred people, departments, and services at the university they could interact with 
online. They appreciated the ease of access provided by online registration, learning management 
systems, and library services. Contrarily, participants preferred to take classes in person, but would take 
online classes if offered. While they liked the flexibility offered by online courses, many students also 
expressed issues adjusting to using technology such as graphic calculators, learning management systems, 
and classroom response systems. The preference for in-person courses among online survey and focus 
group participants may be unique among the population of non-traditional students at this particular 
university. As reported above, the university offers few online programs and though individual online 
course offerings have increased over the last ten years, the proportion of online to traditional format 
classes is low. 

Most participants were not very interested in existing student organizations, but wished 
university-sponsored events and student groups felt more welcoming to non-traditional students and were 
marketed to their demographic. Some students stated they felt ignored, distracted, and ostracized by 
traditional students in their courses, making them less likely to interact with younger students outside of 
class.  

Focus group members had several ideas to increase institutional support for non-traditional 
students. They requested: 

 more summer courses  
 more course help in math and foreign language  
 a non-traditional student lounge with a microwave 
 increased communication with faculty 
 family housing on campus 
 childcare on campus 
 university orientation specific to non-traditional students 
 study groups for non-traditional students 
 student fees be combined with the cost of tuition to facilitate company reimbursement 
 flexible attendance policies 
 credit for work experience 
 an alternative to the traditional family weekend for non-traditional students to bring their children 

and spouses to campus 
 

Some suggestions provided by the focus groups were not in line with university policies or 
expectations for academic integrity. A few students expressed difficulty meeting academic demands and 
proposed a separate grading scale or attendance policy based on age, employment situation, and/or 
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socioeconomic status. Every focus group requested priority course registration for non-traditional students 
or that seats would be held in evening courses for non-traditional students. These propositions encapsulate 
the frustration of non-traditional students to meet their academic goals in an environment they did not feel 
supported them or recognized the complexity of their lives. Follow-up discussion to these suggestions 
made clear these students do not believe they should be held to lesser standards than traditional students 
or that they could not handle the rigor of postsecondary education. Rather, they sought to be understood 
and respected by their faculty and university. 

 
 

Recommendations 
 
From this review of best practice literature, peer institutions, and student perceptions, several 

recommendations to improve non-traditional student services and course offerings arise. As higher 
education professionals, we need to think creatively, be flexible, and adapt to leverage the strengths of 
non-traditional students. All the while, we must encourage them to engage on campus in ways that may 
not come naturally in order to increase persistence, retention, and graduation success. The Georgetown 
Center on Education and the Workforce has predicted that by 2020, 65% of all jobs will require some 
kind of postsecondary education (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2013). In order to meet this workforce 
demand, colleges and universities must make sure curriculum and services are accessible to non-
traditional as well as traditional students. Taking into consideration the strategic plans of the university, 
divisions, and offices associated with this project, a list of recommendations was identified for 
prioritization. These recommendations are grouped into three categories: university, service, and 
academic, as seen in Table 2. University recommendations have the largest scope and require the 
participation of multiple departments and administrative support. Service recommendations are flexible 
and could be scaled down to individual offices or departments or up to encompass multiple divisions. 
Academic recommendations are directed to faculty and academic affairs divisions and refer to course 
offerings and training. 
 
Table 2: First-tier recommendations. 

University Recommendations 

1. Designate a physical space on campus for adult students to study and build 
community. 

2. Develop a detailed, online information session for prospective and newly admitted 
adult students.  

3. Create an orientation component specific to adult and veteran students.  
4. Pilot an assessment of adult students at mid-semester to identify those at risk.  
5. Develop an opportunity for students to apply for micro-scholarships year round. 

Service Recommendations 

1. Create points of contact for adult students. 
2. Add adult students to diversity training initiatives. 
3. Create targeted marketing for adult and veteran students on webpages and print 

materials. 
4. Duplicate or transfer appropriate services, programs, and processes to online 

formats.  

Academic Recommendations 

1. Offer professional development opportunities for faculty on best practices in adult 
student learning styles.  

2. Develop credit for work experience and/or portfolio credit programs.  
3. Support departments in the creation of day and evening version of all required and 

elective courses. 
4. Promote the creation of additional hybrid courses.  
5. Create a degree program that combines evening and online course options.

  
Second-Tier Recommendations 
 While the above list focuses on this institution’s priorities, other recommendations did emerge 
from student suggestions. Family housing and childcare may reduce some of the outside stress faced by 
non-traditional students. Work-friendly course policies such as flexible attendance and deadlines would 
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lend employed students leeway when outside emergencies arise. Some employee tuition reimbursement 
programs do not pay for student fees if they include itemized charges for things like athletics and 
recreational facilities. Universities should consider reworking fee structures to facilitate these 
reimbursement plans. Additional student services such as tutoring, study groups, and student 
organizations or events developed specifically for non-traditional students may increase adult student 
engagement on campus.  
 
Actions 
 Since the completion of this needs assessment, the university stakeholders have initiated several 
projects related to the recommendations. The readmission application has been moved online and 
orientation videos are in production. These videos will supplement the required on campus orientation for 
the time being. The library has identified two staff members to serve as direct contacts for non-traditional 
students seeking services. The library has also dedicated space to create a family-friend study room where 
in parents and guardians can bring their children to play safely while they complete their assignments. 
Over the next several months, the adult student advising office will launch an online chat for prospective 
and current students as well as a message board through the university’s learning management system to 
promote connection between current students. The advising office will also partner with instructional 
designers to create a faculty training on andragogy. Distance Education has expressed interest in 
supporting additional blended courses and a degree program that would combine evening, blended, and 
online courses. Finally, the provost has proposed to form a committee dedicated to addressing the full list 
of recommendations.  

The growing population of non-traditional students nationally requires traditional universities to 
rethink existing courses and services. Non-traditional students are quickly replacing traditional students as 
the majority consumers of educational resources. In order to ensure their success, higher education must 
intentionally make room for them by specifically addressing their concerns and implementing best 
practices to support these students so achieving a college degree can become a reality for them. 
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Abstract: According to the American College Testing organization (2012), a little more than a third 
of public institution attendees graduate in five years from college, while just over half of private 
attendees do so. The concept of a “four-year degree” has become outdated. These statistics make it 
clear that there are many who struggle to graduate, and that there are a significant number who may 
never graduate at all. The concept of “grit,” coined by Dr. Angela Duckworth and defined as passion 
and perseverance for very long-term goals, has become a popular topic in the education literature. 
Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, and Kelly (2007) found that grit is positively associated with 
academic success. Using Duckworth et al.’s 12-item Grit inventory, the authors of this study aimed 
to explore key factors that are related to student success at a major, public, southern university. The 
purpose of this study was to explore the relationships between grit, academic performance, and 
educational attainment, measured by number of attempted credit hours. We also aimed to ascertain 
whether academically at-risk students (those with less than a 2.0 GPA) scored lower than their non-
at-risk peers on Grit. Our findings, along with future directions for interventions and research, will 
be discussed. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 Institutions of higher education from across the country continue to search for effective strategies 
to address the two “R’s”—Recruitment and Retention.  In an era of reduced support from state 
legislatures, public institutions are more and more dependent on tuition revenue. Rather than just continue 
to increase tuition to supply the needed revenue, an alternative is to hold tuition rates in line and increase 
revenue by recruiting more students (tuition payers) and keeping more of those students as tuition payers 
by increasing retention rates. 
 This paper focuses on the second “R,” Retention. There are many factors that contribute to 
student persistence, and thus, institutional retention. Among the most discussed factors is the concept of 
“Grit.” The concept of “Grit,” coined by Dr. Angela Duckworth and defined as passion and perseverance 
for very long-term goals, has become a popular topic in the education literature and at professional 
conferences. 

Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, and Kelly (2007) have explored the concept of grit and how it 
relates to academic performance. They found that GPA is significantly correlated with grit, although the 
population polled at their institution—an ivy league university located in the northern United States—is 
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significantly different than a Southern, public university that reaches out to students with a variety of 
academic performance backgrounds. The purpose of the current study was to explore the relationship 
between grit and academic success in a population that contains both academically at-risk (those with less 
than a 2.0 cumulative GPA) versus non-at-risk students.  

Furthermore, Duckworth et al. (2007) also found that those with higher levels of educational 
attainment also scored higher on grit. At the university level educational attainment is measured not only 
by GPA but by number of attempted credit hours. The researchers also sought to investigate if those who 
had been retained at the institution longer also scored higher on grit. 

The results of this study could help higher education professionals learn more about which 
populations need grit-building activities the most, as well as where to target specific interventions at the 
university-level. 

 
 

Grit and Retention Literature 
 
Background 
	 In 2014, the Center for Student Success and First-year Experience (CSSFYE) was established at 
the University of Mississippi.  The CSSFYE provides academic advising, coordinates the first-year and 
transfer experience courses and supports first-year students with programs and initiatives designed for 
student success. The CSSFYE also leads the University’s Retention Advisory Committee, a working 
group of university-wide representatives charged with all things related to retention.  Institutional 
retention at the University of Mississippi for first-time freshmen fall to fall for the 2014 cohort was an 
institutional record at 86.5% (University of Mississippi, 2016).   
 Although the 86.5% retention rate is record-setting, the leadership within the CSSFYE continues 
to identify best practices to increase student success. According to the CSSFYE (2016), less than 10% of 
the fall 2015 freshmen class who did not return for spring 2016 reported poor grades as their reason for 
not returning. However, other factors such as homesickness/distance from home, personal/family issues, 
social fit and major fit was reported by more than 50% of students as being their reason for not returning 
for the spring of 2016. In addition to the primary reasons for departure mentioned above, the CSSFYE 
staff is also interested in examining the recent research that suggests that student success may be 
influenced by the level of  grit a student possesses (Duckworth et al., 2007).   
 Grit is defined as passion and perseverance to achieve long terms goals (Duckworth et al., 2007).  
Closely related to grit is the concept of mindset. Carol Dweck’s research (2006) identified people as 
having either a fixed mindset or a growth mindset. According to Dweck, a person with a fixed mindset 
believes that qualities such as intelligence and personality do not change. Conversely, people with a 
growth mindset believe that improving personal qualities can occur through effort and that failure is 
temporary and is really the process of learning (2006). 

Duckworth researched West Point cadets to see if there was a relationship between grit and talent 
(Duckworth, 2016). Using the Grit Scale she and her co-researchers developed, Duckworth determined 
that talent did not make the difference between a West Point cadet making it through their training, but 
grit did (Duckworth, 2016). Students making the adjustment from high school to college are faced with 
numerous challenges when they work to navigate the college environment. As mentioned above, besides 
the academic skills a student brings to this environment, the level to which a student is able to handle the 
barriers they face can also play a role in their ability to be successful.    
 

 
Purpose 
 

This study uses the Grit Scale developed by Duckworth et al. (2007) to correlate the level of 
academic success of students to their grit scores. Specifically, the authors aimed to ascertain whether or 
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not they would find a significant relationship between grit and cumulative GPA for these participants, as 
well as whether there was a significant difference between academically at-risk and non-at-risk students 
for grit. Additionally, since Duckworth et al. (2007) also discovered that students that have higher levels 
of educational attainment are “grittier” than those with less education, the authors of the current study 
aimed to explore whether there was a relationship between grit and number of collegiate attempted credit 
hours.  
 
 
Methods 
 
Participants 

The Institutional Research Board (IRB) oversees human subjects research on a national level, in 
order to protect the safety of the participants by adhering to specific guidelines. IRB approval was 
received prior to the start of the study, which took place during the Spring of 2015. The researchers 
acquired both academically at-risk and non-at-risk participants, in order to make a comparison between 
grit scores for these two populations. The first author supervises several courses for academically at-risk 
students, including:  EDHE 101 Academic Skills for College, EDHE 202 Fundamentals of Active 
Learning and The Contractual Readmission Program. This author contacted the academically at-risk 
students in these courses using Blackboard, a course management system, to solicit volunteers. Students 
were offered extra credit points for their participation, but if they did not want to participate they were 
still able to receive extra credit by completing an alternative assignment. The non-at-risk participants 
were acquired through placing an ad on the Sona website—a research management system—for 
Psychology 201 Introduction to Psychology students, which the second author had access to. In exchange 
for their participation, Psy 201 participants received course credits.     

Once each group had been contacted, an information document outlining the experiment was 
attached to the email. Students received a link to Qualtrics, an online data management system, that 
contained the informed consent document and assessments of the study. After entering Qualtrics, 
participants read the informed consent, which stated that the data collected would be kept confidential, 
that participants would have a right to terminate their role in the study at any time, and that their 
transcripts and demographic data would be accessed using the SAP student data storage system. Once 
participants read the informed consent document they were able to click on a button to give their 
permission to proceed with the study. Upon completion of the surveys, the participants viewed a thank 
you statement from the researchers. 

After the participant data was collected, a report was run in SAP using student identification 
numbers. This allowed the researchers to download GPA and other demographic information. Using id 
numbers, the researchers allotted course credit/extra credit to the participants. Data was then de-identified 
prior to analysis. The researchers felt that telling participants that data would be de-identified prior to 
analysis would make them more likely to be honest with their responses. 
 
 
Instrumentation 
 

The Grit Scale is a 12-item questionnaire that has been used in a variety of studies, including 
those pertaining to academic performance and persistence in the military (Duckworth et al., 2007). Items 
include those that focus on passion and goal completion, such as “I am a hard worker” and “I finish 
whatever I begin”. One’s level of perseverance is also measured through items such as “New ideas and 
projects sometimes distract me from previous ones” or “I have difficulty maintaining my focus on 
projects that take more than a few months to complete”. Participants rank their responses from 1 (very 
much like me) to 5 (not like me at all). Several items require reverse-scoring. Once participants reverse 
score the appropriate items, they are then able to calculate their scores by totalling their scores and 
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dividing by 12, the number of assessment items. This yields their overall grit score. The highest or  
“grittiest” participants can receive a score of 5, while the “least gritty” participants can receive a score of 
“1”.  

In addition to the Grit Scale, the researchers used a short form of the Marlowe-Crowne Social 
Desirability Scale, developed by Ballard (1992). This assessment has 11 items and can be measured using 
a 5-point Likert type scale from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). As students may want to appear or feel grittier 
than they actually are, the researchers thought it was important to include a social desirability scale during 
the assessment process. 

Last, archival data was obtained on students’ overall grade point average (GPA) at the university; 
their semester GPA, and their overall GPA including transfer work. This allowed for an accurate picture 
to be obtained of student performance, as students may not always know their exact GPA. 

 
 

Results 
 
 In addition to the grit and social desirability scales, two questions were included to determine 
whether or not participants were following instructions. More specifically, participants were instructed to 
select a specific answer, such as “For the answer to this question, please choose number 5”. A total of 52 
out of 304 participants answered either one or both of these ‘lie scale’ questions incorrectly and were 
removed from all subsequent analyses. An alpha level of .05 was adopted for all statistical analyses. 

Of primary interest was whether or not grit would differ as a function of academic standing. We 
operationally defined at-risk students as those with an overall grade point average of less than 2.0, and 
non-at-risk students as those with a grade point average greater than or equal to 2.0. In total, 149 
participants were deemed not-at-risk, whereas 103 participants were categorized as at-risk. An 
independent samples t-test indicated that not-at-risk participants scored higher, on average, on the grit 
scale than their at-risk peers, t (250) = 2.67, p < .01. Thus, as hypothesized, participants who were not-at-
risk were ‘grittier’ than those students who were struggling academically. 

In addition to this analysis, we also sought to determine whether any relationships existed 
between grit and several other measures of academic achievement. More specifically, we collected data 
regarding the following measures of academic achievement for each participant: overall grade point 
average, semester grade point average, and number of hours attempted at the college level. As mentioned 
above, a measure of social desirability was also included. Bivariate correlational analyses indicated that 
grit scores were statistically significantly correlated with all three academic measures. Grit was observed 
to be positively correlated with overall grade point average, r (250) = .21, p < .01, semester grade point 
average, r (250) = .15, p < .05, and with the number of hours that participants had attempted at the 
collegiate level, r (250) = .13, p < .05. In addition, grit scores were found to be negatively correlated with 
social desirability, r (250) = -.33, p < .01. 

Overall, these findings replicate prior investigations into this topic by once again demonstrating 
the relationship between grit and standard measures of academic achievement. Furthermore, we have 
demonstrated that participants who tend to score higher in social desirability, tend to score lower on the 
grit scale. Finally, and perhaps most interestingly, students with higher grade point averages tend to be 
grittier than their academically at-risk counterparts. 
 
 
Discussion  
 
 The researchers found several significant results through this study, including how grit is 
significantly correlated with GPA, but at a relatively small effect size for this sample. Duckworth et al. 
(2007) also found a significant correlation between grit and academic performance, although their student 
population was markedly different than the one polled in the current study. Duckworth et al. (2007) polled 
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students at an ivy league institution, which has a very small percentage of students on academic 
probation. In the current study, the sample was a blend of academically at-risk students with non-at-risk 
students. Knowing that this significant correlation is found in a variety of populations lends support for 
the utility of the Grit Scale; however, in our study the correlation was very small, meaning that there must 
be other extenuating factors beyond grit that account for students’ academic performance and persistence. 
 It is also interesting to note that academically at-risk students showed lower levels of grit than 
their non-at-risk peers. This would make sense, considering academically at-risk students may have 
additional life challenges that could be interfering with their ability to pursue their academic goals. 
Students who have previously left the institution cite specific reasons for leaving that include 
personal/family issues, homesickness, and feeling out of place at the university (CSSFYE, 2016). Perhaps 
academically at-risk students are at-risk because of the nature of the problems in which they are 
experiencing, although future research should be conducted to see if this assumption is accurate. In any 
case, this result illustrates the need for academically at-risk students to participate in grit-building 
activities that can enhance their passion and perseverance for completing college.  
 Last, the researchers found that grit and academic achievement, in the form of attempted hours, 
are significantly positively correlated - the longer a person has been enrolled at the university, the higher 
their grit scores. Again, this correlation had a small effect size, which should be taken into consideration. 
This does lend support to the idea that grit may take time to develop and furthermore, can be developed 
over time. 
 
 
Limitations 

 
There were several limitations to this study. First, grit data was obtained via self-report measures. 

Self-report may not always be the most valid way of finding the true nature of a construct in a given 
population. Second, these results were obtained from a single public university in the Southern United 
States, which may have its own unique characteristics than those of other institutions.  

Third, and perhaps most notably, is how over 50 participants needed to be removed from the 
analysis due to not adequately paying attention while responding to the surveys. This may have been due 
to the timing in which the surveys were administered—towards the end of the semester when students 
were desperate for even a small amount of extra credit or course credit. Furthermore, those students who 
already had enough points (and therefore have higher GPAs) could opt not to take part in the study, 
leaving the participants who were most needy for points volunteering to participate. In regards to 
conducting research in the future, we recommend administering the assessments closer to the beginning 
of the semester.  

 
Recommendations for Future Research 
 
 The researchers found that there was a significant correlation between grit and social desirability 
amongst the participants. This indicates that trying to assess one’s true level of grit may be complex, and 
that social desirability controls should also be utilized when polling participants. Without the use of such 
a control survey, researchers may get an inaccurate picture from the data, which is skewed by participants 
not being 100% honest in their reporting. 
 Next, the researchers would recommend pursuing additional studies that take into consideration 
how academically at-risk students have become less-gritty than their non-at-risk peers, through utilizing a 
qualitative framework. Are there themes within this University of Mississippi population that can be 
explored as to factors why some students develop grit while others do not? Gathering student stories 
about grit could provide a good foundation for developing additional grit measures and interventions. 
 Last, the researchers would like to investigate more grit-building activities for academically at-
risk students, and will be conducting research in the fall of 2016 on EDHE 202 students enrolled in 
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psychoeducational groups. These psychoeducational groups will involve exposing students to a different 
academic success strategy each week, along with leading discussions on topics like motivation, career 
development, health and well-being, etc. Using Duckworth et al.’s (2007) 12-item grit inventory, the 
researchers will measure how grit scores change over time by doing a pre-post test analysis. The 
researchers will also measure grit and its relationship to GPA, to see how these interventions affect 
student retention percentages. Do specific grit-building activities assist with helping academically at-risk 
students become more passionate and persistent in pursuing their long-term goals? How can their passion 
for college be enhanced? Are there certain things that they can do within the program to become more 
persistent students? 
 
 
Conclusion 
  
 Student affairs professionals are under increased pressure to Recruit and Retain students at the 
university level—the two R’s. The focus of the current research was to explore how grit relates to student 
performance measures. As with Angela Duckworth’s research, the authors found that there was a 
significant, yet small correlation between grit and GPA for students polled at the University of 
Mississippi. The correlation lends credence to the concept of grit being related to performance, although 
the number of participants that needed to be excluded from the results due to lack of attention indicates 
that self-report methods can be complicated. Additional measures such as timing of survey 
administration, along with inserting attention-related control questions and social desirability measures 
are key. Future research is needed for academically at-risk students in particular and how interventions 
can be created and geared towards their academic success. 
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Abstract: The research reported in this paper summarizes and extends discussion on recent 
research (Swan, James and Daston, in press) describing the success of undergraduate students 
who take online classes. It highlights findings from research using 656,258 student records 
collected through the Predictive Analytics Reporting (PAR) Framework. Contrary to what has 
been widely reported, we found that taking online courses does not necessarily negatively impact 
student success. Instead, results suggest that students taking some courses online and some on-
ground progress more quickly and are retained at a slightly higher rate than students taking 
solely on-ground or solely online courses. 
 
 
Introduction 
 

Online learning is no longer an anomaly in American higher education. More than 5.2 
million students—25% of all higher education students in the United States—took at least one 
online course in the fall 2013 semester (Allen & Seaman, 2015), with all indicators suggesting that 
online learning will continue to grow in the near future. Many researchers currently agree that 
learning outcomes from online courses are not significantly different from traditional courses 
(Bernard et al., 2009; Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2009). However, as educators 
have come to accept the similarity of learning regardless of delivery mode, they have also come to 
believe that retention and progression are greater problems online than in on-the-ground (Allen & 
Seaman, 2015; Moore & Fetzner, 2009). Indeed, recent large scale studies comparing retention and 
progression for community college students taking online and traditional classes support such a 
view. 

Two such studies were undertaken by the Community College Research Center (CCRC) at 
Teachers College, Columbia University involving cohorts in the Virginia (Jaggers & Xu, 2010) and 
Washington (Xu & Jaggers, 2011) community college systems. The 2004 cohorts in both systems 
were followed for five years. Researchers found that in both systems, “ever online” students 
(students who took one or more online courses) were more likely to fail or withdraw from such 
courses than from face-to-face courses (Xu & Jaggers, 2011). In addition, the researchers found that 
students who took online coursework in early terms were slightly but significantly less likely to 
return to school in subsequent terms, and students who took a higher proportion of credits online 
were slightly but significantly less likely to graduate, attain a certificate, or transfer to a four year 
institution.  In a similar, more recent, study of student performance in the cohort enrolling in the 
California Community College system in the 2008/09 academic year, Hart, Friedman, and Hill 
(2015) found that students’ likelihood of completing courses was 6.8 to 8.9 percentage points lower 
for online courses than they were for those offered in face-to-face formats. The researchers also 
found that students were 10.9 to 15.2 percentage points less likely to pass online courses. 

Shea and Bidjerano (2014), however, reported seemingly different findings using somewhat 
different outcome measures. Using data from the Beginning Post-Secondary Survey (BPS), they 
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compared the degree and/or certificate completion rates of community college students who took 
one or more courses online with those of students who did not take any online courses. They found 
that, controlling for relevant background characteristics, students who took some of their early 
courses online had a significantly better chance of attaining a community college credential than 
those who only took face-to-face courses. A study by Johnson, Cuellar Majia, and Cook (2015) may 
provide some explanation of the seemingly contradictory findings. They studied a cohort of 
California community college students who enrolled in the fall of 2006. Modeling their work on Xu 
& Jaggers (2011), the researchers found that students taking online classes were less likely to 
complete them, and less likely to complete them with a passing grade, than students in enrolled in 
face-to-face classes. However, when they examined long-term outcomes, the researchers found that 
students who took at least some online courses were more likely to earn an associate’s degree or 
transfer to a four-year institution than those who didn’t. 

The research reported in this paper builds on the above studies and investigates the seeming 
anomalies among them. In particular, it compares both course completions and retention among 
students enrolled in solely online, solely on-ground, or both online and on-ground courses (ever 
online) across five quite dissimilar, primarily on-ground, community colleges. Distinguishing 
between students taking all their courses online and those taking some of their courses online 
revealed striking differences between these two categories. Whereas community college students 
who took all their courses online had slightly to moderately poorer odds of being retained than 
similar students who took all their courses on-ground, community college students who took some 
of their courses online faired at least as well as their fully on-ground counterparts. These results 
importantly inform our understanding of online education, indicating that taking online courses is 
not necessarily harmful in itself. In addition, the research investigated whether or not similar patterns 
could be found among students enrolled in five quite different, primarily on-ground, four-year 
colleges, and among students enrolled in four very different primarily online institutions.   

The research was based on data collected and analyzed through the Predictive Analytics 
Reporting (PAR) Framework, a multi-institutional collaborative that provides participating 
institutions with tools and resources for identifying risks and improving student success.  

 
 

Methodology 
 
 This study explored the impact of course delivery mode on student outcomes in various 
types of post-secondary settings. Students from fourteen institutions were included: 

• 5 primarily on-ground community colleges (213,056 student records) 
• 5 primarily on-ground 4-year universities (113,036 student records) 
• 4 primarily online institutions (330,166 student records) 

Data sources were all student and course level records for students who began their studies 
between September 2009 and December 2012 at these schools. Thus, all students included in the 
analyses had the opportunity for at least 18 months of enrollment in order to determine second year 
retention. Data collected from 656,258 student records included:  

• student demographic information such as age, gender, race/ethnicity, military and 
veteran status, permanent residence zip code, Pell eligibility 

• prior academic information including high school GPA, transfer GPA, prior amount and 
type of college credits earned 

• student course information for all courses taken, including specific course titles, course 
length, course size, outcomes, and delivery mode 

• other student academic information, such as majors pursued, specific credentials sought, 
transfer credits brought in after enrollment, and credentials earned. 
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Students at each institution were grouped according to delivery mode – fully on-ground, 
fully online, or a blend of on-ground and online – based on the courses they enrolled in up to and 
immediately following the first six months of their enrollment at the institution.  

The primary outcome of interest in this study was retention to the second year; a student 
was considered retained if they were enrolled in any course at the institution 12 to 18 months after 
their first course start date, or if they had earned a credential or graduated at any time between their 
first course start date and 18 months later. Progression during a student’s first eight to nine months 
was measured by credit ratio which was operationalized as the number of credits earned with a 
grade of C or better divided by the number of credits attempted during the time period. Credits 
attempted during this time period were also recorded for each student. 

Because this was not a controlled experiment, there was concern that differences in 
retention rates among students in the different delivery mode groups could be due to inherent 
differences among those students, rather than an effect of their chosen delivery mode. To address 
this issue, variables that did not directly measure student success but had significant associations 
with retention at each institution were controlled for in a logistic regression model. Both 
demographic variables and credits attempted in a student’s first eight to nine months were 
considered as potential control variables. This provided greater confidence that the results 
concerning retention were related to delivery mode rather than extraneous factors. 

After calculating the average 12-18 month retention rates, average credit ratios, and credits 
attempted for students in each delivery group (blended, fully on-ground, and fully online) at each 
institution, averages for these three variables were aggregated across institutions in three categories 
– primarily on-ground community colleges, primarily on-ground four-year universities, and 
primarily online institutions.  In each grouping of institutions, the averages for retention rates, 
credit ratio, and credits attempted give equal weight to each institution in the group, regardless of 
enrollment; that is, aggregated data was averaged with institution as the unit of analysis in attempt 
to fairly account for the diversity represented by them. 

 
 
Findings 
 

Primarily On-ground Community Colleges 
In this section, results for students enrolled in five primarily on-ground community colleges 

are presented. The community colleges in this group were public institutions located throughout the 
United States—in Florida, Ohio, Texas, Washington state, and Hawaii—and ranged in number of 
students enrolled for the period studied from almost 23,000 to just over 93,000. They also differed 
in the percentages of students who had Pell grants (41% to 63%). Females outnumbered males at all 
the primarily on-ground community colleges studied. Traditionally aged students (< 26 years old) 
accounted for nearly three times as many community college students as older students. 

 
Table 1: Average retention, credit ratios, and credits attempted for community college students by delivery mode 
 

N 
12-18 mos 
retention 

Credit ratio 
Credits 

attempted 

Blended 91,622 58% 0.67 19.2 

Fully on-ground 112,269 51% 0.64 16.8 

Fully online 9,165 30% 0.64 10.2 

 
Table 1 shows retention rates, credit ratios and credits attempted averaged across the 

community colleges included in the study. The data show that across institutions, community college 
students taking some of their courses online and some on-ground had a retention rate of 58%, 
students taking all of their course on-ground had a retention rate of 51%, while only 30% of 
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community college students taking all of their courses online were retained in the year following 
their first enrollment.  

Table 2 gives the odds that students would be retained to a second year for each of the 
community colleges studied. After controlling for possible confounding variables, results of the 
logistic regression model revealed that the blended group and the fully on-ground group had slightly 
greater odds of being retained than students who were fully online at all but one PAR community 
college. Odds ratios indicated that students blending their courses had 1.2 to 1.6 times greater odds 
of being retained than fully online students, and that fully on-ground students had 1.3 to 1.6 times 
greater odds of being retained than fully online students at the four institutions where significant 
differences were observed. At the fifth institution there were no differences in odds of retention 
between any of the three delivery modes (odds ratios=1.0). Additionally, there were no statistical 
differences between students in the blended group and fully on-ground students for four of the five 
institutions, indicating that observed differences in retention can be explained by the control 
variables rather than differences in delivery mode.  
 
Table 2: Odds ratios for student retention for community college students by delivery mode 

 
Institution 1 Institution 2 Institution 3 Institution 4 Institution 5 

Fully on-ground vs blended 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.1 1.0 

Blended vs fully online 1.5 1.6 1.5 1.2 1.0 

Fully on-ground vs fully online 1.6 1.5 1.6 1.3 1.0 

 
The results suggest that while taking all courses online had a mild negative impact on the 

community college students’ retention, taking some online courses (blended) did not. These results 
are distinctly different from the CCRC results (Jaggers & Xu, 2010; Xu & Jaggers, 2011) which 
suggested that taking any online courses hurt community college students’ retention and 
progression. It may be that separating students taking only online courses from those taking some 
online courses (as done in this study) is what made the difference. The retention rates for community 
college students taking only online courses in the current study are quite low. Moreover, credit ratios 
(which in some sense quantify pass rates) are remarkably similar across delivery modes in this 
study, indicating that community college students taking some or all of their courses online were as 
likely to complete and pass their courses as students taking all of their courses on-ground.  Indeed, 
students blending online and on-ground courses were slightly more likely to complete their courses 
with passing grades than either students taking all their courses on-ground or students taking their 
courses only online. 
 

Primarily On-ground Four-Year Colleges 
Analyses were initiated to see whether results for students taking online courses at 

community colleges also applied to students taking online courses at four-year universities. The 
institutions represented in these analyses are public universities located throughout the United 
States—in Florida, Illinois, North Dakota, Arizona, and Hawaii—and ranged in number of students 
enrolled for the period studied from just over 3,000 to almost 60,000. Fewer students had Pell 
grants at these institutions than at the community colleges studied (18% to 42%) and females 
outnumbered males at all but one of the primarily on-ground four-year colleges studied. There were 
also slightly more traditionally aged students enrolled in the four-year universities studied. In 
addition, there were fewer college students than community college students in the PAR database, 
and there were slightly more students in this population blending their classes than students taking 
only on-ground classes. Students taking only online classes accounted for only a small percentage 
(6.5%) of these students, but it is interesting to note that combining students blending their classes 
with students taking only online classes reveals that the majority of students in this population were 
taking at least some online classes (ever online), which was not the case among the primarily on-
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ground community college population. Table 3 shows retention rates, credit ratios and credits 
attempted averaged across the four-year colleges included in the study. 

 
Table 3: Retention rates, credit ratios, & credits attempted for primarily on-ground 4-year college students by delivery 
mode 

 
N 

12-18 mos 
retention 

Credit ratio 
Credits 

attempted 

Blended 54,867 79% 0.80 24.4 

Fully on-ground 53,544 76% 0.81 25.2 

Fully online 7,625 60% 0.74 14.5 

 
Credit ratios were higher for students at four-year universities than for students at 

community colleges, and although the average credit ratios for students blending their courses and 
students taking all their courses on-ground were remarkably similar (.80 and .81 respectively), the 
average credit ratio for students taking only online courses was considerably smaller (.74). The data 
also show that students at primarily on-ground four-year universities were retained at higher 
percentages than primarily on-ground community college students in the database. Moreover, 
although differences in retention percentages between delivery mode groupings were not as 
pronounced for the university population, the ranking patterns were the same. Students taking some 
of their courses online and some on-ground had a retention rate of 79%, students taking all of their 
course on-ground had a retention rate of 76%, and students taking all of their courses online had a 
retention rate of 60%.  

Table 4 gives the odds that students would be retained to a second year for each of the four-
year colleges studied. After controlling for possible confounding variables in a logistic regression 
model, results showed that in the majority of cases no group was at higher risk than any other of not 
being retained at twelve to eighteen months. This suggests that the extraneous factors controlled 
for at each institution accounted for most or all of the differences in retention, rather than the effect 
of delivery mode. Though some mild effects were observed at Institution 4 and Institution 1, 
overall there was little evidence that taking any courses online at a primarily on-ground four-year 
university placed a student at greater risk of not being retained, once other variables were accounted 
for. 

 
Table 4: Odds ratios for student retention for on-ground 4-year college students by delivery mode 

 
Institution 1 Institution 2 Institution 3 Institution 4 Institution 5 

Fully on-ground vs blended .77 1.0 1.0 1.1 1.0 

Blended vs fully online N/A* 1.0 1.0 1.6 1.0 

Fully on-ground vs fully online N/A* 1.0 1.0 1.8 1.0 

*N/A indicates there was not a sufficient number of students in one of the two delivery modes to make a valid 
comparison for that institution 

 
It is worth noting that the number of credits attempted by students taking only on-ground and 

students taking on-ground and online courses were similar (25.2 and 24.4 respectively) but students 
taking only online courses at primarily on-ground four-year universities attempted far fewer credits 
(14.5). It is possible that students taking only online courses chose to do so because they had busier 
lives than students taking some or all of their courses on-ground. Perhaps these students attempted 
fewer courses and had a more difficult time passing them for the same reason. The finding clearly 
deserves further investigation. 
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Primarily Online Institutions 
Finally, analyses were undertaken for four institutions whose primary focus was on online 

courses. These institutions were particularly diverse, including a public community college in the 
southwest, a public four-year university on the east coast, and two for-profit universities. In contrast 
to the more common practice of creating a unique “for-profit” category, the “primarily online” 
category was constituted; within the PAR community, we have found that institutions focusing on 
online programs are more similar to each other and less similar to primarily on-ground institutions. 
The institutions representing the primarily online group had the largest number of students enrolled 
during the period studied, ranging from over 68,000 to almost 100,000. Percentages of students 
receiving Pell grants at these institutions grants ranged widely (20% to 80%) and females 
outnumbered males at all but one of the primarily online institutions studied. 

The vast majority of the students in the primarily online category were, unsurprisingly, 
fully online students. However, three of the four institutions in this group had a sufficient number 
of fully on-ground students to investigate all three levels of delivery mode, making it possible to 
ask similar questions of this category of institutions. Part of the rationale for doing so was to explore 
whether primarily online institutions might have better retention rates for students taking online 
courses than primarily on-ground institutions. They did not. The patterns of retention across 
delivery modes, however, were somewhat different. Table 5 shows retention rates, credit ratios and 
credits attempted averaged across the primarily online institutions included in the study. 
 
Table 5: Retention and credit ratios for students enrolled in primarily online institutions by delivery mode 
 

N 
12-18 mos 
retention 

Credit ratio 
Credits 

attempted 

Blended 29,577 45% 0.66 15.7 

Fully on-ground 48,067 29% 0.76 13.4 

Fully online 252,522 31% 0.52 9.7 

 
The retention rates are clearly lower for this category of institutions, except among students 

taking all their courses online for whom the retention rates are similar to those of community college 
students taking all their courses online. Table 5 also shows that students taking only online courses in 
primarily online institutions were slightly more likely to be retained than students taking only on-
ground courses. However, as with primarily on-ground institutions, students taking some courses 
online and some courses on-ground were retained at higher rates than students taking only on-ground 
or only online courses.  
 
 
Table 6: Odds ratios for student retention for students at primarily online institutions by delivery mode 
 

Institution 1 Institution 2 Institution 3 Institution 4 

Blended vs fully on-ground N/A* 1.8 1.2 1.0 

Blended vs fully online 1.3 1.4 1.2 1.0 

Fully on-ground vs fully online N/A* .77 1.0 1.2 

*N/A indicates there was not a sufficient number of students in one of the two delivery modes to make a valid 
comparison for that institution 
 
 Table 6 gives the odds that students would be retained to a second year for each of the 
primarily online institutions studied. After controlling for possible confounding variables in a 
logistic regression model, results revealed moderate differences between students taking a blend of 
courses and students taking their courses exclusively online or exclusively on-ground. Students in 
the blended group at primarily online institutions had between 1.2 and 1.8 times greater odds of 
being retained than students taking all their courses on-ground (although there were no significant 
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differences at one such institution and not enough only on-ground students to make a comparison at 
another). Students in the blended group also had between 1.2 and 1.4 times greater odds of being 
retained than students taking all their courses online (although there were no significant differences 
between the groups at one institution). Students taking only on-ground courses had greater odds of 
retention than students taking only online courses at one institution and slightly lower odds of 
retention than students taking only online courses at another. 
 
Conclusions 
 

The research reported in this paper found that contrary to what has been widely reported in 
the press, taking some online courses did not result in lower retention or course completion rates for 
students enrolled in primarily on-ground community colleges included in this study. Moreover, 
although retention rates were lower for such students taking only online courses than for similar 
students taking only on-ground or blending their courses, differences in retention odds were either 
mild or non-existent in most cases. 

One important explanation for differences between these finding and other reports (Hart, 
Friedman, & Hill,  2015; Jaggers & Xu, 2010; Johnson, Cuellar Majia, & Cook, 2014; Xu & Jaggers, 
2011) is the way the data was grouped. In previous reports, students who took some online courses 
were grouped with students who took only online courses as “ever online”. In the current study, 
these groups were separated with illuminating results – students who took some (but not all) courses 
online generally were retained at higher rates than students who took all their courses on-ground; 
while students who took all their courses online had lower rates of retention. Logistic regression 
analyses, however, suggest the negative effects of the latter were small. The findings suggest that 
taking some online courses is definitely not harmful and indeed may be beneficial. They perhaps 
provide some explanation for Shea and Bidjerano’s (2014) findings associating taking some online 
classes with a greater likelihood of receiving a credential. The findings and the methodology surely 
deserve further investigation. 

Essentially no differences in the odds of retention between delivery mode groups were 
found for students enrolled in primarily on-ground four-year universities participating in this study, 
while at participating primarily online institutions, students blending their courses had slightly better 
odds of being retained than students taking exclusively on-ground or exclusively online courses. No 
differences between the latter groups were found at these institutions. 

This study extends explorations of retention and the taking of online classes to the four-year 
and primarily online populations and finds no significant problems associated with taking online 
courses. The latter grouping, “primarily online,” is another categorization unique to this study which 
may be significant. The study found that primarily online institutions, whether they be community 
colleges, four-year public institutions, or for-profit colleges, are more similar to each other than 
primarily on-ground institutions. In particular, they serve a much larger alternative, and probably 
“at-risk” population. This notion should be investigated further. 

Moreover, patterns of retention were the same regardless of gender across institutional 
categories and almost the same regardless of Pell status (there was a greater difference between 
students with a Pell grant and students without one among fully online students at primarily on-
ground community colleges, than observed in the other two delivery modes). Age did seem to be a 
factor differentially affecting delivery mode at primarily on-ground community colleges and 
primarily online institutions. Older community college students taking only online courses were 
retained at higher rates than younger students taking only online courses. Similarly, older students 
taking only online courses or taking some online and some on-ground courses at primarily online 
institutions were retained at higher rates than younger students in the same categories. No 
differential effects of delivery modes were found for any groupings (female vs. male, Pell vs. no 
Pell, or younger vs. older students) among students enrolled in primarily on-ground four-year 
universities in this study. 
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It is also worth noting that there was correlation between average credits attempted in the 
first eight to nine months and retention rates. As fully online students had on average fewer credits 
attempted, it is not surprising that controlling for credits attempted (along with demographic factors) 
revealed that differences in the odds of retention between fully online students and students in the 
blended or fully on-ground groups were much milder than the difference in retention rates might 
suggest. This lends some evidence to the idea that fully online students are at higher risk of stopping 
out due to time constraints and other limiting factors, more so than the taking of courses online 
itself, as online students likely choose to take courses online due to having limited time available for 
coursework and access issues. This certainly also warrants further investigation.  

The results thus suggest that online courses may provide access to higher education for 
people who have not traditionally had such access. Future investigations should examine the taking 
of online classes among traditionally underrepresented populations. The results indeed indicate that 
taking online courses is not harmful for most students, and may in fact be beneficial when online 
courses are blended with on-ground courses. The issue clearly deserves further investigation. 
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Abstract: In recent years, transfer enrollments for California State University, San Bernardino 
(CSUSB) have nearly doubled with 2,443 transfer students arriving in Fall 2015. While 90% of 
transfer students return their second year, only 28% of transfer students graduate within two years, 
and only 73% graduate within four years. Similar to other four-year institutions, the predominant 
share of resources is allocated to first-time freshmen. It is clear that despite their prior collegiate 
experience, transfer students face challenges that may extend their time to graduation or influence 
their decision to continue pursuing a degree. The purpose of this study was to identify first-year 
predictors of transfer graduation in order to identify at-risk students for proactive supports. Binary 
logistic regression analyses were conducted on 8,284 transfer students who entered CSUSB from Fall 
2008 to Fall 2013. Pell status, pre-transfer academic characteristics, and first-year academic 
measures contributed to the overall significance of the model and accounted for 32% of the variance 
in four-year graduation rates. Probability scores were calculated for each student to allow for 
targeted intervention strategies. 
 
 
Introduction 
  

Community colleges serve as a crucial pathway for students to earn bachelor’s degrees. Often, 
students begin their higher education careers at community colleges with the intention of transferring to a 
four-year institution to attain a four year degree.  Over the last 20 years, 81% entered with a goal of 
earning a bachelor’s degree or higher (Horn & Skomswold, 2011; Wang, 2009). Many students begin 
their academic career at a community college because of capacity and affordability differences between 
two-year and four-year institutions (Townsend & Wilson, 2006). Federal and state policymakers have 
placed a priority on community colleges to serve as a cost-effective and viable route for students to earn 
bachelor’s degrees (Kelderman, 2010). Moreover, community colleges serve larger proportions of 
students who are first-generation, low-income, and/or of color than their four-year counterparts 
(Monaghan & Attewell, 2015). In quasi-experimental studies, researchers found evidence to support that 
attending and graduating from a two-year college lowers the probability of attaining higher degrees, and 
close to 15% are less likely to attain a bachelor’s degree than students who initially attend a four year 
college (Long & Kurlaender 2009; Reynolds & DesJardins, 2009). Studying community college students 
and the factors that help them succeed at four-year institutions are important given this context. This 
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study attempts to shed light on some of the underlying mechanisms that explain transfer student success 
when they transition to four-year institutions to complete their bachelor’s degrees. 

College experience for transfer students at four-year colleges and universities is different from 
those who matriculate as freshmen. The literature notes that transfer students sometimes experience 
transfer shock (Townsend & Wilson, 2006), which involves adjustment to a new campus, new academic 
demands, and new social and personal demands (Laanan, 2004). Unfortunately, many of the current 
practices designed to integrate and engage students in their academic and social environments (Kuh, 
2008) are directed at native students, not transfer students (Townsend & Wilson, 2006). A recent study 
suggests that differences exist in the attempted amount of courses every year between native and transfer 
students, with transfer students taking less (Martinello & Stewart, 2015). Another study found that female 
students were two-and-a-half times more likely than male students to obtain a degree after transferring, 
and students from higher socio-economic standings were also more likely to obtain a degree than students 
from lower socio-economic status (Wang, 2009). Higher grade point averages prior to transferring were 
also suggestive of better chances of obtaining a degree (Wang, 2009). Researchers should not only look at 
these students before transfer, but also post-transfer. Responsibility for ensuring student success post-
transfer ultimately rests with the receiving institution (Townsend & Wilson, 2006; Wang, 2009). Given 
that students who start at two-year institutions are less likely to earn degrees and pursue graduate degrees 
after graduating (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), more research is warranted into studying transfer student 
success.  

One-hundred-and-thirteen community colleges in California make up the largest system of higher 
education in the United States.  With more than 2.1 million students, the state of California enrolled 20% 
of all community college students nationwide (California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office 
[CCC], 2016). Many of these students transferred and completed their bachelor’s degrees at one of the 23 
campuses of the California State University (CSU) system. Fifty-one percent of CSU students who 
graduated also started their higher education career at one of these California community colleges (CCC, 
2013).  

 
California State University, San Bernardino 

California State University, San Bernardino (CSUSB) is one of the 23 campuses in the CSU 
system. Established in 1965, it is a public, four-year university and post-baccalaureate degree awarding 
institution located in Southern California. CSUSB offers nearly 70 bachelor’s and master’s degree 
programs, credential programs in education, and one doctoral degree program. CSUSB serves more than 
20,000 students with about 4,000 graduating annually (California State University, San Bernardino Office 
of Institutional Research, 2015). Of those students, 61% are female and 39% are male. The average age of 
students is 23.5. CSUSB serves a diverse student population, which very well reflects the population of 
the Inland Empire. About 66% of students that graduate from CSUSB are the first in their family to attain 
a degree (California State University, San Bernardino Office of Institutional Research Factbook, 2015). 
CSUSB has the second highest African American and Hispanic public university enrollment rates in 
California (California State University, San Bernardino, 2016a). 

Transfer enrollments at CSUSB have almost doubled in the last few years with 2,443 transfer 
students arriving in Fall 2015. CSUSB primarily serves as a transfer school for five San Bernardino and 
five Riverside county community colleges. At CSUSB, students are considered upper division transfers 
when they have earned at least sixty transferable semester units or 90 transferable quarter units (CSUSB, 
2016b). Additionally, students must have completed English composition, oral communication, critical 
thinking and college math (or equivalents) with a grade of C or better. Of the units completed before 
transfer, students must have completed at least 30 semester or 45 quarter units in general education with a 
grade of C or better (California State University, San Bernardino, 2016b). CSUSB also allows students to 
transfer with student transfer agreements. These agreements assist students in graduating within four 
years. Upon completing the aforementioned requirements, they transfer with junior standing. Similar to 
other four-year colleges and universities, CSUSB understands the importance of student engagement, 
programs, and high impact practices on increasing student success; the university has been devoting more 
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resources in these areas recently. And similar to other institutions, the predominant share of resources is 
allocated to first-time freshmen. For example, CSUSB offers an overnight student orientation advising 
and registration for first time freshmen where they get a chance to register for classes, plan academic 
schedules, make connections with other students, and go through workshops (California State University, 
San Bernardino, 2016c). Transfer students also go through an orientation; however, the experience is 
quite different. The CSUSB transfer SOAR is a one-day event in which students learn about graduation 
requirements, how to get around the campus, and a little about key resources on campus. Given that more 
than half of our bachelor’s degree recipients were transfer students, there is an opportunity to expand the 
offering of targeted programming and support for transfer students beyond simply a mandatory 
orientation experience. 
 
 
Data Collection and Sampling 
 

Archival data from CSUSB were extracted for new upper division transfer students. Students who 
were identified as international, Educational Opportunity Program participants, or part-time were not 
included in subsequent analyses. The sample consisted of 8,284 students who enrolled as juniors and 
seniors in the fall quarter of 2008 to the fall quarter of 2013. The sample consisted of 62% females and 
38% males with the average age of 26 years old. Thirty-eight percent of students identified as Hispanic, 
24% as Caucasian, 6% as African American, 5% as Asian American, 3% as two or more races, 2% as 
Non-Resident, and less than 1% as Pacific Islander/Native Hawaiian or Native American; 22% percent of 
students were unknown. Two hundred and eighty seven cases (3%) of students from the original sample 
of 8,571 transfer students were excluded because they had missing values on the predictor variables.  
 
 
Statistical Methodology 
 

To examine potential predictors of graduation for transfer students, we decided to examine 
demographic, pre-transfer, and end of first-year characteristics as predictors for transfer student 
graduation. Two exploratory binary logistic regression models were estimated. First, two-year graduation 
was regressed on variables measuring transfer GPA, Pell Grant recipient status, STEM major standing, 
first-year GPA, passing all attempted first-year courses, first-year major change status, and earning 36 or 
more units during the first year. Second, for students who did not graduate within two years, four-year 
graduation was regressed on these same predictor variables, to examine if there were any of the 
relationships differed when examining this student subgroup. Based on the findings from these two 
models, a final binary logistic regression model was generated to regress four-year graduation on the 
predictor variables using the entire sample of all transfer students. Based on the results for this final 
model, probabilities were estimated for each transfer student, and students were assigned to one of 10 
deciles according to their predicted likelihood of graduating within four years. Table 1 provides 
information and descriptive statistics for the outcome and predictor variables in this study.  
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Table 1: Variable Information and Descriptive Statistics 
Name Description Mean (SD) 
Two-year graduation* Graduated within two academic years of matriculation .25 
Four-year graduation* Graduated within four academic years of matriculation .70 
Transfer GPA Grade point average for all transferable units attempted  3.02 (.45) 
Pell Grant recipient* Whether student received Pell Grant .58 
STEM major* Whether student’s initial major was in STEM .13 
First-year GPA Grade point average during first year at CSUSB 2.88 (.83) 
Passed all courses* Whether student passed all courses attempted in first year .70 
Changed major* Whether student changed major during first-year  .23 
Earned 36+ units * Whether student earned 36 or more units during first-year  .63 
Note. N = 8571. Four-year graduation proportion only includes Falls 2008-2011 cohorts.  
*Dichotomous variable coded 0 = No, 1 = Yes.  

 
 
Exploratory Analysis: Two-Year Graduation 
 

A binary logistic regression was conducted to predict two-year graduation rate using pre-transfer 
and end of first-year characteristics as predictors. A test of the two-year model against a constant-only 
model was statistically significant, χ2(7) = 1525.89, p < .01, R2 = .25. The regression model explained 
25% of the variance in the outcome variable. These results suggest that the predictors as a set reliably 
distinguish between those who graduated in two years and those who did not. Group classification 
success overall was 70.2%, with those who did not graduate at 72.4% and those who graduated at 63.8% 
(classification cut-off set at .37). Table 2 provides a summary of the model results. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Of the seven predictors, six significantly predicted two-year graduation. Pell Grant recipient 
significantly predicted two-year graduation, χ²(1) = 9.35, p < .01, results indicate that students who 
received Pell were less likely to graduate within two year than non-Pell students (OR = .84). STEM 
majors significantly predicted two-year graduation, χ²(1) = 104.58, p < .01, results indicate that students 
transferring in as STEM majors were less likely to graduate within two years than non-STEM majors (OR 
= .36). First-year grade point average significantly predicted two-year graduation, χ²(1) = 92.19, p < .01, 
results indicate that students with higher first-year GPAs were more likely to graduate within two years 
than students with lower GPAs (OR = 1.69). Passing all of the first-year courses significantly predicted 
two-year graduation, χ²(1) = 5.38, p < .05, results indicate that students who passed all of their first-year 
courses were more likely to graduate within two-years than students who did not (OR = 1.21). Changing 
major during their first-year significantly predicted two-year graduation, χ²(1) = 27.26, p < .01, results 
indicate that students who changed majors during their first-year were less likely to graduate within two-
years than students who did not (OR = .66). Earning 36 or more units during their first-year significantly 
predicted two-year graduation, χ²(1) = 474.09, p < .01, results indicate those earning 36 or more units 

Table 2:  Exploratory Analysis of Predictors of Transfer Student Two-Year Graduation 
    95% CI for Odds Ratio 

Variable β SE Wald χ2 Lower OR Upper 
Constant -3.81** .21 317.97    
Transfer GPA -.09 .07 1.81 .80 .91 1.04 
Pell Grant recipient -.17** .06 9.35 .76 .84 .94 
STEM major -1.03** .10 104.58 .29 .36 .44 
First-year GPA .53** .06 92.19 1.52 1.69 1.88 
Passed all courses .19* .08 5.38 1.03 1.21 1.42 
Changed major -.42** .08 27.26 .56 .66 .77 
Earned 36+ units  2.02** .09 474.09 6.26 7.51 9.00 
Note. N = 8284. R2 = .25 (Nagelkerke). Model χ2(7) = 1525.89**. Sample includes Falls 2008-2013 new transfer 
student cohorts. 
*p < .05. **p < .01.        
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during your first-year were more likely to graduate within two years than those who did not (OR =  7.51). 
Lastly, transfer grade point average was not statistically significant suggesting that transfer GPA did not 
impact two-year graduation. 

 
 
Exploratory Analysis: Four-Year Graduation 
  

A second binary logistic regression was conducted to predict four-year graduation rate using the 
aforementioned predictor variables, but only including students who transferred during the fall terms of 
2008-2011 and excluding students who graduated within two years. A test of the four-year model against 
a constant-only model was statistically significant, χ2(7) = 820.00, p < .01, R2 = .25. The regression model 
explained 25% of the variance in the outcome variable. These results suggest that the predictors as a set 
reliably distinguish between those who graduated in four years and those who did not. Group 
classification success overall was 70.2%, with those who did not graduate at 62.8% and those who 
graduated at 74.6% (classification cut-off set at .60). Table 3 provides a summary of the model results. 
 

Table 3: Exploratory Analysis of Predictors of Transfer Student Four-Year Graduation 
    95% CI for Odds Ratio 

Variable β SE Wald χ2 Lower OR Upper 
Constant -2.06** .26 64.93    
Transfer GPA .18 .09 3.71 1.00 1.20 1.43 
Pell Grant recipient -.08 .08 1.26 .79 .92 1.07 
STEM major -.35** .10 11.81 .58 .70 .86 
First-year GPA .66** .07 85.99 1.68 1.94 2.23 
Passed all courses .06 .10 .33 .87 1.06 1.29 
Changed major -.65** .08 60.55 .44 .52 .62 
Earned 36+ units  1.06** .08 177.81 2.48 2.90 3.39 
Note. N = 4012. R2 = .25 (Nagelkerke). Model χ2(7) = 820.00**. Sample includes Fall terms 2008-2011 new 
transfer student cohorts and excludes students who graduated within two years.    
*p < .05. **p < .01.        

 
Of the seven predictors, four significantly predicted four-year graduation. STEM majors 

significantly predicted four-year graduation, χ²(1) = 11.81, p < .01, results indicate that students 
transferring in as STEM majors were less likely to graduate within four years than non-STEM majors (OR 
= .70). First-year grade point average significantly predicted four-year graduation, χ²(1) = 85.99, p < .01, 
results indicate that students with higher first-year GPAs were more likely to graduate within four years 
than students with lower GPAs (OR = 1.94). Changing major during their first-year significantly 
predicted four-year graduation, χ²(1) = 60.55, p < .01, results indicate that students who changed majors 
during their first-year were less likely to graduate within four-years than students who did not (OR = .52). 
Earning 36 or more units during their first-year significantly predicted four-year graduation, χ²(1) = 
177.81, p < .01, results indicate those earning 36 or more units during your first-year were more likely to 
graduate within four years than those who did not (OR =  2.90). Lastly, transfer grade point average, Pell 
Grant, and passing all of the first-year courses were not statistically significant suggesting that these 
variables did not impact four-year graduation. 
 
 
Final Model 
 

The final binary logistic regression was conducted to predict overall four-year graduation rate 
using the aforementioned predictor variables, including all students who transferred during the fall terms 
of 2008-2011. Because of similarity in the results across both exploratory models, all of the predictor 
variables were retained in the final model. A test of the final four-year model against a constant-only 
model was statistically significant, χ2(7) = 1327.85, p < .01, R2 = .32. The final four-year regression 
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model explained 32% of the variance in the outcome variable. These results suggest that the predictors as 
a set reliably distinguish between those who graduated in four years and those who did not. Group 
classification success overall was 74.1%, with those who did not graduate at 72.9% and those who 
graduated at 74.6% (classification cut-off set at .75). Table 4 provides a summary of the model results. 

 
Table 4: Final Model of Predictors of Transfer Student Four-Year Graduation 
    95% CI for Odds Ratio 

Variable β SE Wald χ2 Lower OR Upper 
Constant -2.06** .25 69.41    
Transfer GPA .14 .09 2.50 .97 1.15 1.37 
Pell Grant recipient -.10 .07 1.97 .78 .90 1.04 
STEM major -.50** .10 24.55 .50 .61 .74 
First-year GPA .77 .07 119.44 1.88 2.16 2.48 
Passed all courses .06** .10 .34 .88 1.06 1.28 
Changed major -.70** .08 75.07 .42 .50 .58 
Earned 36+ units  1.39** .08 321.37 3.44 4.01 4.67 
Note. N = 5322. R2 = .32 (Nagelkerke). Model χ2(7) = 1327.85**. Sample includes Falls 2008-2011 new transfer 
student cohorts.  
*p < .05. **p < .01.        

 
Of the seven predictors, four significantly predicted four-year graduation. STEM majors 

significantly predicted four-year graduation, χ²(1) = 24.55, p < .01, results indicate that students 
transferring in as STEM majors were less likely to graduate within four years than non-STEM majors (OR 
= .61). First-year grade point average significantly predicted four-year graduation, χ²(1) = 119.44, p < .01, 
results indicate that students with higher first-year GPAs were more likely to graduate within four years 
than students with lower GPAs (OR = 2.16). Changing major during their first-year significantly 
predicted four-year graduation, χ²(1) = 75.07, p < .01, results indicate that students who changed majors 
during their first-year were less likely to graduate within four-years than students who did not (OR = .50). 
Earning 36 or more units during their first-year significantly predicted four-year graduation, χ²(1) = 
321.37, p < .01, results indicate those earning 36 or more units during your first-year were more likely to 
graduate within four years than those who did not (OR =  4.01). Lastly, transfer grade point average, Pell 
Grant, and passing all of the first-year courses were not statistically significant suggesting that these 
variables did not impact overall four-year graduation. 
 
 
Decile Model  
 

Based on the results for the final model described earlier, students were placed in deciles ranging 
from one to ten, with one being students less likely to graduate (high risk) and ten being students most 
likely to graduate (low risk). As shown in Figure 1, the proportion of students who graduated within two 
years, students who did not graduate in two years but graduated within four years, and students who did 
not graduate at all, or were not captured in the graduation timeframes above, differ considerably across 
deciles. Students in deciles 1-4 were the least likely to graduate with 60% of students or greater not 
graduating in these deciles. In deciles 5 and 6, the overall graduation was about 50%, although the 
majority graduated within 3 or 4 years. In deciles 7 and 8, 60-70% of students graduated overall. Lastly, 
in deciles 9 and 10, over 85% of students in these deciles graduated overall, and a larger proportion 
graduated within 2 years of matriculation.  
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Figure 1. Graduation Outcomes by Decile, Fall 2008-2011 Transfer Student Cohorts 

 
 
Data Preparation for Intervention Strategies 
 

Assigned decile scores will be linked with student demographics and enrollment information. 
These data will be provided to the Office of Undergraduate Studies through a secure business intelligence 
platform to allow for the implementation of decile range specific intervention strategies.  
 
 
Planned Targeted Intervention Strategies 
 

Research based on national trends in higher education show that numerous institutions have 
successfully increased the availability of advising/support services through the development of peer 
advising/mentoring programs (Habley, 2004). At CSUSB, peer advising and peer mentoring interventions 
have also been used to support the success of students who have been identified as “at-risk.” However, 
the students served through these programs typically are not transfer students.  Given that the findings of 
this study suggest that there is a way to identify transfer students who are “at risk,” and the institution has 
a trained cadre of students who can intervene, peer mentors and peer advisors at CSUSB can be deployed 
in various manners based on a students’ probability of timely graduation.   Additionally, the institution 
has purchased software to increase its capacity to provide and track evidence-based intrusive support to 
students.  This would allow researchers and practitioners to monitor the success of the interventions and 
adjust supports/strategies based on the data.   

 
High Risk (Low Probability of Graduating)  

 During the summer prior to the start of the second year, high risk transfer students (i.e., students 
with predicted probability of 1-4) will be contacted by upper-division peer mentors for intrusive support 
services.  Peer mentors will engage in extensive outreach to students in this group to connect them with a 
professional advisor, the career center, and resources to address academic, social, and personal issues.  
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Moderate Risk 
Between 50% and 70% of students in deciles 5-8 graduated within four-years, while only 18% 

graduated within two-years. Advising contacts to these students will seek to improve graduation rates and 
decrease years-to-degree by focusing on degree roadmaps, summer term enrollment, and timely 
paperwork submission (i.e., petition for graduation check). In support of their success, students in this 
group will be connected to peer mentors for referral to campus resources with an escalation path to a 
professional advisor when necessary, introduced to faculty in their major to initiate undergraduate 
research experiences, and connected service experiences to get them engaged outside of the classroom.   
   
Low Risk (High Probability of Graduating)   

Students in this group are likely to graduate.  However, the timeframe in which they graduate is a 
possible area of focus for a potential intervention. This can be addressed through the use of low-cost 
“high-touch” interventions to expedite milestone completion. 
 
 
Summary 
 

Analyses were conducted using archival data to predict the likelihood of graduation for transfer 
students based on pre-transfer characteristics and first-year academic performance. Two exploratory 
binary logistic regression models were estimated. First, two-year graduation was regressed on variables 
measuring transfer GPA, Pell Grant recipient status, STEM major standing, first-year GPA, passing all 
attempted first-year courses, first-year major change status, and earning 36 or more units during the first 
year, second, for students who did not graduate within two years, four-year graduation was regressed on 
these same predictor variables. Results were similar for both models. Drawing from these two exploratory 
models, a final binary logistic regression model was generated to regress four-year graduation on the 
same set of predictor variables using the entire sample of all transfer students. Based on the results for this 
final model, predicted probabilities were estimated for each transfer student, and students were placed 
into deciles based on these predicted probabilities ranging from one (high risk, low probability of 
graduating) to ten (low risk, high probability of graduating).   

Targeted intervention strategies have the potential to increase markers of transfer student success. 
For example, the current years-to-degree for Fall 2011 full-time transfer students is 2.78 years, with 545 
students taking more than two years to graduate. Reducing years-to-degree for 150 of the students by one 
year would lower the average years-to-degree by 0.17 to 2.6. Furthermore, graduating an additional 50 
students within four years would raise four-year graduation rates by four percent (73% to 77%). 
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Abstract: By the end of 2012-2013, a liberal arts university faced the challenge of declining retention 
in first-year students, especially students of color. In comparison to the previous year, the overall 
first-year retention declined by nearly 3% and the first- to second-year retention of students of color 
declined by more than 15%.  In response to this troubling data, a new and innovative model for 
retention and student success was created and implemented for the next two cohorts. The model 
identified seven major demographic factors that would likely contribute to student attrition. The 
model examined the combined effect of these factors on retention rather than focusing on each factor 
in isolation as suggested by previous researchers. Based on the insights provided by the new model, 
students at risk of dropping out were identified early in the year and appropriate interventions and 
support mechanisms were put into place. Utilization of this model has produced dramatic results 
with first- to second-year retention increasing by 7% and retention of students of color increasing by 
23% in two years. The model is currently being implemented for the third year. 
 
 
Introduction 
 

Within the last decade, retention of first- to second-year students at a private liberal arts 
university located in the Northeast hovered around the 70th percentile range, only twice making it past the 
80% mark. At Salve Regina University, our retention rate hovered around the bottom 25th percentile when 
compared to our competitor institutions. Furthermore, in the summer of 2013, Salve Regina University 
encountered an unforeseen drop in retention and first-year student enrollment. The incoming freshman 
class of 463 for the fall of 2013 was 15% less than the 545 freshmen that enrolled in the fall of 2012. 

Overall first- to-second-year retention dropped by close to 3%. The retention of students of color 
(African American, Hispanic, Asian and Pacific Islander, and Native American) dropped by more than 
15%.  In addition, a significantly larger number of varsity athletes did not return for their sophomore year 
and we welcomed a freshmen cohort (2013-2014) that was 15% smaller in size than the previous cohort 
(2012-2013). The drop in retention placed us at the bottom of comparison rankings with fifteen other 
institutions. Combined with the drop in new student enrollment, alarm bells began to ring. 
 In response, a task force of Student Affairs and Academic Affairs professionals came together in 
the August of 2013 in attempt to understand the problem and develop possible solutions. The group 
quickly realized that the retention systems and the prevention measures that were in place had not been as 
effective as they might be. Those systems tended to be reactive rather than proactive, and did not take a 
holistic look at the multiple challenges facing a student and their transition into college. The task force 
decided that in order to understand the problem in a deeper and more meaningful way, they first needed to 
answer some important questions. The questions were: 
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a. What does current research telling us about the first-year student experience as a whole 
and within its sub-populations (students of color, first-generation, low socio-economic, 
etc.)?  

b. What are the current administrative processes that might help or hinder student retention? 
c. Why did the retention of first-year undergraduate students on our campus drop in general, 

especially for the student of color population? 
 

The brief literature review that follows responds to the first question. The methodology section 
that follows describes how the other two questions were addressed. 

 
 

Review of Literature 
 

Research on the demographics of incoming first-year students indicates that the type of students 
matriculating at colleges and universities are changing. According to Upcraft, Gardner, Barefoot (2005), 
there are significant demographic changes regarding race and ethnicity, sexual orientation, first-
generation status, and disability. Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, and Gonyea. (2008) suggest that there are 
more students of color who are choosing to attend a college or university than there have been in the past.  

The Young Invincibles State Report Cards show that in 2016, our national graduation rates 
continue to decline, and specific populations are impacted more severely. (Young Invincibles State 
Report Card, 2016). In 2016, they gathered nationwide data on “attainment equity” defined as “the gap in 
the postsecondary attainment rate between white non-Hispanics and two demographics, African 
Americans and Latinos” (Young Invincibles Student Impact Project, 2016, p. 8). According to research 
conducted in 2007, the attainment gap between White non-Hispanic adults and African Americans and 
Hispanics was 41.0%, 27.7% and 18.9% respectively; in 2015, these percentages changed to 46.9%, 
33.3%, and 22.6% for White non-Hispanic adults, African Americans, and Hispanics (Young Invincibles 
Student Impact Project, 2016).  

There are many factors that contribute to lower graduation rates of students of color. Reasons 
such as discrimination and prejudice, cultural barriers, lack of preparation, and being a first-generation 
student are just some of the factors that impact a student and their success (Swail, Redd, & Perna, 2003). 
Many students of color come from low-income households, where attending college may not be a high 
priority. A study conducted by Blackwell and Pinder (2014) found that in comparison to third-generation 
students, first-generation students are often not encouraged by their families to attend a college or 
institution.  Rather, they had an intrinsic drive to attend. Low-income students of color are more likely to 
come from schools that are under-resourced and understaffed (Carey, 2004). Due to these factors and 
more, students who are from historically underrepresented populations tend to be less prepared for college 
than their peers.   

Scholarly literature in higher education demonstrates that engaged students are more successful 
(Kuh et al., 2008). This applies to majority students and more importantly, students of color. Using data 
from the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) between the years of 2000 and 2003, Kuh et al., 
(2008) compiled data from 18 baccalaureate-granting universities and colleges to determine the impact of 
engagement on student success. The researchers found that activities which encouraged students to be 
educationally purposeful led to higher levels of success in a student’s first year, and furthermore, 
persistence throughout their college career. This is because engagement and opportunities for engagement 
reflect the amount of investment, time, and energy both the students and the institution have (Kuh, 2001). 
Some studies, such as Hughes and Pace (2003) have suggested that students who typically leave before 
completing their degree are not as engaged as their peers. Academically engaging activities consist of 
things such as classroom based learning, action learning groups, and extracurricular activities have a 
positive correlation with retention and persistence, according to Kuh et al., (2008). 
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According to Carey “what colleges and universities do matters greatly when it comes to student 
success” (Carey, 2004, p. 6) Since a large portion of the students who attend a specific four-year 
institution, either succeed or fail there, it becomes the responsibility of the institution to ensure that all 
students feel supported (Carey, 2004). With rates of bachelor degree completion at approximately 56%, 
and 40% of departures happening within the first year (Desrochers & Hurlburt, 2014), institutions must 
find models that work in retaining these students. 

If we want to change the culture surrounding student success, we must consider effective forms of 
academic and co-curricular engagement, and this requires understanding our specific student populations 
and developing forms of engagement that match their needs. 
 
 
Methodology  
 

In response to the issues highlighted above, we decided to take a new approach by analyzing the 
profile of the students who left after their first year, as well as those who stayed. We did this in order to 
define the real reasons behind the student’s decision to withdraw or transfer somewhere else. We started 
with the group who had the largest retention drop, which was our students of color.  

In the process, we utilized a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods of gathering data. This 
approach allowed the researchers to obtain a more in-depth analysis of the experiences of first-year 
undergraduate students from different sources, thereby triangulating the findings. Table 1 summarizes the 
different data collection methods utilized during the project. It shows how we were able to answer the last 
two research questions by stating the data source, the data collection method, and the sample of each of 
the three questions. 

 
The main sources of data were undergraduate students, professional staff members, the instructors 

of the First-Year Transition course (FYT 100), and institutional data collected by the Office of Research 
and Compliance. See the following for more information.  

 
Appendix A: 2011-2013 Comparisons of Retention Demographics 
Appendix B: Executive Summary of the Result of the Campus Climate Survey 
Appendix C: Students of Color Phone Interview Questions and Summary of Results 
Appendix D: Sample of First Year Transition course (FYT100) Instructor Feedback 
Appendix E: Student’s Voices  
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Table 1: Summary of data source and data collection methods. 
Questions to Answer Data Source Data Collection 

Method
Sample

What are the 
administrative 
processes that might 
either help or hinder 
student retention? 

Ad- Hoc 
Retention 
Committee 
Members (was 
later 
institutionalized  
 and became the 
Student Success 
Committee) 

1-  Team review of 
individual office 
policies 

 
 
 
 

2-  Team review of 
areas where 
retention of 
students is an issue 

The following offices were a part of the Ad-
Hoc Retention Committee: 
1-      Financial Aid Office 
2-      Business Office 
3-      Registrar Office 
4-      Campus Life 
5-      Academic Advising 
6-      Academic Support Services 
7-      Athletics 
8-      Multicultural Programs 
9-      Work-Study Program 
 
Data were collected from the Office of 
Research and Compliance  

Why did the retention 
of first-year 
undergraduate 
students drop in 
general, and 
especially for the 
students of color 
population? 

First-year 
undergraduate 
students 

 

1-Campus Climate 
Survey 

 
2-Phone interviews  
 

 
 
 
3-Individual meetings 
 
 

 
 
 
4-First Year 
Transition course 
instructor feedback 

 All undergraduate students during the 2012-
2013 academic year. The response rate was 
around 30%. 
 

 Eleven individual phone interviews with 
first-year undergraduate students of color 
who left after their first year. A total of 24 
students of color left at the end of their 
freshman year. 

 

 The Director of Multicultural Programs and 
the Director of the Center for Student 
Development met with multiple students who 
were at risk of leaving during their first year, 
and gathered data regarding the students’ 
reasons for wanting to transfer. 
 

 Instructors completed a form for each of their 
first-year students that evaluated the students’ 
level of satisfaction and engagement during 
their first semester on campus. 

 
 
 
Findings 
 
First Research Question: What does current research tell us about the first-year student experience 
as a whole and within its sub-populations (students of color, first-generation, low socio-economic, 
etc.)? 

The first research question was answered in the literature review section. Data collected from the 
team review, the professional staff, the campus climate survey, the phone interviews, the retention data 
from the Office of Research and Compliance, and the data collected from the instructors of the First Year 
Transition course was used to answer the other two research questions. 
 
Second Research Question: What are the current administrative processes that might help or 
hinder student retention? 

The Student Success Committee brought together staff and faculty from over twenty-two 
departments to review the university’s historical data on retention and its past efforts to combat attrition. 
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The group found evidence of interventions with students who requested transcripts or told a professional 
at the institution that they were thinking about leaving the university. There was longitudinal data which 
suggested that students of color, students undecided about their choice of major, first-generation students, 
low merit award recipients, students with large financial gaps, students with a hometown greater than 150 
miles from the university, and/or students with less academic preparedness were more likely to leave the 
university than their counterpart peers. 

The group found that the university had evidence of interventions, reports, and longitudinal data; 
but they were stand-alone and not integrated. For example, different Academic or Student Affairs 
departments used some information to create new support programs for targeted groups, such as a first-
generation mentoring program. Yet we found out that this approach was ineffective for the following five 
reasons:  

 
1. We were waiting too long to identify students’ needs and to respond to these needs 
2. We were focusing on groups of students, not individual students 
3. We didn’t have the full understanding of the summative impact of multiple stress factors 

on the students’ ability to persist 
4. Different departments were not working as a collaborative team to provide a composite 

understanding of the challenges facing students 
5. The processes of our individual departments had not recently been examined in order to 

see if they were meeting the current needs of our students 
 
As a group, we realized the importance of examining our processes, focusing on individual 

students holistically instead of focusing on one area of stress/struggle, and developing a better way to 
identify and communicate student’s struggles earlier. 
 
Third Research Question: Why did the retention of first-year undergraduate students on our 
campus drop in general, especially for the student of color population? 
 In the fall of the 2013-2014 academic year, the university conducted a campus-wide climate 
survey to examine whether our student population felt supported. Detailed results of the survey can be 
found in Appendix B. While the results of the survey were positive overall, we found that students from 
marginalized populations felt less supported and less comfortable. Students who identified as Black, LGB 
(lesbian, gay, bisexual), and Muslim reported the highest level of prejudgment. Black, transgender, LGB, 
and Buddhist students felt least comfortable being themselves. Black, male, and Jewish students felt least 
comfortable overall. Black, LGB, and Buddhist students felt least supported on campus. In almost all 
cases, students from marginalized populations felt less comfort and support. The results of the survey 
provided us with more insight regarding the experiences of our overall population as well as our sub-
populations and how that might affect their retention.   

In addition, during the fall of 2013, a student leader from the Office of Multicultural Programs 
was able to successfully conduct a phone interview with 11 out of 24 students of color who left Salve 
Regina by the end of their first year. The purpose of the interview was to provide a better understanding 
of the reasons behind their decision to transfer after their freshman year. Figure 1 summarizes their 
responses and Appendix C has detailed narratives from students. 

 

340

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



 
 
Figure 1: Main reasons behind the students of color decision to leave after their first year 

 
The phone interviews revealed the complexity of factors that affect the ability of our students of 

color to persist beyond their first year. While financial difficulties played a large factor in all of the 11 
cases, there were many other factors shaping a student’s decision to leave. 

In addition, some members of the Student Success Committee met with multiple students who 
were at-risk for leaving during their first year and gathered data regarding the students’ reasons to 
transfer. Furthermore, the instructors of the First Year Transition course were asked to complete and 
submit a form for each first-year student which evaluated the student’s level of satisfaction and degree of 
engagement during their first semester on campus.  This was supported with subjective observations from 
instructors on how well the student was integrating into college, and whether they were facing any 
specific obstacles. Please see Appendix D for a sample of instructors’ feedback from the first year 
Transition Course (FYT100). 
        By mid-October of 2013, we had collected data regarding the experience of our prior year first-
year students (cohort 2012), as well as the current experience (cohort 2013) of our first-year students. We 
then had to figure out what to do with the data. 
 
 
Discussion 
 
 After careful examination of the data, we realized that we had been considering risk factors in 
isolation. For example, we were looking at the number of first-generation students who withdrew at the 
end of their first year separately from the number of students of color who withdraw at the end of their 
first year and planned separate intervention strategies for each of those groups. An example of a separate 
intervention strategy was the creation of the first-generation mentorship program, where first-generation 
students could choose to be mentored by first-generation faculty or staff members. Although we were 
excited about the program, it received very little attention from the students. 

We decided to change our approach and instead of looking at groups of students, we began to 
look at individual students. We started looking at all of the data more holistically, focusing on the 
interconnection of risk factors. This approach provided us with greater clarity. We saw that students do 
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not leave just because they are first-generation, students of color, or have a high financial gap; rather they 
leave because of the compound effect of all these stress factors. The greater number of stress factors 
students have, the more likely they are to leave. This is the essence of a holistic approach. 
 Our next step was to clearly identify the stress factors that our students already possess when they 
arrive to campus. We conducted a close analysis of the data collected from the 2012-2013 cohort and we 
identified seven main stress factors that potentially play a major role in our students’ ability to persist 
beyond their first year on campus. Here are the factors and how we defined them: 
 

1. Student of Color: Student who marks one or more race, other than white, on their 
application for admission (does not include “unknown”). 

2. First-Generation: Highest degree (above or below an Associate’s) earned by both parents 
as identified by the Office of Admissions. 

3. Undecided: Students who do not indicate any department of interest on their application 
for admission. 

4. Low Merit Award: Low level of awards in the form of scholarships that the university 
provides to incoming students. 

5. High Financial Gap: A large gap in the total owed after scholarships/financial aid were 
assigned & parent or alternative loans were obtained. This measure was identified by the 
Office of Financial Aid. 

6. Market: Students whose hometown was greater than 150 miles from the university. 
7. High School Preparedness: High School GPA, rank, & selectivity as calculated by the 

Office of Admissions. 
 

After identifying the seven stress factors, an independent researcher was tasked with conducting an 
in-depth statistical analysis of the relationship between the seven stress factors previously identified and 
the outcomes of students from the first-year class that entered Salve Regina in 2012. The goal was to 
understand how preexisting stress factors influence students’ likelihood to return for their second year.   

The seven stress factors had initially been identified in the Ad-Hoc Retention Committee’s 
preliminary review of university data. The independent analysis was intended to include prior cohorts of 
students as a means to more thoroughly investigate factors that might explain student retention. However, 
changes in admissions processes and procedures, the migration to a new student information system, and 
other limitations to the data prevented the inclusion of prior year cohorts in the analysis. The findings of 
the analysis on the impact of the seven stress factors for the entering class of 2012 were inconclusive. The 
demographics of the 2012-2013 are provided in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2: 2012-2013 cohort demographic, separated into the seven stress factors by percentage.  
 
The uniqueness of this new model lies in an exploration of the intersectionality of the multiple 

stress factors on the students’ persistence and success, whereas many theoretical models that approach 
these factors in isolation and focus on creating different support programs that support each factor 
separately. For example, many retention and success models are built around how to support first-
generation students, how to support students of color, or how to support commuter students. They 
typically fail to address the combined effect of those issues holistically. 

To illustrate, one of the authors attended college as a student of color from a low-income family. 
The author was also first-generation with English as a second language. The author struggled early on in 
college because all of those factors, but the main struggle was the inability to dedicate enough time to 
school work. The author needed to work for many hours each week in order to support the cost of 
attending college, and could only dedicate 15 hours a week to school work, while many others have 30 or 
more hours a week to study. The author felt that there was not an equal playing field, not because the 
author was less capable of the academic workload, but because of the many obstacles that lay in the way 
that were not in the way of everyone else. All of these stressors reduced the author’s ability to persist and 
the author began to lose motivation until a mentor figure helped. 

Figure 3 demonstrates the retention rate of the cohort of 2012-2013 based on the number of stress 
factors. 
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Figure 3: The compound effect of the seven stress factors on student retention 

 
This new model views students holistically, using the data collected as well as personal 

relationships with the students that identify factors unique to them. Combining all this information in 
order to identify their major stresses early in the semester can enhance their ability to succeed. 

Through the collective research and efforts of the ad hoc Retention Committee and the Office of 
Institutional Research, a Microsoft Excel-based dashboard & workbook addressing questions and 
concerns relating to student retention and persistence was developed. The Dashboard & Workbook 
aggregates demographic, high school and college-level performance data, information gathered from the 
administration of national and institutional surveys, and student persistence data on entering freshman 
cohorts.  

This student-centered, interactive assessment tool provided committee members with a unique 
instrument for an enhanced understanding of our ever-changing freshman cohorts. The committee is able 
to gain insights based on a more holistic understanding of the characteristics of the full cohort, cohort sub-
populations, and on individual students as may be necessary. Improving the likelihood of student success 
ultimately improves retention efforts and the University’s student enrollment. 

The early identification of stress factors allowed us to prepare adequate strategies to support our 
students by the time they arrived to our campus. In addition, we focused on developing a high-quality 
student experience that not only encouraged students to engage in a variety of different opportunities, but 
also provided us with a picture of their experiences—a picture that helped inform if they were more likely 
to leave or stay and how we could provide appropriate support in a timely manner. Experiences and 
benchmarks such as New Student Orientation, Early Progress Reports, midterm grades, and registration 
helped us to understand a student’s level of engagement and academic progress. Some benchmarks such 
as midterm grades and registration have been tracked for many years, but only in isolation. We started 
viewing these benchmarks as an unfolding story of a student’s experience relative to their major stress 
factors. One benchmark leads to the next and ultimately towards graduation.  

Furthermore, we developed structures that enhanced the student experience and created 
opportunities for increased student engagement. We developed more effective mentoring programs that 
focused on multiple facets of a student’s life instead of just one aspect. We also implemented living and 
learning communities, redesigned academic advising and the First Year Transitions course. We improved 
our services and communication (with each other and with students/families) through the work of the 
Student Success Committee that brought many academic and student affairs departments together.  

 The university focused on developing a comprehensive, high-quality student experience that 
encouraged students to engage in a variety of different opportunities, while also providing us with 
information on whether students were struggling and, if so, how the university might provide appropriate 
support in a timely manner. Student progress was tracked over the course of the year through data 
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collection and close personal relationships, both of which were used to quickly identify and address major 
stress points around academic, financial, social, or even psychological issues.  

The seven risk factors outlined previously are used to identify students’ risk levels before they 
arrive on campus. Students’ actual performance and progress once they are on campus is tracked along 
five dimensions: 

 
 Academic performance  
 Financial affordability 
 Engagement and satisfaction (social or other) 
 Articulated desire to transfer (due to not fitting well on campus whether academically or 

in another way) 
 Request to send transcript to another institution (this is where we found students who we 

did not have any advance warning regarding their desire to transfer)   
 
Benchmarks like New Student Orientation, Early Progress Reports, midterm grades, and 

registration helped us understand students’ levels of engagement and academic progress. Some of these 
metrics, like midterm grades and registration, had been tracked for many years but only in isolation. In the 
new model, these benchmarks are viewed as an unfolding story of students’ experiences relative to their 
major stress factors, as one success leads to the next and ultimately to graduation. We analyze student 
progress much earlier, and quickly respond to signs that students may be struggling by providing them 
with appropriate and targeted support in the areas causing stress.  

As a team, staff at Salve Regina have worked to support students holistically and proactively, and 
our interventions have paid off significantly. We were able to retain the majority of students who were 
identified as at-risk based on their progress during the 2013-2014 academic year, especially those who 
struggled financially, academically, or socially (see Table 2). The overall retention rate for the one-
quarter of students who were identified as struggling during their first year was 55%. The retention rate 
for the rest of the class was 93%, with minimum intervention from the university since the staff was able 
to shift most of their resources to support the 109 at-risk students. Anecdotal evidence from the at-risk 
students suggested that the intentional support they received played a role in their decision to return for 
sophomore year. 
 
Table 2: Result of direct intervention using the new model (2013-2014 academic year) 

Indicators Students at 
Risk 

Number of 
Students who Left 

Number of Students 
who Returned 

Retention 
Rate 

Financial Affordability 20 1 19 95% 

Engagement and Satisfaction 16 2 14 87% 

Academic  Performance 14 3 11 79% 

Articulated Desire to Transfer 37 26 11 30% 

Transcript Request (No advance Warning) 22 17 5 23% 

Total at-risk students 109 49 60 55% 

The rest of the cohort   (354 student who 
had no risk factors) 

26 328 93% 

Overall cohort retention 
(Total of 463 students) 

75 388 84% 
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The model we created was further strengthened based on what we learned from its first year of 
implementation. With some minor improvements it was enacted for a second year with the cohort of 
2014-2015.  We enrolled a much larger cohort in 2014-2015, as 35% more first year students (a total of 
623) arrived on campus at the beginning of the year in comparison to the 463 who enrolled the previous 
year. Despite having a much larger class than what the university is suited for (our ideal number of 
entering freshmen is around 550 students), and an increased strain on the resources available to support 
first-year students, we were able to increase our retention rate. At the end of the second year the overall 
retention increased from 84% to 86% and the retention of students of color increased from 88% to 89%. 
We attribute this success to the new model that provided us with the ability to identify at-risk students.  
The same model was implemented for 2014-2015 cohort. The overall retention rate for the thirty percent 
of students who were identified as struggling during their first year was 66%. The retention rate for the 
rest of the class was 95%, with minimum intervention from the university since the staff was able to again 
shift most of their resources to support the 191 at-risk students. See Table 3.  
 
Table 3: Result of direct intervention using the new model (2014-2015 academic year) 

Indicators Students at 
Risk 

Number of 
Students who Left 

Number of Students 
who Returned 

Retention 
Rate 

Financial Affordability 36 7 29 89% 

Engagement and Satisfaction 31 5 26 84% 

Academic  Performance 32 5 27 84% 

Articulated Desire to Transfer 57 29 28 49% 

Transcript Request (No advance Warning) 35 19 16 45% 

Total at-risk students 191 65 126 66% 

The rest of the cohort   (432) student who 
had no risk factors) 

22 410 95% 

Overall cohort retention 
(Total of 623 students) 

 
87 536 86% 

 
 
Conclusion 
 

Our new evolving model is changing the way we work. We are committed to understanding 
student satisfaction and engagement within the university very early in a student’s college career, 
preferably before they matriculate. Once we understand it, we respond as needed. As students’ issues are 
often complex, we use a holistic perspective to understand student needs beyond our individual 
departments.  After assisting a student, we reflect on what in our services or programs need to change in 
order to ensure that future students do not encounter the same obstacles. Now we track data and project 
retention rates much earlier and quickly use the data as needed. 

By the fall of 2015, we had measureable results. Within two years, we achieved the highest 
retention rate in our history. An 86% retention rate is not only an increase of 7% (in comparison to 2012-
2013), but it brought the university to middle 50% when compared to the retention rates of our competitor 
universities. That is a significant increase from having been in the bottom 10%. In addition, we achieved a 
significant increase of 22% in the retention of students of color and returned to our typically high 
retention rate of varsity athletes. See results in Figure 4.  
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The potential benefits of this new model of measurement and evaluation goes beyond traditional 
evaluation of student retention. For example, we believe that this data can be applied to the application 
review process in admissions. By identifying the factors that best suggest retention and persistence and 
then overlaying this data on the applicant pool, it is our hope that we might better target students through 
the admissions process who are a better fit for the institution, particularly in the bottom third of the 
applicant pool where very small differences in academic record and other application factors may mean 
the difference between a decision to admit or deny. Therefore, by applying this model in decision-making 
we may be able to not only focus on building retention through intervention towards currently 
matriculated students, but in admitting for retention as well. 

 

 
Figure 4: Comparison of first-year student enrollment and retention (2013, 2014, and 2015) 

 
It is important to note that while we believe that this innovative model can be adopted by other 

institutions, it is crucial for each institution to identify its own stress factors that possibly affect the 
retention of their own student population as they will be different from one institution to another. For 
example, while financial gap was one of our stress factors, it should not be a factor for other institutions 
who can meet all of their students’ needs. The new model was never designed to reach a 100% retention 
rate, but rather enhance our retention by increasing the likelihood of our student’s success through an 
appropriate, timely, and holistic intervention. This is the only way that we can help all of our students 
achieve their greatest potential. 
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Appendix A: Cohort Retention Demographics
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Appendix B 
 
Campus Climate Survey 

To support the goals of the Strategic Imperatives, the Multicultural Advisory Committee designed 
and distributed a campus climate survey to examine the extent that students feel supported in their studies, 
work, and involvement on campus. According to Assessing Campus Diversity Initiatives (2001), 
“evaluation can determine if diversity efforts are successful, if they can be replicated, if they need to be 
improved, or indeed need to be abandoned.” 

We designed the survey to assess how supported and comfortable students feel on campus, how 
they see Salve’s role in both creating and maintaining spaces for dialogue across difference, and if they 
feel Salve is appropriately educating students both inside and outside the classroom on issues of 
difference. We primarily used questions recommended by the American Association of Colleges and 
Universities’ publication Assessing Campus Diversity Initiatives. We added some additional questions 
based on student feedback, and honed these questions with the consultation of Dr. Laura O’Toole and 
settled on an instrument with 38 items (8 demographic, 30 content). 

We distributed the survey in November 2013. We elected to solicit responses only from students 
who had been on campus for more than one year, so as to accurately determine the climate rather than 
initial perceptions of Salve. To distribute the survey, Sister Jane sent a link to each targeted class year 
urging them to participate. In addition, each committee member sent a link to all of our areas of influence 
including student groups, sports teams, course lists, and advisees. In addition, we set up tables in both 
Miley and O’Hare over the lunch hour to solicit responses. 

 
Participant Demographics 

The survey was available to the entire upper-class student population, including sophomores, 
juniors, seniors, and transfer students who have been on campus for more than one year. A total of 1423 
students were eligible to complete the survey. The survey, largely distributed online, generated students 
response rate of 35.7 % (508 out of 1423). 

A total of 512 students participated in the survey. Students’ self-identified race included: White 
(82.6%), Hispanic (4.9%), Asian (3.3%), Black (2.9%) and Other (5.7%). Three students did not disclose 
their racial self-identification. Student self-identified gender included female (78.3%), male (20.9%), and 
transgender (0.8%). Students’ self-identified sexual orientation included: Heterosexual (91.4%) and GLB 
(6.8%). Nine students did not disclose their sexual orientation. Students’ self-identified religious 
affiliation included: Catholic (59.0%), Protestant (6.3%), Greek Orthodox (0.8%), Jewish (0.6%), Muslim 
(0.4%), and Buddhist (0.4%). 22.7% of the sample did not disclose their religious affiliation, and 9.0% 
reported “Other.” 

 
Salve Student Experiences: Target Variable 

We combined survey items that held together at a Cronbach’s reliability index of .65 or higher, 
based on the fact that many items questions were related to a similar underlying constructs. These target 
variables are 1) Prejudgment (i.e. Students’ experience feeling prejudged by faculty, staff, and other 
students); 2) Support (i.e. Students’ experiencing support across all dimensions of campus); 3) Overall 
Comfort at Salve (i.e. Students’ ability to be themselves at Salve); 4) Disparity of Before and Since (i.e. 
The difference between how welcoming they thought Salve would be and how welcoming they actually 
found Salve to be); and 5) Comfort Being Self (i.e. Students’ feeling that they can be open about their 
identity). 

We determined means for each target variable based on the demographic variables. 
Overwhelmingly, students from marginalized populations feel less supported and comfortable at Salve; 
students who identified as Black, GLB, and Muslim reported the highest level of prejudgment. Black, 
transgender, GLB, and Buddhist students feel least comfortable being themselves. Black, male, and 
Jewish students feel least comfortable overall at Salve. Black, GLB, and Buddhist students feel least 
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supported on campus. In almost all cases, students from marginalized populations feel less comfort and 
support at Salve. 

 
Influences on Students’ Positive Experiences at Salve 

Pearson’s bivariate correlations were conducted to examine possible influences on the 5 target 
variables. Specifically, we examined the possible influences of: 1) Openness to Discussion (i.e., Campus 
openness to discussion around controversial issues); 2) Familiarity of Diversity Resources (i.e., Students’ 
familiarity with current programs addressing diversity); 3) Effectiveness in Addressing Diversity (i.e., 
Capacity for classes and programs at Salve to effectively address diversity); 4) Equality of Participation 
(i.e., Students’ perceptions about the parity of participation in classes across race); and 5) Understanding 
of Diversity (i.e., Students’ perceptions about the role of Salve in developing their understanding of 
diversity related issues). 

We ran Pearson’s correlations to examine relations between each of the 5 possible influences on 
each of the 5 target variables. To minimize familywise type I error, we interpreted only relations that were 
significant at p < .01. A correlation matrix revealed a pattern of findings in which two of the target 
variables (Support and Comfort being Self) were positively related to all 5 possible influences. None of 
the other correlations were significant at the p < .01 criteria. These findings suggest that students feelings 
supported and comfortable being their self can be increased by fostering classroom and campus 
environments that promote greater openness to discussion, familiarity of diversity of resources, 
effectiveness in addressing diversity, equality of participation and understanding of diversity. 
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Appendix C: 2012-2013 Cohort- Students of Color: Self-Reported Reasons to Transfer or Leave  
 
Salve Regina University 

In an effort to more closely examine the first- to second-year retention rates of students of color at 
Salve Regina University, the Office of Multicultural Programs designed and conducted a qualitative 
interview assessment targeting the 24 multicultural students who withdrew from Salve on or before the 
end of their freshmen year.  

 A total of 74 students of color joined Salve as a part of the 2012-2013 cohorts. Twenty-four of 
the seventy-four students departed Salve after their first year on campus. The Office of Multicultural 
Programs was able to contact 11 out of those 24 students via phone. A returning multicultural student 
leader was chosen to conduct the phone interview. The personal connection and peer trust these students 
provided as an interviewer allowed for more extensive and truthful responses than what may have been 
provided to an administrator. The full interview responses are attached below.   

Overwhelmingly, students indicated that more financial aid would have made them stay at Salve 
(10 of 11). Half of those students indicated financial aid as the only thing that prevented them from 
staying at Salve (5 of 10). Four of the students who participated in the interview indicated that they are 
not happier at their new location.  Ten of the eleven students interviewed responded negatively when 
asked specifically about the cultural diversity at Salve. They indicated that the cultural diversity at Salve 
are very poor and need tremendous improvement. Here is a sample of what the students have to say about 
this. 
 

“We were sprinkles” in a pool of Caucasians, lost us because there was nothing to attract us” 
              “Very poor, needs improvement” 
 

In addition, seven of the eleven students cited increasing the diversity of the student population as 
something they would have changed about their experience as first-year students on campus. Many 
students (7 of 11) cited athletics as one characteristic that brought them to Salve, and only two of those 
students referenced losing that affinity group as a reason to leave Salve. One student said that the moment 
s/he decided to leave was when “a professional staff member told [him/her] that [s/he] didn’t deserve to 
be at Salve.” 
 

The interview also contained a quantitative element (included below), in which the interviewer 
asked students to pinpoint the reasons s/he left from a previously generated list. Students were not limited 
to one choice, and most chose their top two. This question provided consistent information with the 
qualitative questions: all eleven students indicated financial reasons, and seven students also cited the lack 
of cultural diversity as reasons to leave Salve.  

 
Qualitative Questions 

1. What initially attracted you to Salve? 
 The Biology program 
 The beautiful campus and my major was well supported 
 Beautiful Campus 
 Was getting recruited for football, beautiful scenery, coach (football) 
 Nice campus, Good reputation, Nursing Program 
 Scenery and football 
 Scenery, college, environment, football 
 Location, football 
 Basketball team, location 
 Football, environment, opportunity to meet new people 
 Football team 
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2. What would have made you stay at Salve? 
 More scholarship opportunities 
 Financial ($), Diversity 
 Fitting in when first got to Salve, Financial Aid 
 Money situation, if more money was given 
 If I had money, too much out of pocket and loans. Salve didn’t have enough options, no 

nursing scholarship, not enough scholarship 
 If received more money 
 Affordable tuition 
 Receiving more money 
 Receiving more money, staying on the basketball team 
 Friends 
 More financial aid, if coach Chesney stayed 

 
3. At what moment did you decide to leave Salve? 

 Around spring break 
 “I thought about transferring after my first semester” I  ended up giving salve a try but once 

money got in the way she had to make a choice 
 The day that a professional staff member said that I wasn’t deserving of being at Salve 
 When I wasn’t able to register for second semester classes 
 Last minute, back and forth with Financial Aid department 
 Beginning of July when notified of financial aid package 
 Second semester  
 Second semester  
 Summer following freshman year 
 When money became a problem 
 Spring semester freshmen year 

 
4. Are you more satisfied are your new location, and if so, why? 

 Yes, because there is more diversity, it is cheaper, and it is closer to home 
 Yes because I won’t be in debt when I finish 
 Yes, because I  don’t pay to go to school and is a commuter student 
 Yes, giving enough money, closer to home, the new school actually wants me , financial 

aid did everything possible. 
 Yes because I don’t have to worry about missing payments, was able to even get a car. Not 

paying anything out of pocket (even had a refund check $1000) 
 No 
 No 
 Yes, provided with financial aid support and diverse student body 
 No 
 No, but content 
 Yes, offers more culturally, closer to home, costs less 

 
5. If you have it your way what would you have done differently to improve the student 

experience at Salve? 
 N/A Money would have never really made me stay. Social fit and diversity was really bad. 
 Bring awareness to diversity on campus, provide more scholarships for minorities 
 More money available/More diverse scholarships 

355

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



 Make more minorities scholarship through the school. Currently there are scholarships for 
only 1 to 3 minorities (AIM scholarship), “What are we paying for, great location? What 
is it being used for?” 

 More scholarship opportunities for people from different background. More money was 
available in general, work study wasn’t helping to pay for a $7000 bill 

 Increase diversity 
 Access to facilities around the clock 
 Bring students in from different economic/social backgrounds 
 Diversify student body 
 Increase school spirit around athletic activities 
 Focus on Academics 

 
6. What do you think of the cultural diversity at Salve? 

 Horrible 
 Very poor, needs improvement 
 It sucks 
 “We were sprinkles” in a pool of Caucasians, lost us because there was nothing to attract 

us 
 It’s terrible 
 Needs to be increased 
 Need more scholarships for minority students to increase diversity 
 Isn’t much 
 Non existent 
 Decent, could be a lot more, but fair 
 Needs to be increased significantly 

 
Quantitative Question 

7. What were the main reasons behind your decision to leave Salve? 
 Financial 11 
 Salve was not my first choice 2 
 Lack of cultural diversity 7 
 Lack of social fit 5 
 Closer to home 5 
 There were not enough campus activities 2 
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Appendix D: FYT-Sample of First-Year Transitions Course Feedback 
 

Based on the work in and outside of your FYT100 course and communication (written or verbal) 
with your students, please take a moment to indicate “Yes” or “No” to the following observations relative 
to your students’ first semester at the University: Your notes are merely observations and based off on 
your interactions with your students.   The following definitions below for the criteria are meant to guide 
you. Please add additional comments and notes as needed, or if there are any concerns you would like to 
address, please indicate them in the additional comments field.  Please comment if any of your 
responses are a “No”. If you are really unsure about a particular student, please indicate “Unsure”.   
Satisfied:          Student is happy with picking our University as their undergraduate institution and has 

begun to develop an understanding of their personal and academic purpose at the 
school.  The student has begun to develop positive relationships with peers, faculty and 
staff and has articulated their desire to complete their study at our University. 

Engaged:          An engaged student participates in their learning, participates in academic activities 
(lectures, academic clubs, tutoring, etc.), seeks help, communicates with staff, faculty and 
peers when needed and is involved in educational and social experiences.  Second 
semester first year students may have started to participate in one or two of the items 
mentioned and may have shared these experiences with you during your interactions with 
them. 

 
FYT100 Instructor 2015-2016-  Sample Student Report 
Names and particular sports teams are not referenced to protect anonymity. 
Student 
Name  

FYT 
Instructor 

Satisfied 
(Yes/No) 

Engaged 
(Yes/No) 

Comments (required if "No" for any) 

 

[Professor 1] Yes Yes 

[Name of student]  is adjusting very successfully. She 
is a hardworking student athlete who is organized, has 
found friends easily, and seems to be doing well 
academically. 

 

[Professor 1] No Yes 

[Name of student]  is unhappy. She has relationship 
issues with her boyfriend back home and has 
commented that there is "nothing to do" at Salve on 
weekends because parties get shut down and 
"everyone is the same”.  I suspect she is referring to 
the lack of diversity.  She doesn't like her professors 
or her classes and says she will likely leave. 

 

[Professor 1] No Yes 

[Name of student] is a [name of sport] player.  She 
missed our 1:1 appointment.  Likes her team but says 
the University is too small and she feels "stuck" here.  
She has missed journals in class and is bored by 
social life on campus. 

 

[Professor 2] No No 
Very worried about him. Not doing his assignments 
and missing classes. 

 
[Professor 2] Yes Yes Undecided and that is causing some difficulties. 

 
[Professor 2] Yes No Has some social adjustment issues. 
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Appendix E: Student’s Voices 
 

The new retention model created and implemented by the university allowed us to look at the 
students in a holistic and time-sensitive manner. It focuses on using the data we collected as well as our 
personal relationships with the students. These relationships go beyond just knowing their name or 
exchanging greetings when we cross paths with them; rather, we know their hopes, fears and dreams. All 
the information gathered from the model helped us identify their major stress points that would lead to 
their inability to succeed at Salve. These major stress points were operationalized as follows: 

* Financial Affordability issues 
* Academic Performance issues 
* Lack of Engagement and Satisfaction (Social Connection) 
* Articulated Desire to Transfer (due to lack of value added) 
The next few pages summarize the successes, as well as the struggles, of amazing students in 

their own words. While the majority of these stories share students’ successes, we would like clarify that 
their journey has not yet ended as all of these students are only first-year or sophomore students. We have 
grouped these stories into the four major stress points mentioned above. Written permission was obtained 
from the first five students to disclose their names. 
 
Financial Affordability issues: 
Alex G, Class of 2017, wrote: 

“Today I have done what others won’t do, so that tomorrow I can do what others can’t do. 
Growing up, I never gave college a thought. I experienced so many family issues, including parental 
divorce and homeless; and then I came across a family that changed my life. This family took me in and 
taught me that there was such thing as hope. Moving forward, I was focused and I excelled both 
academically and athletically. I was recruited to play football by a school of which I never heard. I took 
this opportunity with full force, even though I never visited the university and only knew it from the 
pictures in the brochure. I set my mind on attending Salve Regina University, and I have no regrets. I 
entered Salve without knowing my financial status, and without a clue of when payments were due. I 
received constant emails to complete many forms, and it was very overwhelming to tackle all on my own. 

I am part of the first generation in my family to finish high school and enter into an accredited 
university. I had to do doing things on my own without help from those around me. I was in constant fear, 
and at times I thought it would be easier to quit. I always struggled to stay financially stable and meet due 
dates for the university. I would receive bills stating I owe that said I owe $22,000, and that it needed to 
be paid by December. I thought to myself that I am a self-sustaining individual who makes six-grand a 
summer and I use that money to support myself throughout the semesters. Eventually, I met a guy by the 
name of Sami, and since my orientation, that man has been on top of things in order to make sure that I 
receive an education. Furthermore, I’m pretty sure that I became best friends with the Business office due 
to all the countless times they had to contact me for missing documents and money owed to the 
University. The caring and understanding aspect of the University allowed me to really fall in love with it 
that much more. 

On day three of my first-year, I had to drop a class in fear of failing it. I was overwhelmed, and 
always knew in the back of my mind that I had to achieve certain grades in order to stay in school. I felt 
constant pressure and was fearful of failing. I couldn’t have ended up more successful after obtaining a 
3.2 during my first semester and a 3.4 during my second semester in order to achieve a culminating GPA 
of 3.34. However, as if I didn’t have enough struggles, I knew coming into my sophomore year I 
wouldn’t have any means of paying for college, I started off the semester, and I received a 3.4 GPA, but I 
wasn’t allowed to register for spring classes, as I was Salve student with the most amount of student debt, 
which totaled $23,000. Money was always an issue for me, finding ways to pay tuition made my life that 
much harder. I missed the first week of school due to this financial burden, but I overcame this as well. 
I’ve come up with over 80,000 dollars alone in order for me to continue to pursue my career and be the 
first in my family to graduate and become something in life. I think it’s safe to say that each semester will 
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welcome me with a new struggle in which I need to perceiver; and with that struggle, a stronger me will 
arise. I came from not giving college a thought and almost becoming a high school dropout, to succeeding 
in college despite all the struggles that I have had to overcome throughout these two years. This is my 
story. I give Dr. Nassim permission to share my story as he sees fit” 

University Departments and units involved in supporting Alex G.: The Business Office, The Office 
of Multicultural programs, The Athletics Department, and The Center for Student Development. 
 
Anna C., Class of 2017, wrote: 

“Ever since I was young, my mom taught me that door of opportunity will open up for me if I just 
have the courage to say “yes” when those opportunities arise. Having the opportunity to grow at Salve has 
been beyond a blessing to me; but it was not an easy ride. Although Salve is an expensive school, I got 
the scholarship that I needed to be able to attend through the help of many people along the way. 
However, after my first semester passed some complications arose and I was not able to come back for 
the second semester. When I realized this, I was crushed. I come from a town where people get stuck. 
They get stuck in toxic habits and end up going nowhere. Needless to say, I was scared that I would also 
get “stuck”. While I was home, I realized that giving up was me saying “no” to this opportunity when all 
my life I was told to say “yes”. With that in mind, I enrolled in community college while I worked two 
jobs. With the help of Sami Nassim and other patient and generous people at Salve, I am now back as a 
fully matriculated student. I work at a job downtown as well as a work-study student job on campus. I am 
a Global Studies English Communications double major, I have been studying Arabic, and I live in the 
Multi-Cultural Living Learning Community. Anil Sinha said, “The most rewarding thing in life is the 
patience to wait for the right moment.” It is obvious that I love Salve and I would not trade this 
opportunity for the world. I am so grateful to all of the people who made it possible for me to come back. 
All it took was the right moment. I give Dr. Nassim permission to share my story as he sees fit.” 

Departments and units involved in supporting Anna C.: The Financial Aid Office, The Business 
Office, The Office of Multicultural programs, The Dean of Students Office, and Campus Life. 
 
Academic Performance Issues: 
Mike G., Class of 2017, wrote: 

“My first semester at Salve might’ve been one of the most tedious and most difficult semesters 
that I’ve experienced academically thus far. My first semester at Salve was difficult for of many reasons. I 
was a freshman under-going his first ever college semester, I was a student athlete, and I was a first-
generation college student, and I was stressed by my finances. As a student, I had to worry about my 
academics, my commitments to my soccer team, and figuring out from where the next tuition pay check 
was going to come. 

Being from a Peruvian background where Spanish was my first language, it was difficult to 
translate to my parents our financial situation and the financial requirements from the school. At the end 
of the fall 2013 semester, I finished with a 1.8 GPA. After talking to my coach, he directed me to the 
Multicultural office, where I explained my situation and my stress. The Multicultural office opened up 
many more doors for me. The Multicultural office and the Business office both helped to get my payment 
plan organized in a way to best accommodate my parents. Those offices also helped me find loans and 
scholarships. Despite not being awarded any scholarships, all the work and information they provided me 
was enough to get me on the right path. With the help of both offices, I was able to finish my spring 
semester with a 3.3 GPA. I was able give more of my focus to my academics. My parents’ jobs are 
seasonal and sometimes it gets difficult to afford certain things. The Multicultural office was able to help 
me buy books, so that I can continue my studies in order to continue on the path towards success.     

  Currently, both offices still continue to help me stay on track, so that I can focus more on my 
academics. I give Dr. Nassim permission to share my story as he sees fit.” 

Departments and units involved in supporting Mike G.: The Financial Aid Office, The Business 
Office, The Office of Multicultural programs, The Dean of Students Office, and The Athletics Department. 
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Lack of Engagement and Satisfaction (Social Connection): 
 
Robin A., Class of 2017, wrote: 

“As a freshman, before going to the multicultural retreat, I wanted to transfer schools because I 
felt like my peers did not accept me the way I am. Then, because I worked at the Multicultural office, 
Sami Nassim convinced me to attend the multicultural retreat. When I went, at first, I was scared because 
I did not have any friends and I did not want to be spending my weekend with people I didn’t know. Little 
did I know it would change my experience and my view of Salve. During the retreat, I finally got the 
chance to relate to people who were just like me. Also, I met other people who were Dominican even 
thought they were not raised in the Dominican Republic where I was raised. I love how at the end of the 
activities everyone who participated in the retreat had a chance to write beautiful messages to one 
another. That activity lifted my spirits and showed me that people actually do care about me at this school 
and do not judge me based on where I come from. Also thanks to this retreat, I met my current roommate 
with whom I could not be happier. Sami has not been the only person who has help me at Salve. This 
year, both Health Services and Dean Malcolm Smith were extremely helpful when I had to undergo a 
tonsillectomy. They hired a private nurse for me and had someone from Health Services check up on me 
every day. Sami went out of his way to drive me to get my operation and he picked up my medicine for 
me. In all honesty, I have never felt so loved and cared for until I came to Salve. The staff really shows 
how much they care about their students. If I had any problems, they would do anything in their power to 
help me. Salve is not just a school that I attend, but it has become my home, and the staff has become my 
family. I give permission to Dr. Sami Nassim to share this information as he sees fit.” 

Departments and units involved in supporting Robin A. : The Office of Multicultural programs, 
The Dean of Students Office, Campus Life, the Counseling Center, and the University Health Services. 
 
Articulated Desire to Transfer (Due to lack of value added): 
Johanna E., Class of 2017, wrote: 
“As a sophomore here at Salve, it's taken me time to acclimate to and learn to love it. I have to be honest 
by admitting that beginning my college career here wasn't all smiles and excitement. Being led with 
illusions of grandeur, I set the bar so high it seemed to be obvious that my expectations would never be 
met no matter where I attended. Phrases such as “endless possibility”, “monumental”, and “time of my 
life” were just descriptions that primed my vision of what I was going to experience in college. However, 
as the first semester of my freshman year ensued, my perspective shifted from excitement to concern. 
Like I previously mentioned, my expectations trumped my reality, and I become distraught with my 
choice to attend Salve. However, for a certain amount of time, I imagined that there was more to Salve.  
 As an onlooker to others I knew who were attending Salve, I saw myself wanting what they had. 
They seemed to be making wonderful memories and basking in freedom and possibility, while I felt that 
my only option was to seek a new college where I could do the same. To put it bluntly, I felt stuck, alone, 
and in need of a new environment. This feeling lasted for most of freshman year until I began to get 
involved on campus. I knew something needed to change, and after long conversations and countless 
mind changes, my view of the college experience became less centered around what I saw as ideal, and 
more centered around my potential of making something of my experience. I 
decided it was time to actively work towards finding my place at Salve and taking advantage of my 
present surroundings. 

My first step in changing my situation and perspective was attending the Multicultural Leadership 
retreat. I met wonderful people, fostered a connection with the Multicultural Student Organization, and 
finally began to realize that my actions and choices generated my contentment. Through these 
connections, I was able to expand my network and build strong relationships. I began to find my place, 
and in turn, I found it harder and harder to imagine leaving. I met friends who connected with me on a 
personally resonating level, began to appreciate the quirks of Salve, and get more involved on campus. 
Yes, there will always be “what could have been”, but truthfully, letting myself be consumed by those 
thoughts is wasteful. In your own time, appreciation for what you have in the present moment and what 
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you've done to get yourself there will surface and show you the importance of trusting yourself and 
choosing to be happy. Here I am succumbing to corniness; yet, there is no other way to communicate this 
vital significance. The undeniable truth is that your college experience is what you put into it. You have to 
take action in order to generate any glimpse of happiness. Academic, social, financial and moral successes 
are all possible to achieve if you create the opportunities for yourself and shift your perspective 
positively. Yes, others play a role, and choosing those individuals must be done wisely; however I've 
found that your attitude is the keystone to your success, whatever that may be. I give Sami Nassim 
permission to use this piece of writing.” 

Departments and units involved in supporting Johanna E: The Office of Multicultural programs 
and Campus Life. 

 
In the coming section we will also share the stories of two students who were not as fortunate as 

the five students who shared their stories above. We were not able to get a written permission from these 
two students to share their names. We will use Pseudonyms when we refer to them. 
 
Dropped out due to financial, social, and academic struggles 
Elizabeth S., Class of 2017 

Elizabeth S. has faced Financial, Social, and academic hardships during her first semester in 
college and despite her efforts as well as the university effort she was not able to continue and 
has drop out three weeks before the end of the fall 2014, semester. Before she left she sent the following 
email to her faculty members explaining why she chose to withdraw. 
Sent: Wednesday, December 03, 2014 4:28 PM From:????? To:???????? 
Hello to all of you. 

To all of my professors, I would like to just gather one email and explain to you all the reasons 
behind my absence, whether you all care or not. I have recently been absent quite a lot, and this email is 
really hard for me to write because I know this is a big decision for me to make. 
I am 18 years old and live in Providence. I come from a charter school with classes where sitting for 50 
minutes straight wasn't regular. So sitting in your classes, staying still, and listening was challenging; but, 
I enjoyed ALL of your classes. I learned something from each one of you, and it has been a wonderful 
experience. 

When I applied to Salve, I knew it was my top choice. I had never visited the school or even 
looked it up I just felt as though I had to go here. When I got accepted, I felt happy and thought I had such 
great news to show everyone! I started attending Salve, sometimes taking the bus at 5am to get there for 
my 8:00am class and sometimes driving my car there and paying $8.00 toll in total to get there and back. I 
did what I could to attend Salve and make it. Every week, it became less and less of a motivation to go to 
Salve, I no longer had that love for it that once was there. I believe it is because I only attended 3 days out 
of a week and left immediately after class to catch the bus or dodge traffic. I desired for Salve to be 
something consistent in my life because a lot of things are not. Things have come up in my home life that 
prevents me from being able to arrive to school, and it really is unfortunate. The commute is not as easy 
as I wish it would be. I am working now and currently have to save up money for payments that I need to 
make. 

Only two weeks of this semester are left and I wish I could say I will finish my first semester of 
college strongly. I wanted to prove this to my family, and friends, but it just is not possible. I am being 
completely honest when I say that I wish could do that, but I can't. I worked hard for each one of your 
classes because I wanted to succeed, and I still want too. I think that timing is not right. I am not dropping 
any of your classes or leaving Salve yet until the semester is over, and I do not know if that is a smart 
idea. I applied to ???? for Spring 2015 and handed in my deposit. I hope that working and paying the bills 
allows me to attend ???? in the spring. My passion is people and I love people. I always have loved 
people and loved hearing their passions and seeing them do what they love, and I saw that each one of 
you loved what you do. Whenever I answered something wrong or did something incorrectly, you all 
were more than happy to help, and I am truly grateful for that. If there is any final work I could do from 

361

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



home that would allow me to at least get a C in your classes, that would be great; but I understand that 
that may be hard to do. I hoped all my hard work won’t go to waste, but that is only if you all feel that I 
worked hard. I do not know what I am meant to do in life or whether what I am even doing now is the 
right thing. I think I chose Salve because I felt I had something to prove to everyone else in life, but I was 
focused on was everyone else and not myself. Yes, I am going to be in debt because of this semester. Yes, 
my family is going to be upset. Yes, this will come back and bite me. But some things in life, I guess, are 
not fair and not easy to work around. Dr.????, you taught me and the class as if everything was possible 
and we can do anything we set our minds to as long as we work hard for it. You do a lot of really cool 
stuff and always made sure we were proud of our own work. Thank you, and by the way, Hawaiian shirts 
every Friday is something I support. Dr.????, you always made me feel okay even when I did not 
understand something. When I would say something wrong, you made sure that I was okay. You were 
patient with me. You never knocked me down for not being correct; thank you, and I will miss helping 
you out with the computer in the classroom. Dr.????, you put your focus in each one of us, and as your 
first year of teaching college students, you did great. I thank you for being open with everyone, making 
jokes and being yourself around us. I love that you love what you do on set and don't mind losing sleep 
over it. Dr.????, you always made sure your students understood what you were teaching. You are really 
smart and teach things super well. Thank you for always guiding me and the class to the best of your 
ability. I know you believe we each have potential as long as we try. Dr.????, you wanted to make sure 
everyone was getting something from that class, and when I tell you I knew nothing about science before 
taking your class, I am being honest. I know can say I know some stuff and I thank you for that. I still 
may not be an expert, but I know I can try. Dr.????, you always had open arms to help me with whatever I 
needed and you tried helping me make Salve a home as much as possible. You truly care about each 
person and go out of your way for them, so thank you for that. You made me feel welcome. Each one of 
you made an impact in my life and made Salve Regina a wonderful experience for me. I made a couple of 
friends and fun memories. I hope this makes me stronger and more of a fighter. I know time is not right at 
the moment and that things are standing in the way, but I hope to break those walls and continue on with 
my journey. I want to make sure that I am doing what I love and something for which I have a passion. I 
appreciate all that you guys and Salve has done for me. Thank you, God bless. 

University Departments and units involved in supporting Elizabeth S.: The Financial Aid Office, 
The Business Office, The Office of Multicultural programs, and Campus Life. 
 
Transferred (Due to lack of value added) 
Sue B., Class of 2017 

When Sue B. arrived to Salve Regina, she was excited about her first year as a nursing student. 
She was friendly and approachable and showcased to be a bright young student. Sue was eager to get 
involved and meet new people, and she did. She was an excellent student who transferred in 6 credits 
from AP courses and earned a 3.250 in her first semester at Salve Regina. During her first semester, Sue 
joined various clubs including the ???? and ????. Towards the end of her first semester at Salve, Sue 
inquired with her advisor about the possibility of enrolling in the Pell Honors program. Sue noted that she 
wanted to meet more intellectually curious students. Her advisor informed her about the Pell Honors 
program and encouraged her to apply for the program. Sue ultimately decided she did not want to 
participate in the Pell Honors program because she did not want to overburden her workload as a nursing 
student, but she had started to meet and connect with some friends who were in the Pell Honors program. 

Sue appeared satisfied with her experience. However, at the beginning of her sophomore year, 
Sue informed her academic advisor that she was thinking about transferring. After multiple conversations 
with Sue about transferring, her academic advisor determined the following two main reasons for her 
decision to leave: (1) she was interested in a ???? program in Boston and had always hoped to work at 
???? and (2) she was unhappy with the social atmosphere at Salve and felt it was taking a toll on her and 
her college experience. Although she spoke to the ???? department about opportunities at Salve, Sue still 
felt that she would be missing out if she did not try to apply to ???? for this ???? program. Sue also had 
many friends here, but she often talked about not genuinely connecting with the students at Salve. She felt 
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students were too judgmental. Sue applied and was accepted to the ???? program at ????. After much 
consideration and conversations with her advisor, Sue decided to leave Salve and started her first semester 
at ???? in January of 2015. Sue was excited about her transition, and she wrote an email to her advisor 
from ???? describing her experience so far at her new school. 

“Hi! I just wanted to say hello and let you know I'm doing really well. I'm much happier here. I 
have an on campus job. It's an office job in the health building, and I check people in to see their advisors. 
My advisor is also 10 feet from my desk, so that's very helpful. I've also joined two clubs and the dance 
team. I'm having a great start! I miss having you as an advisor, but I'm not feeling depressed anymore. I 
definitely made the right decision. I have great roommates here with whom I have become pretty good 
friends. I also have a kitchen in my apartment-style room, so I get to cook my own meals! I feel like such 
an adult. I also am still in contact with my Salve friends. I know ???? is coming to see you about all of her 
current problems, and I'm up to date on everyone's life. I think I'm coming to visit the weekend of Groove 
Boston, so if I get there early enough, I'll stop by your office. Thank you so much for all of your help.” 
Departments and units involved in supporting Sue B.: The Center for student Development, the FYT 100 
instructor, and the academic Advisor. 
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Abstract: Registration in the fall semester of freshman year is often the first opportunity for students 
to make independent decisions about which courses to take. The role of the academic advisor is to 
aid in the decision-making process by informing the choice based on the graduation requirements of 
the student’s preferred degree. Although courses are restricted to those for which the student has the 
necessary prerequisites, the risk remains that a student will be unable to succeed in a chosen course. 
The current study analyzes existing data on course-taking patterns, grades and retention outcomes 
from previous cohorts using multilevel modeling. The study will provide estimates of the effects of 
specific classes and associated grades on the probability of retention in order for all stakeholders 
(students, parents, advisors, etc.) to weigh the decision not only based on its impact on the long-term 
goal of obtaining a degree, but also based on the immediate risks of enrolling in a class where the 
necessary or preferred grade is unlikely given the student profile. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 From the perspective of a university, promoting student retention is imperative to maintaining the 
fiscal solvency of the institution, but also carries with it the larger social goals of promoting learning and 
student success (Cuseo, n.d.). In order to alter dropout decisions, it is important first to understand the 
causal processes and experiences across time that have the potential to alter a student’s commitment to the 
choice of pursuing a college degree. The predominant theoretical models of student retention tend to be 
descriptive in nature (Baron, 2008), meaning that they are concerned primarily with explaining how 
students who drop out differ from those who persist. One such model proposed by Tinto (1975) draws 
from the theoretical paradigm applied to suicide (Durkheim, 1951) and states that an individual’s goal and 
institutional commitments, initially shaped by pre-college characteristics, are modified by their interaction 
and integration with the social and academic systems of the university. It is on the basis of these 
commitments that an individual ultimately decides whether or not to persist in college. An alternative to 
this model (Bean, 1979) instead draws from the literature on turnover in work organizations (Price, 1977). 
Being so couched in theory, the shortcoming of such models is that they do not easily lend themselves to 
a prescriptive model – that is, they fail to identify actionable practices and interventions that would allow 
institutions to influence drop out decisions (Tinto, 2006). 

These two models differ primarily in the underlying theory used to justify the hypothesized 
relations but have much in common, such as the described importance of goal and institutional 
commitment, the need to account for pre-existing individual differences and the importance for the 
university to clearly communicate their expectations and requirements to the student. The rules and 
requirements of student behavior at a university include a large amount of information and given the 
cognitive limitations of any individual (Simon, 1990), the navigation and memorization of relevant details 
for a given individual may prove challenging. Academic advisors provide indispensable aid to students in 
their ability to interpret and simplify this information in meaningful ways for students (Young‐Jones, 
Burt, Dixon, & Hawthorne, 2013).  

The current role of the academic advisor extends beyond simply approving a course plan and 
should be developmental in nature (Crookston, 1972). Involved in the advising process is the 
identification of a student’s strengths, weaknesses and interests in such a way that helps the student to 
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make effective decisions to achieve their educational and career goals (Cuseo, n.d.; Drake, 2011; White, 
2015).  Within the population of college freshmen, this process is of even greater importance because a 
majority of students who drop out of college will do so in their first year (ACT, 2001; Consortium for 
Student Retention Data Exchange, 1999). Additionally, not all freshmen enter college with a clear or 
confident preference of an academic major (Frost, 1991; Titley & Titley, 1980) and by graduation, many 
students earn a degree in a major that differs from their initial choice (Foote, 1980; Gordon, 1984; 
Willingham, 1985). Such indecision and uncertainty in an academic major has been shown to be related to 
higher attrition, even in high ability students (Astin, 1975; Levitz & Noel, 1989).   

Bearing in mind the evidence showing that past achievement, as indicated through high school 
grade point average (GPA) and standardized test scores, are valid predictors of college success (ACT, 
2008), differences in ability level are an important consideration in the advising process. Considering that 
ability levels are not equivalent across all students admitted to a university, it follows that not all students 
will be equally likely to succeed in any given course. Lacking a systematic means of integrating this 
information into the advising process, academic advisors must rely on intuition to suggest a course or 
degree plan catered to an individual student’s ability and preferences. The use of intuitive judgment has 
been shown to be less consistent and accurate in comparison to simple statistical prediction methods 
(Dawes, 1979; Meehl, 1996) and such advice may be rejected by the student as counterproductive to their 
efficient completion of degree requirements. However, the requirements for any degree demand not only 
the completion of necessary classes, but that the student successfully completes these classes, where 
success is determined by achieving grades of some specified standard. Grade standards are further set at 
the university level, where failure to meet a minimum GPA will lead to academic suspension.  

In order to determine if information about an individual’s past achievement can be systematically 
integrated with the advising process, two research questions must be answered:  

1. Can the grade a student obtains in a given course be predicted by their past achievement?  
2. What effect do specific courses, controlling for grades and past achievement, have on 

retention outcomes within the population of first-time, full-time freshmen? 

The answers to these two questions may have implications for the stakes of course-taking 
decisions. First, if feasible, the ability to predict the expected grade within a course based on the past 
performance by individuals of similar ability would enable advisors to communicate the expected 
challenges and stakes of the decisions in course and degree planning based on quantifiable evidence. 
These stakes involve not only the efficient completion of degree requirements, but should be expanded to 
incorporate an individualized discussion of the realistic expectations for successfully completing degree 
requirements as well as how a failure to meet grade standards may impact their ability to persist in college 
and meet their educational goals. 
 
 
Current Study 
 
Sample 

The data for the current study was obtained from admissions records for the incoming 2014 
cohort of n = 3,861 first-time, full-time freshmen from a large, Midwestern public university. A student’s 
past achievement is summarized by a single value (PredRet3) based on an equation that predicts a 
student’s probability of retention in year two based on their past achievement (high school GPA and 
standardized test score), high school information (public or private and graduating class size) as well as 
the application date. The completed courses and grades used for analysis were based on the fall semester 
and, of these, only courses that had more than 100 students enrolled were included. Of the courses 
offered, n = 39 had at least 100 students enrolled across all sections of the course, with the most common 
courses being Principles of English Composition (n = 1,442), followed by Gateway to College Learning 
(n = 1,269) and General Chemistry (n = 1,108). Course grades were categorized into three groups: A, B or 

365

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



S (satisfactory); C; and D, F, U (unsatisfactory) or a withdrawal. Excluded from analysis were the 
common courses that were graded exclusively using a pass/fail system (n = 4) or had grade categories that 
included ten or fewer students (n = 7).  

Additionally, because degree programs within this university have unique GPA and general 
education requirements, a student’s preferred major, if specified, was classified as STEM (n = 1,269), 
pre-health (n = 333) and other (n = 2,259). Upon separating the remaining courses and grade categories 
by major classification, one additional course yielded grade distributions that were too sparse to be 
included in the analysis. Within a course, if fewer than ten students from one of the major classifications 
were included in a grade category these effects were not estimated as they are unlikely to yield robust or 
meaningful results. A total of n = 27 courses were included in the analysis. 

The overall retention rate for the cohort was 85.81% with an average predicted retention value of 
84.91%. Those students whose intended major was STEM had a retention rate of 97.79%, while pre-
health students retained at 81.38% and the remaining majors and undecided students retained at 79.73%. 
The grade distributions for the courses included in the analyses are shown in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1: Percentage of grade categories1 by course  

                                                            
1 A, B, C, D and F represent standard letter grades; U and S represent unsatisfactory and satisfactory for a pass-fail grading 
system; W stands for withdrawal (includes administrative withdrawals). 
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Methods 

In order to answer both research questions a multilevel modeling approach is employed. All 
analyses were conducted using the PROC GLIMMIX and PROC LOGISTIC procedures using SAS 
version 9.3. For the first research question, the level one, or student-level model, predicts grades based on 
past achievement as indicated by their PredRet3 score. The second level of this model includes the course 
taken as well as the interaction between PredRet3 and the specific class. The intent behind using courses 
as predictors is to determine whether or not the expected grade for a given student is dependent on the 
specific course chosen during registration. A significant effect for the class and interaction term would 
suggest that when holding past achievement constant, there are differences across classes in the difficulty 
of achieving higher grades. 

For the second research question, the outcome is retention status (here or gone) and the student-
level model includes PredRet3 while the second level includes classes, grades, major and a three way 
interaction term. Controlling for the predicted probability of retention determined at the student’s time of 
admission (PredRet3), significance of level two effects would suggest that the student’s preference of 
academic major, decisions about course enrollment and the grades that follow the course decisions have 
implications for that student’s likelihood to persist in college. 
 
Results 
 
Predicting Grades 
 
Level One: Past Achievement 
 When predicting grades based only on the summary value of a student’s past achievement the 
AUC was 69.6%. The estimated intercept for achieving an A, B or S grade was -4.97 ( 773.198,
	.0001 , in comparison to the estimated intercept for achieving a C of -3.99 ( 511.192, 	 .0001 . 
This indicates that for the hypothetical student whose PredRet3 score is equal to zero, the probability of 
receiving an A, B or S is lower than that of receiving a C. As a student’s PredRet3 score increases, the 
probability of achieving above a failing grade significantly increases ( 1064.67, 	 .0001 . The 
graphical representation of this relationship is shown in Figure 2. 
 

 
Figure 2: Probability of grades by PredRet3 score 
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From Figure 2 it can be seen that for a student to have a higher than 50% chance of obtaining an 
A or B, they would need a PredRet3 score at or above approximately .72. For a student to have a less than 
50% chance of obtaining a failing grade, they would need to have a PredRet3 score above .57.  
 
Level Two: Course-Taking Information 
 The inclusion of class effects and the interaction between a class and past achievement improved 
the AUC for the prediction of grades to 77.8%. The main effects for both PredRet3 ( 921.996,
	.0001  and classes ( 119.166, 	 .0001  were significant as was the interaction term (
59.468, 	 .0002 . While higher past achievement continues to relate to higher expected grades, there 
exists at least one course in which higher or lower grades are expected even when holding the level of 
past achievement constant. Additionally, the strength of the relationship between past achievement and 
expected grades differs across courses. For example, for a student whose predicted probability of 
retention is 0.83, the probability of achieving an A or B in Differential and Integral Calculus I is 0.414, 
but the probability of receiving an A or B in The Understanding of Music is 0.806. A comparison of the 
predicted probability of grades across some example courses is shown in Figure 3. 
 

   
Figure 3: Probability of grades by PredRet3 score in principles of English Composition I and Calculus I for business, life and 
social sciences 
 
 What is clear from Figure 3 is that the probability of passing or failing a class depends on the 
class in question. For a student to have above a 50% chance of getting an A or B in Calculus I, they 
would need a PredRet3 score around .84, which is close to the average for the cohort. However, to have 
an above .50 probability of an A or B in English, the minimum PredRet3 score is around .60.  
 
Predicting Retention 
 When retention is predicted on the basis of past achievement alone, the AUC is 71.02%. This 
value is calculated during the admissions process based on an equation predicting the probability of 
persisting into year two based on high school GPA, standardized test scores, the log of the graduating 
high school class size, the sector of the high school (public or private) and the month during which the 
college application was submit. These coefficients have been calibrated to this specific institution across 
several cohorts. After controlling for what is known at the time of admission, the second level of this 
model tests if decisions regarding classes and academic majors in addition to grades achieved will have 
significant effects on the probability of retention above and beyond what is explained by past 
achievement. 
 The addition of the level-two effects (classes, academic major group, grades and the three-way 
interaction) improved the AUC to 81%. Classes ( 73.39, 	 .0001  had a significant main effect 
indicating that at least one class had a significantly higher or lower effect on the probability of retention in 
comparison to the reference class (Principles of English Composition I). The grades achieved had a 
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significant main effect ( 186.29, 	 .0001  wherein grades of D, F, U or W and grades of C both 
led to a significantly reduced probability of retention in comparison to grades of A, B or S. Academic 
majors had a significant main effect ( 160.49, 	 .0001 , suggesting that students whose preferred 
major is classified as STEM have higher a higher probability of retention in comparison to the remaining 
majors, while Pre-Health students do not differ significantly from the remaining majors. The interaction 
term was also significant ( 147.55, 	 .0001 , suggesting some dependency amongst these main 
effects.  
 For example, if two students with PredRet3 values of .85 both receive an A in the Freshmen 
Engineering Experience course, the student whose preferred major is STEM has a predicted probability of 
retention equal to .97 while the non-STEM student has a predicted probability of retention equal to .52. 
The difference in the effect of the same grade in the same class depending on major choice can be seen in 
Figure 4. 

 
 
Figure 4: Probability of retention by PredRet3 score for STEM versus non-STEM with a grade of A, B or S in Freshmen 
Engineering Experience 
 

Conclusion 
 
 Upon arriving at college, freshmen face their first independent decisions regarding how and what 
educational and career goals to pursue. In the face of such overwhelming alternatives, the role of the 
academic advisor is to help students navigate these choices in such a way that capitalizes on their 
strengths and enables them to pursue their interests (Crookston, 1972; Cuseo, n.d.; Drake, 2011; Young‐
Jones et al., 2013). Given the importance of the role of academic advisors and the potentially negative 
consequences should they give a student inaccurate information (White, 2015), providing them with tools 
that would enable them to provide better individualized guidance would be of great value to a university. 
Attrition has a high cost for any university, both in terms of its reputation and financial solvency, and 
given the academic achievement standards required for retention as well as past research suggesting that 
indecision in regards to preferred major leads to higher attrition (Astin, 1975; Levitz & Noel, 1989) 
intervention to improve course-taking decisions may yield great benefits for both the university and the 
student.  
 The results from this study show that using information known at the time of admissions, the 
probability for a student to receive a desired grade within a potential course can be estimated. Such 
estimates could provide benefits both for advisors, who could use such information to help inform 
student’s registration decisions, as well as for students, whose expectations for how much time and effort 
would be required of a given course can be better shaped. Further, the effects of course-taking and 
academic major decisions have implications for the probability that a student will persist into year two. 
As such, this information could be used at times of academic advising to inform and alter decisions that 
could improve both student and university outcomes. 
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Abstract: The growing population of part-time doctoral students has created a need for research into 
the determining factors for part-time doctoral student success, especially related to retention and 
program completion. In order to gain a better understanding of the current literature and its 
importance, the researchers used purposive sampling and thematic analysis to compile emerging 
factors from over 20 recent articles. Three themes materialized:  the growing part-time student 
population; the differing needs of part-time versus full-time students; and the need for specialized 
student support resources for part-timers. This article explains the analysis and present findings that 
indicate that the socialization process is particularly important for part-timers and is a key tool for 
student retention in doctoral programs. 
 
 
Introduction  
 
 Presenting statistics covering the last four decades of doctoral candidates, Spaulding and 
Rockinson-Szapkiw (2012) reveal 40% to 60% of doctoral candidates do not achieve their goal of earning 
a terminal degree. This trend is alarming given that “the most academically capable, most academically 
successful, most stringently evaluated, and most carefully selected students in the entire higher education 
system—doctoral students—are the least likely to complete their chosen academic goals. The attrition rate 
for doctoral students in education is an estimated 50% with some reporting even higher rates” (Spaulding 
& Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012, p. 200).  
 There is the possibility that part-time student status makes obtaining a doctoral degree even more 
challenging. As observers of the attrition within our own program, we initially theorized that part-time 
students often face unique obstacles which make it more difficult to remain in a doctoral program. The 
literature suggests that part-time students face work/school/family challenges that create demands that are 
often overwhelming (Gardner & Gopual, 2012). Additionally, the literature points to a need for increased 
and enhanced student support systems from the institution and doctoral programs that will provide the 
sustenance needed part-time students to be successful.  

As part-time non-traditional doctoral students ourselves, we found ourselves in agreement with 
fellow part-timers in the studies reviewed. As mothers and full-time working professionals, we too find 
the challenges of juggling work, graduate school, and family daunting. We believe that universities need 
to encourage research concerning the particular support needs of part-time graduate students.  

The purpose of this study was to explore literature about attrition reasons for part-time students in 
particular, and why they do not persist in their quests to earn doctoral degrees. This topic is important 
because part-time doctoral students should be a central demographic for current research, however, they 
are not. The culture and organization of higher education does not seem equipped to facilitate the 
transition needed to address the changing needs of part-time doctoral students. 
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Data Collection and Analysis 
 

The research method utilized for this study was thematic analysis. According to Jones (2013), this 
method is not widely used, but is conducive to a search for themes that are coded from readings. Coding 
allows the researcher to identify patterns and drive the research toward a focus.  

Initially, a broad topic of focus was determined, and then a library search conducted from a 
university library database of peer-reviewed journals using an advanced search method. The preliminary 
search was based on the keywords: cohorts, doctoral education, and socialization, all considered during 
discussion of the topic of research. A careful review of the material and data culminated in the collection 
of themes, categories, and keywords that provided a narrower focus around part-time doctoral students. 
These themes, categories and keywords are presented in Table 1. 

 
Table 1: Search string themes, categories and keywords 

Subject Keywords Themes 
   
 Socialization Growing Demographic 
 Cohorts  
 Attrition Part-Timers are not Traditional 

Students 
Socialization & Retention of Part-Time 

Doctoral Students 
Doctoral Education  

 Doctoral Candidates Financial Resources 
 Community  
 Social Network Part-Time Doctoral Student Program 

Resources 
 Part-Time Students 

 
Females 

 
 

 
The Google Scholar search engine was used for additional peer-reviewed articles that met the 

criteria for the research. Twenty articles were located and reviewed for relevance. After analyzing 
articles, a spreadsheet was created by the reviewers that included keywords, emerging themes, and topic 
considerations. The criteria used purposive, or selective, sampling as the criteria for reading materials 
included for potential use in the study. This method of critical case sampling allows the researcher to 
investigate materials chosen because of their inference to the topic of interest, with the purpose of 
focusing on the topic in depth. Critical case sampling is useful because of its exploratory qualities that 
will lead the researcher to find out if the topic is worth investigating further (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006). 
Discussion among the researchers ended with a topic that was narrower in depth and could be feasible for 
this study. A thematic map was produced showing themes that became apparent from the readings. 

 
 

Invisibility of Part-Timers 
 
 Sample (2010) asserted that one of the major problems part-time graduate students faced was that 
of invisibility. “Because part-time grad students are so diverse and so diffuse, performing delicate 
balancing acts between work, home, and school, they often fall off of our academic radar. In the popular 
imagination part-time grad students are marginalized—or worse, absent—in the same way adjunct or 
contingent faculty are” (Sample, 2010, para. 2). While Sample’s assertion resonated as we sought to 
explore literature on part-time doctoral students, it revealed the challenge we encountered: in the scarce 
number of studies specifically addressing part-time graduate students, all tended to lump these students, 
whether seeking master’s degrees, professional certificates, or doctorates.  
 As we dug further into the literature about part-time doctoral students, we found ourselves asking 
several questions. What are the socialization and support challenges of part-time doctoral students?  How 
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do part-time students manage the balance of school, work and family?  Are the challenges of maintaining 
this balance a significant contributor to attrition and students that are “all but dissertation?” Do cohort 
models positively influence students by providing student support and socialization needs? We looked at 
the growing population of part-time doctoral students, their difference from traditional full-time doctoral 
students, and current support systems for part-timers.  
 
 
A Growing Demographic 
 

It is difficult to find statistical information concerning the number of part-time doctoral students 
in the United States. Amongst most statistical reports, full-time and part-time students are not 
distinguished from one another. Another challenge is presented by the question of what constitutes part-
time status?  Because different institutions define “part-time” in a variety of ways, it presents difficulties 
in classifying graduate students as one status or the other. In 2012, Gardner and Gopual reported that “ . . . 
rough estimates of these part-time doctoral students have ranged from 6% (Golde & Dore, 2011) to 10% 
(Syverson,1999) and even as high as 12% (Nettles & Millett, 2006)” (p. 64). Other researchers place the 
percentage of part-time doctoral students much higher. Offerman (2011) states that today at least half of 
all student in doctoral programs are part time with a median age of 33.3 years (p. 23). 

Both the shared and variety of demographic characteristics of part-time, non-traditional students 
are an added challenge faced by this growing university population. According to Offerman (2011), part-
time students are much more affected by external influences than the traditional students. They live off 
campus, study part-time, and are more often than not, older. Part-time students come from diverse 
backgrounds, disciplines, and professions and are already employed in the management levels of their 
workplace. Additionally, they are many times raising children and maybe even caring for parents that are 
aging. Part-time students, especially women, have demands that are contradictory to full-time study, and 
thus require flexibility and expanded resources from their doctoral programs of choice. It is interesting to 
note that in recent studies it has been found that married students complete at higher rates than single 
students (Gardner, 2009).  

According to Biegel, Hokenstad, Singer, and Guo (2006), doctoral program graduates have not 
increased in number; however, differences in the students’ full-time and part-time status indicate that any 
increases are in the percentage of students that are part-time rather than full-time. While full-time doctoral 
education was traditionally the norm, the reality is that there is a continuing need for and growing trend 
toward part-time doctoral programs. These part-time programs are challenged to be the highest quality 
possible, consistent with the education received by a full-time doctoral student.  

 Regardless of the exact percentage, the consensus among the researchers in the field is that the 
number of part-time graduate students will continue to grow, and that they are a unique population 
different from full-time doctoral students. Therefore, research focused specifically on part-time doctoral 
students, their challenges, needs, and possible support mechanisms is merited. Offerman (2011) goes as 
far to say that “as the doctoral student demographic has shifted so too has the intended purpose for the 
doctoral degree” (p. 23). 
 
 
Part-Time Students are not Full-Time Traditional Students 
 

Completing a doctoral degree is a challenging endeavor to undertake for the traditional full-time 
doctoral student. The challenges increase exponentially when the doctoral seeking student is an 
employed, full-time professional taking one or two courses over a series of semesters as a part-time 
student.  

“There is an underlying assumption that research students are young and enrolled full-time” 
(Neumann & Rodwell, 2009, p. 56). However, this trend is in direct contrast with the argument that 
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research pursuits no longer take a linear movement from undergraduate to postgraduate and then the 
workforce. In fact, most doctoral students are actually in the workforce much sooner in the progression, 
and often not taking graduate work until much later.  

The part-time doctoral student experience is not the same as the full-time doctoral student 
experience. In their study of the experience of part-time doctoral students, Gardner and Gopaul (2012) 
asserted that much of the scholarly work concerning doctoral education is focused on the experience of 
the full-time graduate student. The researchers pointed out that although there is some similarity between 
the experiences of the two types of doctoral students, “the experiences of part-time doctoral students are 
more complicated and required sustained and flexible efforts to adequately address” (Gardner & Gopaul, 
2012, p. 63). While the fact that part-time students are not full-time students seems obvious enough, at 
times that does not seem to register fully with some faculty in various fields, and within many institutions. 
Several of the researchers stated that more study needs to be done specifically on part-timers, and that 
more resources and support mechanisms be made available to part-timers (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012; 
Twale & Kochan, 2000), and yet it is not. Given the growth of part-time graduate students in the United 
States, there are implications that more research is needed to address the particular experiences of part-
time students.  
 
Not “Fitting the Mold” 

Gardner and Gopaul (2012) found part-time graduate students often had perceptions of not 
“fitting the mold” so to speak, in terms of what it meant to be a graduate student. Not fitting the mold 
meant different things to different participants. Part-time students compared themselves to the more 
conventional image of a traditional full-time doctoral student. Some students felt their age a factor in 
feeling different. For others, it was the lack of graduate financial support, which is tied to primarily full-
time graduate work. For others not fitting the mold was simply the lack of time to think, process, and 
reflect upon their studies. Some part-time students did not feel they had an opportunity to digest what 
they were learning (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012).  

Walsh (2010) studied students’ perception during the doctoral process that results in one of two 
conditions; students that become integrated and students that become isolated. One contributor to 
integration is faculty-advisor relationships that could include group meetings and consistent interaction 
with faculty. A formal discussion with faculty and peers, and for the part-time students, the availability of 
faculty, has a nurturing impact on part-time students. The problem with availability stems from the fact 
that part-time students typically attend class at times that conflict with a full-time faculty schedule, 
therefore, faculty availability is not as likely. Additionally, quite often, part-time students attend classes 
that are taught by adjunct faculty rather than full-time faculty who are more integrated into the 
department. Academic drive or “lack of fit” within the discipline’s environment results in feelings of 
discontent for the student (Gardner, 2010, p. 672). One misperception from faculty in general, according 
to Gardner (2009), is that “doctoral student departure fall entirely on the shoulders of the students who 
left, rather than attributing any responsibility to the program or institution” (p. 100). Thus, it is apparent 
that this is an obvious link between faculty perception and doctoral student attrition. Gardner explained 
further that students “were quick to point to programmatic, departmental, and even institutional issues 
related to student departure” (2009, p. 108). 
 
Full-Time Students are More Traditional Doctoral Students  

Walsh (2010) indicates that full-time students can engage in friend-group activities leading to a 
more inclusive microclimate. In contrast, without positive student experiences, part-time students often 
find themselves becoming invisible—“academic tourists” who remain marginalized throughout their 
doctoral experience (Walsh, 2010, p. 550). Walsh also contends that meaningful relationships with peers 
can be more important to some students than any other relationship within the doctoral program. Biegel et 
al.’s (2006) study of the assessment of a pilot, part-time doctoral education cohort revealed that part-time 
students, with less time on campus than their full-time classmates, have limited opportunities for 
interactions with faculty outside of the class.  
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Watts (2008) asserted that in addition to differing work and family obstacles, part-time students 
have varying psychological needs that are different from the full-time student. Part-time students often 
suffer from isolation, boredom, and frustration. Part-time students also struggle with time management 
and easily tire of the process given the extended duration of doctoral completion. The expected 
completion time for a part-time student may be up to six years. Due to the differing needs of part-time 
students, it is becoming increasingly apparent that doctoral program processes and faculty supervision 
need to be “tailor-made” for the part-time students. (Watts, 2008, p. 370). 
 
 
Lack of Financial Resources and External Demands 
 

Biegel et al. (2006) stated that financial support for doctoral students has by and large 
disappeared. This lack of funding affects all levels of students but has a significant effect on doctoral 
programs due to labor intensity and length of a doctoral degree program. Additionally, Fountaine (2012) 
suggested that lack of funding for research can have a negative impact on faculty-student relationships. 
Negative engagement can occur when faculty are perceived by the doctoral student to be more concerned 
with their own research and students begin to feel like a labor source, whose purpose is to advance the 
university or the faculty member.  

Funding and resources are essential for doctoral student success. Gardner (2009) suggested that 
educational departments lack the funding to support students through assistantships and the part-time 
student is highly affected by this financial hardship. Furthermore, Offerman (2011) added that the 
traditional student of the past was male and did not have a family. The typical part-time student presently 
has an existing career and a family. Full-time students often receive tuition waivers or stipends while they 
serve as assistants, graduate instructors and researchers. On the contrary, part-time students do not have 
the same access to this type of arrangement and struggle to find a way to finance their education. 
Offerman contended that “the relative proportion of doctoral students who study full-time and work in the 
various assistant roles has declined as more part-time students have careers already in place” (2011, p. 
27). As a result, many students are barred from educational opportunity based on lack of financial funding 
and the expense of continuing their studies and lack of institutional funding support.  
 
External Influences on Learning and Program Progress  

The juggling of the demands of full-time jobs, part-time graduate work, and family 
responsibilities all work together to make support for the student all the more critical. Part-time doctoral 
students tend to be older and have obligations that impact their study behaviors (Watts, 2008). According 
to Offerman (2011), older female students base their institutional and program choices on the institution’s 
credentials, the location of the institution and most importantly the cost. This decision path is based 
primarily on the balance between family, work, and educational pursuits. The contemporary student of 
today seeks flexibility in their study, programs that offer “flexibility in how, when, and where they 
participate” (Offerman, 2011, p. 27).  

Part-time doctoral students often have full-time employment outside of the university that hinders 
them from participating in educational pursuits that occur inside of the classroom. According to Biegel et 
al., (2006), part-time students “worked on a full-time basis, came to campus for their classes, and then 
quickly returned to their workplace: thus, they had little interaction with other doctoral students or with 
faculty outside of the classroom” (p. 233). As a result, many part-timers have found it more difficult to 
keep up with the weekly assignments and readings, and to complete the coursework within the designated 
timeframe. More and more, part-time students end up getting incomplete grades due to their outside 
obligations because they may lack focus or energy that is required of a doctoral student (Biegel et al., 
2006). 
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Part-Time Doctoral Program Resources 
 

What exactly does a part-time doctoral student consider as “support?” Gardner and Gopaul 
(2012) proposed, “In general, offering more targeted support for these students may also, in the end, open 
more opportunities for this growing demographic in graduate education” (p. 74). 
 
Part-Time Student Needs for Success  

Gardner and Gopaul (2012) found part-time students felt they had to strike a complicated balance 
between their academic, professional and family lives that full-time students did not. Students commented 
upon the many sacrifices they had to make. This constant search for balance was a source of stress.  

Research has shown most full-time graduate students find support from their academic advisors. 
Participants in the Gardner and Gopual (2012) study rarely cited academic advisors, but instead discussed 
family members and their workplaces as the most supportive entities for part-time students. 
 In their study of an alternative cohort model for part-time students in an educational leadership 
program, Twale and Kochan (2000) cautioned, “We must work to facilitate a greater transfer of learning 
and support for part-time students as they address issues they face in an increasingly complex 
environment” (p. 204). But exactly what are those needs and how should they be addressed? Watts (2008) 
added that universities need to proactively plan for the part-time student because their needs are not as 
uniform as those of the typical full-time student. Part-time students require “enhanced communications 
increased planning, and empathy” (Watts, 2008, p. 370).  

Part-time students pursue their education one or two courses per semester and thus have little 
contact with their peers with the exception of the classroom. This type of interaction is not considered 
adequate to meet the needs of an “essential component of learning—intensive interaction with one’s 
peers” (Biegel et al., 2006, p. 234). In response to this need, many doctoral programs are creating 
collaborative learning environments to address the additional hardships of traditional part-time students.  
 
Developing a Sense of Community  

Most of the researchers in the literature reviewed stated the importance of a sense of community 
to the success of the part-time graduate student (Biegel et al., 2006 Bista & Cox, 2014; Boden, Borrego, 
& Newswander, 2011; Conrad, 2005; Fountaine, 2012; Gardner & Gopaul, 2012; Twale & Kochan, 2000; 
Walsh, 2010). In his study of building and maintaining community in cohort-based online learning, 
Conrad (2005) used a variety of means to explore ways in which graduate students in a Master’s program 
developed an online sense of community. He was interested in the question, “How does a sense of 
community develop, and who develops it? Does every online group find its sense of community?” 
(Conrad, 2005, p. 2). According to Conrad, the concept of community was important because many 
studies support the idea that “community is important to the success of online learners” (p. 2).  

As universities offer more web-based learning, the idea of community becomes even more 
important. Although the importance of community is recognized, both faculty and students often have 
difficulty articulating exactly what community is or means to the individual. Conrad (2005) posed the 
question, “Who is responsible for the creation of community? Is it created or is it built? Or does it merely 
grow?” (p. 3). Over the course of their involvement in the program, students’ perception of what 
community was changed. It evolved from a more technical/goal oriented concept of a work group to more 
of a relationship based concept. Students believed that the onus of building a community was upon them 
as cohort members (Conrad, 2005).  

Another  interesting finding in Conrad’s (2005) work that could have potentially large 
implications was that “distance learners who have the opportunity to meet each other face to face, even 
once, report an enormous surge in connectedness and satisfaction with the program design” (p. 9). As 
more universities move to online instruction, is the opportunity to meet face to face even possible? Would 
meeting face to face online via Skype result in the same sense of increased connectedness? This concern 
with instructional delivery and its impact on part-time graduate students was echoed in the work of Twale 
and Kochan (2000), “As we design programs to incorporate technological wizardry, down-size faculty to 
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match shrinking budgets, and entertain new modes of instructional delivery (e.g., distance learning 
formats), we must continually address their impact on part-time students” (Twale & Kochan, 2000, p. 
204). They studied and found, “We must work to facilitate a greater transfer of learning and support for 
part-time students as they address issues they face in an increasingly complex environment” (Twale & 
Kochan, 2000, p. 204).  

In their study of socialization as the process through which students learn norms, values, and 
culture in the interest of interdisciplinary education, the researchers discovered doctoral student attrition is 
often linked to feelings of isolation. Watts (2008) suggests that a sense of disconnection from the research 
departments is followed by feelings of isolation and can ultimately be an impediment to student success 
(p. 370).  

According to Boden et al. (2011), a sense of community can be created by something as simple as 
the creation of a shared student workspace. Shared workspace with amenities encourages formal and 
informal interactions among students. This space allows provides a place for student discussions. The 
atmosphere can play a critical role in enhancing peer interaction and promotion of student socialization. 
Neumann and Rodwell (2009) also supported the need for working space, technical facilities and off-
hours support as a means to promote research infrastructure that meets the needs of part-time students. In 
addition to the infrastructure changes, part-time students desire social communications and intellectual 
assimilation into the research departments. Meaningful faculty-student and student-student active 
engagement are critical for the doctoral student experience and the resulting predictors for persistence.  
 
The Role of Cohorts in Community Building and Socialization  

Tied to the importance of developing communities is the role of cohorts for part-time students. 
Research has shown that placing students in cohorts aids in successful doctoral completion in a variety of 
ways, including socialization (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012). Researchers of doctoral education have long 
realized the importance of the socialization process (Twale & Kochan, 2000). In their study of cohort-
based doctoral programs, Bista and Cox (2014) found students were supportive of the cohort model in 
general, concluding, “The cohort structure provides students with not only support from professors, but 
also support from their peers” (p. 17).  

In their study of the part-time doctoral student experience, Gardner and Gopaul (2012) found 
students in fields such as education where part-time work is the norm, reported greater satisfaction than 
students in other fields. “The students who were in part-time cohort programs (or those programs with a 
normative expectation that students would be part-time) discussed a tremendously different experience 
from those students who were one of the few to pursue their degrees part-time” (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012, 
p. 73). Part-time doctoral students who were part of a cohort expressed the value of peer support. Part-
timers not assigned cohorts expressed wishing that they had been for supportive purposes. Some students 
without cohorts expressed feelings of isolation.  

The work of Twale and Kochan (2000) also supported the vital roles cohorts play in student 
socialization. These authors developed an alternate cohort system from part-time students across three 
different strands within an Ed. D. program. A cohort system was not being provided by the university for 
these part-time students. They formed a seminar system to provide these students a support system that a 
cohort would normally supply. To gather information about student perceptions of the newly developed 
system, Twale and Kochan (2000) conducted a survey and focus groups with groups of students. They 
collected survey data (58% return rate) from five years of students that evaluated the seminar experience. 
Although respondents generally found participating in the seminar worthwhile, female respondents 
ranked the experience as more rewarding and beneficial than male respondents did. Twale and Kochan 
(2000) concluded, “Especially among part-time students, the women in this study appeared to cherish the 
camaraderie and support the seminar provided even after the seminar ended and they reentered their work 
environments” (p. 202). Similarly, Biegel et al. (2006) described the implementation of a part-time 
summer doctoral cohort program designed to focus on the shortcomings of traditional part-time doctoral 
education. In another study of socialization in interdisciplinary doctoral education, Boden et al. (2011) 
found that collectively oriented students performed betters than students who worked individually.  
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Gardner (2009) believed that cohorts can enable students to learn from one another over an 
extended time which helps to enhance their knowledge and understanding by working together. “These 
cohorts mix students whose career span different settings, responsibilities, disciplines, and roles…and 
promotes peer learning that is broad and deep, prepares students to conduct action research-based 
dissertations, and encourages doctoral students to consider and perform research from perspectives other 
than their own” (Gardner, 2009, p. 28). The premise of this model allows for the recognition of 
knowledge that older, part-time students bring to the discipline, as well as the challenges these students 
face when they become a doctoral student. Most of the programs that offer cohorts have discovered the 
value in special student services geared to the part-time working doctoral student “with a structured 
course sequence and continuous enrollment…designed to create a clear path to success” (Gardner, 2009, 
p. 29). 

The lack of a complete body of research on the experiences of socialization for part-time doctoral 
students enrolled in several universities means that “the concept of socialization is one that deserves fuller 
attention in understanding their experience and how these experiences may translate to their socialization 
outcomes” (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012, p. 66).  
 
Socialization Support by Gender 
 As mentioned earlier, finding “good” statistical data for current part-time doctoral students, 
broken down by gender and discipline is difficult. The primary challenge is that masters and doctoral 
student statistical information is frequently combined together in research and is only occasionally 
separated into either masters or doctoral categories, discipline, and enrollment status in the data analysis. 
The Council of Graduate Schools study of years 2003-2013 graduate enrollment and degrees (Allum, 
2014) provided one of the few statistical resources that offers a breakdown.  

At the doctoral level, women earned the majority of the degrees awarded in seven of the eleven 
broad fields. Women earned the highest percentages of the degrees awarded in health sciences 
(71.7%), education (67.7%), and public administration and services (64.2%). Collectively, these 
three broad fields represented 41.2% of all doctoral degrees earned by women. Men earned the 
highest percentages of the doctoral degrees in engineering (76.9%), mathematics and computer 
sciences (74.2%), physical and earth sciences (65.3%), and business (55.0%). These four broad 
fields accounted for 45.2% of all doctoral degrees earned by men. (p. 18) 
Additionally Allum reported (2014), for fall 2013, for first-time graduate enrollment in 

doctoral/research universities, there were 57, 605 doctoral students, with 36.7% male and 64.3% females. 
Full-time students represented 58.3% and part-time students were 41.7%, but that status is not divided 
into male and female. Are more females enrolled as part-time doctoral students? If one uses the entire 
first-time graduate enrolment for fall 2013 (masters, certifications, doctoral) as any type of broad 
prognosticator for doctoral gender divisions, males had a 135,661 full time enrollment, with a 51, 993 
part-time enrollment. Females had 167, 930 full time enrollment with an 87,226 part-time enrollment. 
Does that increased percentage of female part-time graduate students carry over to doctoral programs, as 
well as masters?  If so, what special challenges might female part-time doctoral students face?  

Sallee (2011) studied gender in doctoral student socialization and found that socialization for 
doctoral students begins before graduate school with the interactions between faculty, friends, and family. 
Socialization into some departments often can be dependent upon competition and hierarchy. Cultural 
norms and behavioral expectations contribute to attrition when the student expectations are not met or 
vary from the student’s perceptions at the beginning of the program. During the initial induction into the 
department, doctoral students learn the behaviors that are expected from the department to the point that 
the students begin to change their values to match those of the organization. New students look for clues 
on how to behave from their faculty and peers by making note of their language, their customs, and their 
behaviors. Sallee (2011) discovered that socialization to a discipline could be a gendered process. 
Department values convey messages about gender and they differ based upon the historical culture of the 
discipline.  
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The experiences of men and women in some subjects vary; specifically in male dominated 
disciplines. One key reason for this difference is competition. Sallee (2011) found that males “described 
how they compete to be the leader, both in academic and social contexts” (p. 202). This struggle to 
compete are likely to influence some students’ perceptions and sense of well-being. For example, Sallee 
(2011) identified female faculty and students who felt marginalized within their research departments. 
Among other things, they felt they were not wanted or were held to differing expectations, and they did 
not receive the same amount of respect from faculty members as their male counterparts. Furthermore, 
they were “expected to adjust their behaviors to succeed” (Sallee, 2011, p. 209).  

Attribution theory helps to explain the impact of the cultural environments within disciplines. 
Gardner (2009) contended that according to attribution theory, the understanding of the behavior of others 
may serve to reinforce or discourage one’s own behavior. Thus, students may end up leaving a program 
based on the differing cultural expectations of the discipline and their understanding of “what others in 
similar situations have done” (Gardner, 2009, p. 109). When the cultural narrative is understood, that 
there is a differentiation between genders, these misconceptions are passed along to students and may 
“contribute to higher student departure when viewed through the lens of attribution theory” (Gardner, 
2009, p. 109) 
 
 
Suggestions for Universities 
 

Attrition rates and recorded statistics vary widely, but all rates of part-time students who fail to 
complete doctoral degrees are high—we would argue, too high. Therefore, universities would seem to 
have a vested interested in raising their part-time doctoral student graduate rates if they were conducting 
dedicated research, and yet such large scale research is not being done. Research could illuminate what 
types of support are most important to part-time graduate students, and facilitate universities in supporting 
these particular needs.  

Universities cannot rely upon data from the much studied full-time doctoral students. Change in 
the attrition rates with part-time students will only come from comprehensive research of part-time 
doctoral students, and their unique needs and particular challenges, which are different from those of the 
much studied full-time doctoral students. Gardner and Gopaul (2012) asserted that the research on part-
time doctoral students is small scale, often anecdotal and sparse. “Taken together, while part-time 
doctoral students constitute a growing population of graduate students in the U.S., relatively little 
empirical research has been conducted to examine their experiences” (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012, p. 65). 

The central issue of the lack of research on part-time doctoral students cannot be overstated. 
While the demographic of part-time doctoral graduate students continues to grow, it is not matched by 
corresponding research concerning the population. Gardner (2009) spoke of a need for universities to 
deliver content in new innovate ways—weekends, evenings, and online. Also, she suggested the need for 
flexibility in faculty hours as well. 

Gardner and Gopaul (2012) summarized, and many researchers echoed the sentiment, “Given this 
growing body of the doctoral student population in the U.S., more research is warranted that better assists 
faculty, administrators, and policy makers in understanding the distinct needs and experiences of part-
time doctoral students” (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012, p. 64).  

Fountaine (2012) asserted that the doctoral experience is a process to a professional role. 
Therefore, there is a need for revisiting the doctoral student development programs and persistence 
strategies that help to meet the needed socialization requirements for all doctoral students. External 
university relationships, professional and social, are necessary for graduate socialization. According to 
specialization theory, “graduate students need to engage with their peers, supervisors, other professors, 
and professionals in order to become competent professionals themselves” (Boden et al., 2011, p. 752).  

Furthermore, institutional context and culture need to adapt to the changing need of a new 
demographic of students. For example, faculty interaction with doctoral students has been determined to 
be a key to success for doctoral students, yet part-time students do not have the opportunities for 
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interaction afforded to full-time, traditional students. The traditional faculty perception is that students 
should be engrossed in their academics, but this idea is being challenged as faculty are meeting new 
students who have full-time work and family responsibilities. However, the need for faculty interaction 
has not gone away. In fact, faculty “must act as facilitator, coach, and colleague much more than the 
traditional faculty member” (Gardner, 2009, pp. 26-27). 

Gardner and Gopaul (2012) recommended that programs should address the types of services and 
support that part-time students need. The authors discussed the need to “move beyond the level of benign 
neglect that many of the students in the study discussed experiencing” (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012, p. 73). 
“Similarly, on-campus resources such as writing centers, counseling centers, and childcare centers might 
consider holding evening and weekend hours for the part-time contingent” (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012, p. 
74). They asserted that colleges should explore opportunities for online support such as blogs, groups, and 
forums. Students could access those avenues when it best suited their schedules. Additionally Gardner 
(2009) suggested that “more support be offered through campus offices like childcare center, counseling 
services, and peer support groups that may support students through these life changes” (p. 110).  

Placing students in cohorts does help provide support and a sense of comradery amongst students. 
Socialization is vital to the success of doctoral students who are often under more stress than full-time 
students because of other obligations outside of the doctoral program.  

There are, however, more support systems beyond the cohort model that universities can, and 
should develop to assist the part-time student.  

 
 

Conclusion and Areas for Further Research 
 

The lack of research on part-time, doctoral students is surprising given the sheer number of part-
time doctoral students enrolled in graduate schools across the United States. More comprehensive 
research is needed to understand and address the particular challenges faced by the part-time doctoral 
student. While there are numerous studies focused on the undergraduate student, there is little research 
attention placed on students at the doctoral level (Offerman, 2011, p. 24).  

While many researchers recommended future study, perhaps Bista and Cox (2014) offered the 
best detailed explanation of vital work that needs to be done in the field.  

First, a comparative study that uses the perceptions of doctoral students and their faculty would 
strengthen the study of future research that includes participants from multiple universities as 
well as multiple discipline would offer a significant direction to assess the experiences and 
perceptions of graduates in doctoral programs . . . the use of demographic information . . . so that 
inferential statistics could be used to explore further relations and association of components. (p. 
17)  
In addition to Bista and Cox (2014), Gardner and Gopaul (2012) also advocated for more 

research. They asserted that part-time graduate student demographic is rapidly growing and more 
comprehensive research is needed. Furthermore, targeted research is needed based on discipline, cohort 
program, demographics, those with children and without, etc. “In short, while the part-time doctoral 
student contingent continues to grow so should our understanding” (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012, p. 74). 

 Twale and Kochan (2000) added their voices to the chorus calling for more research, “We also 
need to further study part time students and how best to minimize their personal, professional, social, and 
academic frustrations and capitalize on their strengths as an experimental learning tool” (p. 203).  

Additionally, Gardner (2009) added that research in regard to departmental influences of faculty 
and administrators should be conducted to understand the misunderstood interpretations of doctoral 
student attrition, and the responsibility of faculty and institutions to determine actual causes. It is more 
apparent than ever that faculty do not understand the reasons that students leave and this can contribute to 
attrition.  Also, research should include minority groups such as women and students of color in order to 
reveal the different experiences of these students in relation to particular departments and disciplines. 
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Fountaine (2012) supported a need for further research and study in regard to external 
engagement for doctoral students and the impact on persistence and socialization. Walsh (2010) suggested 
that further research on cohort environments that support the pedagogy of peer learning is needed to 
understand the positive impact of socialization through collaborative learning and increased socialization.  

Due to the lack of research concerning part-time doctoral students, we found ourselves asking the 
same questions as we did in the beginning. Under what circumstances does doctoral students’ part-time 
status become an obstacle toward completing the degree? What is happening in terms of part-time 
doctoral students, socialization, and support? Why? Alternatively, perhaps more specifically, why does 
the current typical doctoral system work as it does? What unique challenges does it pose for the part-time 
student and under what conditions?   

Future research could result in additional support mechanisms beyond simply placing students in 
cohorts. There is a noticeable lack of research drilling down into the role of cohorts and socialization. 
Perhaps as more part-time students are entering, and exiting, the doctoral program, more pre-and post-
surveys are needed. Surveys could help to provide support for the hypothesis that cohort models are a 
valuable tool for retention. Further research into this topic may help graduate schools minimize 
frustrations and capitalize on institutional strengths to increase retention and decrease attrition for part-
time doctoral students. It seems inevitable that in the near future new exciting research will be done on 
the important growing demographic of part-time doctoral students, and this research will provide insight 
into their unique needs. With future research, universities will be able to adapt existing support structures, 
and to develop new support mechanisms specifically designed to assist part-time graduate students. 
Research highlighting the specific needs and socialization of part-time graduate students will serve a truly 
altruistic goal: helping more full-time working adults achieve their advanced educational goals.  
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Abstract: Students Transitioning through Education Programs Successfully (S.T.E.P.S.) was 
developed by Paul D. Camp Community College (PDCCC) in September 2012, in response to the 
Virginia Community College System’s (VCCS), Chancellor’s College Success Coach Initiative 
(CCSCI). The purpose of this initiative is to increase the number of students that graduate, transfer, 
or earn non-credit credentials. Students are selected based upon meeting one or more of the following 
three criteria: First–generation, ethnic minority, Pell grant eligible and earned 14 or fewer college 
credits. The VCCS defines the aforementioned students as underserved. Low retention rates among 
underserved students are typically attributed to lack of academic preparedness, limited financial 
resources, family obligations, and/or social incongruence. Coaches assist students with college 
survival skills, goal setting, life skills development, and on/off campus resource linkages. To date, the 
program has served 513 students. Data reveal significant outcomes as follows:  (a) 70% of students 
maintained a 2.0 or above GPA; (b) 134 degrees, diplomas, certificates, or other credentials have 
been earned; (c) over $235,000 in scholarships awarded; and (d) 3-year average retentions rates: fall 
to spring (77.86%) and fall to fall (49.46%), which consistently exceed the VCCS and PDCCC by 7% 
to 18%.       
 
 
Introduction 
 
 Paul D. Camp Community College (PDCCC) is a rural, public, two-year institution that is located 
in southeastern Virginia. The institution has operated since 1971. PDCCC encompasses two campuses 
(Franklin and Suffolk) and a Center (Smithfield). PDCCC’s regional workforce development center is 
located adjacent to the Franklin campus. PDCCC’s mission is to “provide diverse learning opportunities 
in order to enhance the quality of life for students and the community” (PDCCC, 2016, para. 3). PDCCC 
is accredited by Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges (SACSCOC). 
The highest degree awarded by the institution is an associate’s degree.   
 Similar to other institutions of higher learning, PDCCC has not been immune to concerns related 
to student enrollment and retention. Between fall 2010 and fall 2014, enrollment dropped from 1,656 to 
1,259. Enrollment for fall 2015 is encouraging at 1,473 when compared to fall 2014. Concerns regarding 
these encouraging, but fragile enrollment increases, are compounded by the fact that during the period fall 
2010 and fall 2014, student retention rates at PDCCC consistently ranked at the bottom one-third of a 23-
institution, state-wide system. Should stakeholders, including policy makers and funding agencies, utilize 
only quantitative measures such as these to assess student outcomes?   
 The purpose of this paper is to highlight a holistically-assessed program at PDCCC that is 
showing promise–Students Transitioning through Education Programs Successfully (S.T.E.P.S.). 
S.T.E.P.S. is designed to improve outcomes for underserved students by leveraging the involvement of 
success coaches. The quantitative results are consistently positive in terms of GPA’s, credentials earned, 
scholarships awarded, and retention. Equally impressive are the numerous testimonials offered by 
students, faculty and staff.  
 For example, a student who recently graduated and transferred to a 4-year institution stated “I 
didn’t really know how to function…I had an adult figure [the success coach] to help guide me along…” 
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Moreover, according to a long-time faculty member, “More students complete their courses. It is my 
observation that more students seem to actually enjoy their academic studies. I attribute these 
observations not to my teaching style, but to the S.T.E.P.S. program in general and to the individual 
coaches in particular. Students sense when somebody actually cares about them.” (See Appendix A – 
Qualitative Data, for more examples of testimonials).   
 
 
Key Terms and Definitions 
  
 Student retention is a very complex issue making it imperative to understand relevant language.  
Forty years have passed since Tinto (1975) released his seminal work on student retention. Yet, as of the 
writing of this paper, consensus remains elusive regarding a singular definition for terms referenced in 
this section.   
 
Non-academic Support 
 Karp (2011) defines non-academic support as “services, interventions, and informal activities that 
help students address the social, cultural, and otherwise implicit demands of college” (p. 3). 
 
Student Retention, Persistence and Success 
 Reason (2009) states that the terms retention and persistence do not embody the same definition 
due to the following reasons: (a) the former relates to institutional goals, and (b) the latter to students’ 
goals and goals attainment, which may be unrelated to institutional goals (p. 660). Hence, this means that 
it would be wise to view student success from multiple lenses (e.g., institutional, student, grantor, 
community, quantitative, qualitative, etc.).   
 
Underserved, Underrepresented, Historically Marginalized and Under-resourced 
 Researchers tend to use the terms underserved, underrepresented and historically marginalized, 
sometimes interchangeably, to categorize students as first-generation, low-income, and/or ethnic 
minorities (e.g., Dockery & McKelvey, 2013; Payne, 2006; Rendon, 2006; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, 
Pascarella, & Nora, 1996). In keeping with the VCCS’s definition for the target population of S.T.E.P.S., 
with a few exceptions, the authors of this paper utilize the term underserved students.  
 
First-generation students  
 First generation students are typically the first in their family to (a) attend a college or a 
university or (b) earn a college or university degree. Pike and Kuh (2005) assert that institutions of higher 
learning have the capacity to “implement interventions that increase the odds that first generation college 
students ‘get ready,’ ‘get in,’ and ‘get through’ by changing the way those students view college and by 
altering what they do after they arrive” (p. 292).    
 
Low-income students 
 Students defined as low-income within higher education typically are Pell grant eligible (Pell 
Institute, 2016). These students represent one out of three undergraduates enrolled at institutions in the 
United States (Chaplot, Cooper, Johnstone, & Karandjeff, 2015). It is not uncommon for low-income 
students to transition from their communities to institutions of higher learning with concerns related to 
meeting basic needs such as food, clothing, shelter, and transportation.  
 
Ethnic minority students 
 Black, American Indian, Asian, Pacific Islander, Hispanic, Other, and people of at least two races 
are defined as minorities, but Latinos are categorized as an ethnicity and are not considered a race (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2013). The U.S. Census Bureau (2012) projects that by the year 2020, a population that 
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has been a white majority will shift in favor of people of color. This means that issues related to students 
of color should not be ignored.   
 Regardless of the vernacular, researchers tend to agree that special populations of students exist 
that require additional support, consideration and resources in order to successfully navigate institutions 
of higher learning (i.e. academic and non-academic). The authors of this paper caution readers that what 
is shared in this short space has utility, as it informs our current roles as coaches and planning programs 
for adult learners. In the next section, insights on the complexities of community colleges are offered. 
 
 
The Current Community College Landscape  
 
 What else is known about current community college landscapes that can better inform 
stakeholders on matters related to student success? Notably, the mission of these institutions has become 
more complex over the past 100 years. During this evolution, stakeholders have placed multiple demands 
on the shoulders of community colleges, including developmental education, transfer, and workforce 
development (Boggs, 2011). In an age where accountability is increasing and state dollars are decreasing, 
competing interests can serve as a recipe for disaster. These trends are compounded by the fact that 
community colleges are experiencing a loss of institutional knowledge with the departure of aging faculty 
(American Association of Community Colleges, 2016). 
 To complicate matters even more, recent estimates indicate that six out of ten students attending 
two-year or four-year institutions will not complete a college degree within six years of enrollment 
(NCES, 2015). Goldrick-Rab’s (2010) review, that includes analysis of 750 community colleges, helps to 
elucidate retention data. Goldrick-Rab found that low retention rates among community college students 
are typically attributed to a myriad of factors including, academic unpreparedness, limited financial 
resources, family obligations, and/or social incongruence, in particular regard to underserved students. In 
this vein, consider that performance-based funding models continue to gain traction within higher 
education—in part, as a tool to hold institutions accountable for student success (Crellin, Aaron, Mabe, & 
Wilk, 2011). This means that small, community colleges such as PDCCC may run the risk of losing 
access to much-needed resources if a paradigm shift is not made.   
 In order to improve the odds for sustainability, institutions will need to move from what has 
historically been a focus on expanding access to marginalized populations to focus more on student 
success (Boggs, 2011). In this regard, stakeholders should consider the benefits of taking a closer look at 
not only what students are expected to learn, but also the methods and outcomes.   
 
 
Addressing Retention of Underserved Students:  The VCCS Response 

 
In 2012, The Virginia Community College System (VCCS), which encompasses 23 institutions, 

launched an aggressive approach designed to garner more positive outcomes within underserved student 
groups—The Chancellor’s College Success Coach Initiative (CCSCI). The purpose of CCSCI is to 
increase the number of students that graduate, transfer, or earn non-credit credentials. Participation in 
CCSCI is limited to students who meet one or more of the following criteria: First–generation, ethnic 
minority, Pell grant eligible and earned 14 or fewer college credits. The VCCS defines the 
aforementioned students as underserved. Each of the nine smallest schools participating in the initiative 
qualify for up to $150,000 in grant funding, on a fiscal year basis (July 1 – June 30). Since the inception 
of CCSCI, in addition to PDCCC, the following schools have participated: Dabney Lancaster, Eastern 
Shore, Mountain Empire, Patrick Henry, Rappahannock, Southwest Virginia, Virginia Highlands, and 
Wytheville. As a participating institution, PDCCC developed and implemented Students Transitioning 
through Education Programs Successfully (S.T.E.P.S.) in September 2012. 
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Perspectives from the Professional Literature  
 
 A review of the professional literature was conducted prior to PDCCC developing and 
implementing S.T.E.P.S. Additionally, S.T.E.P.S. coaches continually keep abreast of trends related to 
underserved students, which supports stakeholders’ demands that institutions of higher learning need to 
focus more on implementing research-based, evidence-driven interventions in support of student success. 
Boolean descriptors, including adult learning; agency; capacity; coaching; culture; critical race theory; 
human development; marginalization; mentoring; student development; student persistence; student 
retention; and student success are routinely employed to search educational websites, and public and state 
agencies’ databases, with a focus on scholarly and peer-reviewed information. Given this current 
discussion, it is important to mention that this review is targeted and designed to capture the varied lenses 
applicable to S.T.E.P.S.   
 
Student Retention Theories, Models and Related Concepts 
 Scholars interested in improving student outcomes at two-year institutions are faced with the fact 
that the majority of retention models have been applied to four-year institutions (Karp, Hughes & O’Gara, 
2010; Tinto, 2006; Wild & Ebbers, 2002). Some studies seek to abate this criticism by applying the work 
of Tinto (1993) and others to community college settings (Karp et al., 2010; Karp, O’Gara & Hughes, 
2008). 
 Tinto’s seminal work (1975), a model of student departure, and subsequent revisions (1987, 
1993), are widely referenced and applied to educational problems. Tinto’s initial inquiry (1975) focuses 
on sociological factors that impact student departure (e.g., peers, education level of parents, 
socioeconomics, etc.). Other researchers have utilized Tinto’s theories as a platform to build new models 
applicable to student retention. For example, Bean’s model of student attrition (1980, 1983) takes into 
account students’ backgrounds and institutional characteristics, in addition to promoting student 
involvement versus the academic and social integration posited by Tinto. Astin’s model of student 
involvement (1985, 1993) challenges institutions to consider the benefits of co-curricular activities in 
retaining students.  
 In his revised work, Tinto (1993) clarifies the importance of academics and social settings, in 
terms of students’ participation in on campus events, seminars, and faculty-student interactions. Nora 
(2004) departs from Tinto’s integration focus and, instead, links retention to student engagement. Most 
recently, Terenzini and Reason’s (2005) framework conceptualizes that multiple factors including, peers, 
instructors, students’ prior experiences, and organizational cultures impact student outcomes, which 
expands the tenets of previous models constructed by others (Astin, 1985, 1993; Pascarella; 1985; Tinto, 
1975, 1993).   
 
Counter Narratives Related to Student Retention 
 In a departure from traditional lenses used to view student retention, some researchers elect to 
direct the attention to students of color and their culture (Gay, 2002; Gurin, Den, Hurtado, & Gurin, 2002; 
Ladson-Billings, 1994, 1998; Kunjufu, 2002). This line of inquiry should be of particular interest to 
community colleges because Black and Hispanic students account for almost 30 percent of the enrollment 
(Horn & Nevill, 2006). Moreover, student bodies at community colleges are largely comprised of 
underserved students (Katsinas & Tollefson, 2009). Why should race, ethnicity, culture and 
socioeconomics be considered when discussing student retention?   
 First, U.S. history annuals are replete with examples of people of color and underserved groups 
being denied access to or restricted from participation in educational endeavors. Second, this line of 
inquiry is necessary, in so far as institutions of higher learning contemplate new ways of thinking and 
doing. Third, counter-stories help to bring attention to racially-motivated and subjugating experiences of 
people that have been marginalized (Decuir & Dixson, 2004). Fourth, students of color are at a higher risk 
of not being retained when compared to other groups (Goldrick-Rab, 2010).   
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 It is important to note that academic and social outcomes for students of color improve when 
institutions of higher learning demonstrate understanding of and respect for their unique backgrounds—
that is, if a commitment exists to retain students (Gurin et al., 2002; Rendon, 1994, 2006). Essentially, 
perspectives offered in this section, in the least, offer somewhat of a counter narrative to previous work in 
the area of student retention.   
 
 
Program Design:  S.T.E.P.S. at PDCCC 
 

Given that a synthesis of the research related to student retention reveals multiple constructs are 
associated with student success and retention, to include academic, cognitive, cultural, economic, 
environmental, psychological, and social, S.T.E.P.S coaches continually focus on achieving specific 
programs goals and addressing students’ needs in and out of the classroom, as evidenced by staffing, 
program goals, and the interventions outlined in this section.   

 
Staffing 

S.T.E.P.S. is housed under the Office of the Vice President for Academic and Student 
Development. CCSCI provides funding for two full-time college success coaches and one part-time 
program specialist. Each of PDCCC’s two campuses is assigned a coach with the primary responsibility 
of managing the day to day operations of the program. The program specialist rotates between the two 
campuses for the purpose of providing administrative and clerical support. Two co-program directors are 
assigned by the college. These individuals supervise S.T.E.P.S. staff; conduct budgeting activities; 
monitor data reports; ensure program compliance; and serve as liaisons with the grantor. Notably, each 
co-program director is employed full-time in other areas of the College (i.e., dean of student services and 
professional counselor); hence, the grant does not fund their salaries. Throughout the duration of the 
program, staffing, roles and funding levels have remained relatively consistent. 
 
Program Goals 
 Students who do not earn a college degree or workforce-related credential significantly 
compromise their ability to be self-sufficient. Small community colleges such as PDCCC are heavily 
impacted by the lack of persistence within student demographics, due to funding implications and the 
additional cost associated with recruiting new students versus retaining current students. Thus, the over-
arching goals of S.T.E.P.S. are to (a) support the persistence of students towards degree completion 
and/or credential attainment and (b) support students in achieving their academic, career and personal 
goals. These goals situate student success and retention at the program’s core.  
 
The Interventions 
 Themes garnered from the professional literature provide support for the coaches to employ 
research-based and evidence-driven solutions to address student success and retention. The focus is on 
students’ academic and non-academic needs. As a sidebar, participation of students and other 
stakeholders in S.T.E.P.S-sponsored services and activities is voluntary. In this section, interventions are 
listed in alphabetical order, not in order of significance, as follows: 
 
The Coaches 
 Personalized coaching is at the heart S.T.E.P.S. Bettinger and Baker (2011) found that students 
who have consistent contact with coaches are situated to “develop a clear vision of their goals, to guide 
them in connecting daily activities to their long term goals, and to support them in building skills” 
(abstract). S.T.E.P.S. coaches act as guides for students by helping them to navigate and interpret the 
organization and link to on and off campus resources. This approach allows students to build agency (a 
belief) and capacity (the ability), as they become empowered not only to identify resources, but to also 
feel confident enough to access resources. Coaches maintain an open door policy; therefore, drop-in 
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sessions are encouraged and appointments are not necessary. The coaches also serve on standing college 
committees, work groups and special teams that are charged with assessing and making recommendations 
related to college policies and procedures. These collaborative opportunities position the coaches to act as 
advocates and a voice for the program’s target population. Also, in their role as advocates, the coaches 
help to mediate issues involving students, staff, and faculty.   
 
The Community Resources Toolkit 
 Contextualizing Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943), in terms of student retention, compels 
community colleges to address students’ basic needs. Underserved students are more susceptible to facing 
challenges linked to Maslow’s pyramid than the general student population due to being under-resourced. 
The toolkit is a systemic intervention designed to link students to over 230 resources including food, 
clothing, shelter, and transportation. The toolkit is user friendly and easily accessible online, which 
empowers students to build agency and capacity. Bi-annual updates of the toolkit with stakeholders’ input 
help retain the toolkit’s value over time.  
 
Communication 
 During the first 45-60 days of the program’s inception in 2012, the coaches facilitated 
information sessions and classroom presentations for the purpose of gaining college-wide buy-in and 
communicating program updates. These efforts continue and are well-attended by students, staff and 
faculty. As a commuter college, the need to keep students connected to the campuses is imperative to 
student retention. Ongoing communication is maintained with program participants and campus 
stakeholders via (a) the Weekly Update, that is an electronic newsletter; (b) the PDCCC electronic 
bulletin; (c) the PDCCC facebook account; (d) bulletin boards located near program offices; and (e) alerts 
sent via email. These interventions allow the coaches to maintain the program’s presence campus-wide 
and to initiate real-time notifications or reminders related to important dates, changes in policies, 
procedures, programs, or services and to announce upcoming events.   
 
Community Service 
 Students are encouraged to engage in service to the college and the community. During the fall 
2015 academic semester, students helped to lead a toiletries collection drive in support of a local domestic 
violence shelter that houses women and children. Between the two campuses, over 300 items were 
collected.   
 
Incentives 
 College Success Toolkits were provisioned in the program’s 2014-15 budget. Backpacks are 
stuffed with school supplies, marketing materials, and a flash drive loaded with PDCCC information and 
links to academic and non-academic resources. Backpacks and all materials bear a logo designed by 
program staff. Backpacks are distributed to students at the beginning of spring and fall semesters. This 
intervention (a) serves as an incentive for new students to return to school and (b) helps students to 
establish a sense of belonging within the college. 
 
Learning Communities 
 During the summer of 2014, a free Spanish Basics Workshop Series was developed as a learning 
community, facilitated in weekly, one-hour sessions, over a period of six weeks. The program was piloted 
on one campus and expanded to the second campus during the 2015 summer academic session. Lessons 
focus on basic language skills, the culture of Spanish-speaking countries and using interactive activities 
and technology as learning tools. Students, staff, faculty, and community members are situated in the 
same learning environment. Facilitated by one of the coaches, this approach to learning is unique and 
creative because it moves past traditional models that separate students from faculty and staff. This 
intervention is effective in (a) advancing cultural awareness, (b) encouraging respect for diversity, and (c) 
building positive relationships among multiple stakeholders. Due to participants’ high level of interests in 
similar learning experiences, a new learning community that focuses on wellness is being developed.  
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Pre-exam Events 
 The week before final exams of the fall, spring and summer academic semesters, students are 
invited to a Pre-exam event. The purpose of these events is to provide students tips on exam success.  
Students benefit due to the opportunity to interact with faculty, staff, and peers outside classroom settings 
and offices. These events help students to build a sense of belonging and connectivity to the campus.   
 
Program Forms 
 Within the first 30-45 days of the program’s inception, staff designed the following documents: 
academic/career plan, intake form, and participation agreement. Participation in S.T.E.P.S. is voluntary.  
The extent to which these forms are utilized varies, in part, because the program is not interested in 
putting barriers in place that may discourage participation. Students are not denied services if they elect 
not to complete program forms.   
 
Scholarship Searches and Application Assistance 
 Program staff assist students with identifying and applying for scholarships and grants. 
 
SMART Goals 
 Coaches utilize the SMART Goals framework to assist students with achieving their academic, 
career and personal goals. The focus of goal setting is on specific, measureable, achievable, realistic, and 
timely goal-setting, which is implicit in Locke’s (1968) research. A program-developed form is utilized to 
document goals and objectives. The Virginia Education Wizard, which is sponsored by the VCCS, 
supports students’ career and college planning. 
 
Student Monitoring and Tracking Systems   
 At the onset of the program, a student information system (SIS) was being utilized by the college 
as the primary student data management system. In fall 2013, a retention solutions system was launched 
at PDCCC as an academic intervention tool. Within this system, students are identified by campus and a 
code that links them to S.T.E.P.S. The system also allows the coaches to (a) access real-time data related 
to students’ academic progress, enrollment patterns and alerts; (b) track alerts sent or received by faculty 
and staff in students’ network of classes and programs; and (c) send positive reinforcements to students 
who may be struggling academically or worthy of academic recognition.  
 
Student Success Symposium 
 The Student Success Symposium was sponsored by S.T.E.P.S. in collaboration with the Office of 
the Vice President of Academic and Student Development, the Faculty Senate and the Classified Staff 
Council (CSC). This all-day event was held on March 25, 2016 at the college’s regional workforce 
development center that is located in Franklin, Virginia. Supported by two guest speakers, the agenda 
focused on the implications of class, race, poverty, and socio-economics on education; best practices in 
serving under-resourced students; case studies; conducting a minority male focus group; leadership skills 
development; and recent research on black male student achievement. Over 150 students, staff, and 
faculty attended. This was the first event of its kind ever hosted by the college.  
 
Transportation 
 Bus passes were provisioned in the program’s 2014-15 budget. Students who would have 
otherwise been forced to dropout due to lack of transportation resources remain enrolled in school. Bus 
passes are issued free of charge to participating students who complete an intake form, a participation 
agreement and an academic/career plan. 
 
Weekly Workshops 
 Weekly, 30-minute workshops are held on each campus: Campus Conversations (Suffolk 
Campus) and Tuesday Talks (Franklin Campus). The coaches primarily serve as lead facilitators.  
Depending on the topic, the program specialist, guest speakers, or campus staff may take on presentation 
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roles. Sessions are designed to address students’ academic and non-academic needs. Topics routinely 
include career planning; cultural awareness; exam preparation; faculty, staff, and student testimonials; 
financial aid; money management; program advising; time management; and study skills. Weekly 
workshops allow students to make positive peer connections, build positive relationships with staff and 
faculty, build a sense of belonging, and identify useful resources. 
 
Welcome Back Week 
 The first week of each fall, spring and summer academic semester, the program hosts a Welcome 
Back Week. Each day, program staff demonstrate appreciation for students’ presence on campus and 
persistence toward goal attainment and graduation by offering a small token of appreciation. Some 
incentives include stress balls, laminated success quotes, bookmarks, and snacks. The events allow the 
coaches to reconnect with students, offer positive reinforcement, conduct needs assessments, and link 
students to appropriate resources. 
  
 
Data Collection, Analysis and Interpretation Processes 
 
 The VCCS provides participating CCSCI institutions baseline data for the purpose of program 
evaluation. Based on this information, PDCCC establishes program goals. Data collection, analysis and 
interpretation is an iterative process whereby shifts are continually made between the processes. 
Quantitative and qualitative data, including baseline measures, program goals and student outcomes are 
captured on word processing files and spreadsheets.   
 
 
Results, Outcomes and Impact 
 
 Table 1 depicts the most recent data report from Academic Year 2014-2015 including measures, 
baseline data, goals, and outcomes from the beginning of the program. See Appendix B, Measures, for an 
explanation of program measures. The baseline data were provided by the VCCS for academic year 2010, 
prior to the start of the program. 

Cohorts are added depending upon the program’s resources, capacity and the number of students 
identified for inclusion in the program in a given fall or spring semester. Program staff made a 
determination not to add a spring 2014 cohort; hence, students eligible for the spring 2014 cohort were 
added to the fall 2014 cohort. 
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Table 1: 2014-2015 report data 
COHORT 1 - FA12 Students COHORT 2 - SP13 Students
Measure Success Total Percent 2013 Goal 2014 Goal Baseline Measure Success Total Percent Baseline
SDV 146 178 82.0% 65.0% 67.0% 62.0% SDV 35 41 85.4% 62.0%
DEV ENG 101 121 83.5% 58.0% 60.0% 56.0% DEV ENG 18 21 85.7% 56.0%
DEV MATH 114 138 82.6% 50.0% 52.0% 47.0% DEV MATH 21 22 95.5% 47.0%
ENG 102 200 51.0% 34.0% 37.0% 31.0% ENG 17 43 39.5% 31.0%
MATH 53 200 26.5% 20.0% 23.0% 16.0% MATH 23 43 53.5% 16.0%
2.5 (0-5) 15 credit 58 145 40.0% 42.0% 45.0% 39.0% 2.5 (0-5) 15 credit 13 32 40.6% 39.0%
2.5 (6-14) 30 credits 37 55 67.3% 63.0% 65.0% 61.0% 2.5 (6-14) 30 credits 6 11 54.5% 61.0%
Gen Ed or CRC 36 200 18.0% 5.0% 6.0% 4.0% Gen Ed or CRC 8 43 18.6% 4.0%
Other Award 60 200 30.0% 13.0% 15.0% 11.0% Other Award 9 43 20.9% 11.0%
Transfer 19 200 9.5% 3.0% 4.0% 2.0% Transfer 1 43 2.3% 2.0%

COHORT 3 - FA13 Students COHORT 4 - FA14 Students
Measure Success Total Percent Baseline Measure Success Total Percent Baseline 2015 Goal
SDV 51 66 77.3% 62.0% SDV 67 97 69.1% 62.0% 79.0%
DEV ENG 33 39 84.6% 56.0% DEV ENG 37 44 84.1% 56.0% 74.0%
DEV MATH 47 51 92.2% 47.0% DEV MATH 60 66 90.9% 47.0% 79.0%
ENG 31 68 45.6% 31.0% ENG 63 101 62.4% 31.0% 40.0%
MATH 12 68 17.6% 16.0% MATH 17 101 16.8% 16.0% 7.0%
2.5 (0-5) 15 credit 24 57 42.1% 39.0% 2.5 (0-5) 15 credit 27 70 38.6% 39.0% 32.0%
2.5 (6-14) 30 credits 4 11 36.4% 61.0% 2.5 (6-14) 30 credits 9 31 29.0% 61.0% 18.0%
Gen Ed or CRC 9 68 13.2% 4.0% Gen Ed or CRC 0 101 0.0% 4.0% 4.0%
Other Award 9 68 13.2% 11.0% Other Award 3 101 3.0% 11.0% 3.0%
Transfer 3 68 4.4% 2.0% Transfer 0 101 0.0% 2.0% 0.5%

COHORT 5 - SP15 Students
Measure Success Total Percent Baseline 2015 Goal
SDV 11 18 61.1% 62.0% 79.0%
DEV ENG 9 10 90.0% 56.0% 74.0%
DEV MATH 12 14 85.7% 47.0% 79.0%
ENG 14 21 66.7% 31.0% 40.0%
MATH 1 21 4.8% 16.0% 7.0%
2.5 (0-5) 15 credit 3 13 23.1% 39.0% 32.0%
2.5 (6-14) 30 credits 0 8 0.0% 61.0% 18.0%
Gen Ed or CRC 0 21 0.0% 4.0% 4.0%
Other Award 0 21 0.0% 11.0% 3.0%
Transfer 0 21 0.0% 2.0% 0.5%

 
 Table 2 depicts student GPAs by cohort. The overall program goal of 70% was achieved with 301 
out of 433 students earning a GPA of 2.0 or higher.  
 
Table 2: Student GPAs by cohort 

Cohort and Entry 
Term 

Cohort 1 
Fall 2012 

Cohort 2 
Spring 2013 

Cohort 3 
Fall 2013 

Cohort 4 
Fall 2014 

Cohort 5 
Spring 2015 

Program 
Total 

Total in Cohort 200 43 68 101 21 433 

Student GPA N Pct N Pct N Pct N Pct N Pct N Pct 

2.0 or better GPA 138 69.0% 31 72.1% 44 64.7% 69 68.3% 19 90.5% 
30
1 69.5% 

2.5 or better GPA 106 53.0% 27 62.8% 34 50.0% 54 53.5% 17 81.0% 
23
8 55.0% 

3.0 or better GPA 72 36.0% 16 37.2% 18 26.5% 42 41.6% 14 66.7% 
16
2 37.4% 

3.5 or better GPA 31 15.5% 11 25.6% 6 8.8% 27 26.7% 10 47.6% 85 19.6% 

4.0 GPA 5 2.5% 5 11.6% 2 2.9% 6 5.9% 3 14.3% 21 4.8% 

  
 Figure 1 depicts the year by year comparison of VCCS, PDCCC and S.T.E.P.S. retention rates 
(fall 2012 to fall 2015). S.T.E.P.S. retention rates consistently surpass the overall rates for VCCS and 
PDCCC. 
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Program Overall Retention Rate

Program Cohort Retention Rate

Cohort 1 ‐ 200 students entered Fall 2012

Cohort 2 ‐ 43 students entered Spring 2013

Cohort 3 ‐ 68 student entered Fall 2013

Cohort 4 ‐ 101 students entered Fall 2014

Fall 2012 -->
Spring 2013

Fall 2012 --> Fall
2013

Fall 2013 -->
Spring 2014

Fall 2013 --> Fall
2014

Fall 2014 -->
Spring 2015

Fall 2014 --> Fall
2015

S.T.E.P.S. 74.50% 48.50% 75.70% 47.10% 83.40% 52.80%
VCCS 67.40% 41.50% 67.10% 39.80% 67.80% 40.40%
PDCCC 68.10% 34.40% 69.50% 26.60% 73.30% 32.00%

20.00%

30.00%

40.00%

50.00%

60.00%

70.00%

80.00%

90.00%

RETENTION  RATES

Figure 1: Comparison of retention rates (fall 2012 to fall 2015) 
 
 
Other Significant Quantitative Data 
 
 With the assistance of staff, students have been awarded over $235,000 in scholarships. 
 
 
Awards and Recognition 
   
 The success of S.T.E.P.S. has been recognized in the following ways: 
 

 2016, VCCS Excellence in Education Award Nominee – Best Practices in Teaching Face-to-
Face, Online and Student Success. Project: The Spanish Basics Workshop Series: A Staff, 
Student and Faculty Learning Community  

 2015, Co-presenters (Coaches), VCCS Workforce Development Professionals Academy.  
Presentation: The Key to the Success of S.T.E.P.S.                 

 2014, VCCS Excellence in Education Award Finalist – Best Practices in Teaching Face-to-
Face, Online and Student Success. Project: The Community Resources Toolkit – Advancing 
Student Success by Linking Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs to Non-Academic Supports 

 2014, VCCS Excellence in Education Award Finalist – Best Practices in Improving Student 
Success – Institutional. Project: Engaging Students through Abbreviated, Focused Workshops  

                 
 
Conclusions 
 
 Community colleges are central to discussions on student retention because many students begin 
their education journey at these institutions, the tuition is more affordable than four-years schools, open 
access policies are promoted, and they are physically positioned for ease of access to local citizens 
(Robinson-Neal, 2009). In this regard, it would not be prudent for community colleges to ignore 
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stakeholders’ demands to address persistently low student retention and graduation rates. Significant 
numbers of first-generation, ethnic minority and low-income students enroll at community colleges each 
year. These students are less likely than other student groups to persist and graduate. The list of reasons 
underserved students drop out of school is long which makes addressing student retention a daunting task.    
 As captured in this paper, S.T.E.P.S. at PDCCC, which was borne out of the VCCS Chancellor’s 
College Success Coach Initiative (CCSCI), has responded to a call to action to improve outcomes within 
underserved populations. The program currently serves six cohorts, which amounts to a total of 513 
students. Holistic analysis of the program’s data reveals significant outcomes: (a) 70% of students earning 
a 2.0 GPA; (b) 134 credit and non-credit credentials earned; (c) retention rates that consistently exceed 
the VCCS and PDCCC, sometimes by double digits; (d) scholarships awarded in the amount of $235,000; 
and (e) the impactful stories shared by students, staff, and faculty. These outcomes should compel other 
institutions of higher learning to consider the S.T.E.P.S. as a best practices model for addressing the needs 
of underserved students. 
 
 
Potential for Adaptation by Other Institutions 
 
 Low retention rates among underserved students persist at institutions of higher learning 
regardless of size or location, which gives S.T.E.P.S. broad-based appeal. The ingredients for scaling the 
success of S.T.E.P.S. are evident in the professional literature and supported by the program’s 
interventions and outcomes. Other institutions can employ the same time-tested tenets that anchor 
S.T.E.P.S. For example, in 2014, PDCCC shared the S.T.E.P.S. model with Germanna Community 
College, a VCCS institution. This collaboration contributed to the launch of a new student success 
coaching program. Additionally, S.T.E.P.S. coaches routinely participate in work groups that include 
other VCCS schools participating in the Chancellor’s College Success Coach Initiative. Leveraging 
S.T.E.P.S. as a best practices model for student retention is very simplistic–it involves reimagining 
student success, not reinventing the wheel.   
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Transitions); Dr. Tara Atkins-Brady (PDCCC, Vice President, Academic and Student Development); Dr. 
Justin Oliver (PDCCC, Dean-Suffolk Campus and the Smithfield Center); and Dr. Harriette Arrington 
(former PDCCC-Suffolk Campus Dean). 

394

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



References 
 

American Association of Community Colleges. (2016). Faculty and staff at community colleges. 
Retrieved from 
http://www.aacc.nche.edu/AboutCC/Trends/Pages/facultyandstaffatcommunitycolleges.aspx 

Astin, A. W. (1985). Achieving educational excellence: A critical assessment of priorities and practices 
in higher education. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Astin, A. W. (1993). What matters in college? Four critical years revisited. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
Bean, J. P. (1980). Dropouts and turnover: The synthesis and test of a causal model of student attrition. 

Research in Higher Education, 12(2), 155-187. 
Bean, J. P. (1983). The application of a model of turnover in work organizations to the student attrition 

process. Review of Higher Education, 6(2), 129-148. 
Bettinger, E. P., & Baker. (2011). The effects of student coaching in college: An evaluation of a 

randomdized experiment in student mentoring (Working Paper No. 16881). Retrieved from 
http://www.nber.org/papers/w16881. 

Boggs, G. R. (2011). The American community college: From access to success. About Campus, 16(2), 2-
10. doi:10.1002/abc.20055Campus 

Chaplot, P., Cooper, D., Johnstone, R., & Karandjeff, K. (2015). Beyond financial aid. How colleges can 
strengthen the financial stability of low-income students and improve student outcomes. Retrieved 
from www.jff.org/sites/default/files/BFA-JFFBridgingtheGap-040815.pdf 

Crellin, M., Aaron, D., Mabe, D., Wilk, C. (2011). Catalyst for completion: Performance-based funding 
in higher education. Retrieved from http://pathwaylibrary.org/ViewBiblio.aspx?aid=21280 

Decuir, J., & Dixson, A. (2004). “So when it comes out, they aren’t that surprised that it is there”: Using 
critical race theory as a tool of analysis of race and racism in education. Educational Researcher, 
33, 26-31. doi: 10.3102/0013189X033005026 

Dockery, D. J., & McKelvey, S. (2013). Underrepresented college students’ experiences with school 
counselors. Journal of School Counseling, 11(3), 1–30. Retrieved from ERIC database. 
(EJ1012298) 

Gay, G. (2002). Preparing for culturally responsive teaching. Journal of Teacher Education, 53(2), 106-
116. doi: 10.1177/0022487102053002003  

Goldrick-Rab, S. (2010). Challenges and opportunities for improving community college student success. 
Review of Educational Research, 80(3), 437-469. doi: 10.3102/0034654310370163 

Gurin, P., Den, E.L., Hurtado, S., & Gurin, G. (2002). Diversity and higher education: Theory and impact 
on educational outcomes. Harvard Educational Review, 72(3), 330-366. Retrieved from 
https://igr.umich.edu/files/igr/Diversity%20and%20Higher%20Education.pdf 

Horn, L., & Nevill, S. (2006). Profile of undergraduates in U.S. postsecondary education institutions: 
2003-2004: With special analysis of community college students (NCES- 2006). Retrieved from 
http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2006184 

Karp, M. M. (2011). Toward a new understanding of non-academic student support: Four mechanisms 
encouraging positive student outcomes in the community college (CCRC  Working Paper No. 28). 
Retrieved from http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/non-academic-student-support-
mechanisms.html 

Karp, M. M., Hughes, K. L., & O’Gara, L. (2010). An exploration of Tinto’s integration  framework for 
community college students.  Journal of College Student Retention, 12(1), 69–86. Retrieved from 
ERIC database. (ED501335) 

Karp, M. M., O’Gara, L., & Hughes, K. L. (2008). Do support services at community colleges encourage 
success or reproduce disadvantage? An exploratory study of students in two community colleges 
(CCRC Working Paper No. 10). Retrieved http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/do-support-
services-encourage-success.html 

395

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



Katsinas, S., & Tollefson, T. (2009). Funding and access issues in public higher education: A community 
college perspective. Retrieved from 
http://uaedpolicy.weebly.com/uploads/6/1/7/1/6171842/2009_funding_and_access_issues.pdf 

Kunjufu, J. (2002). Black students-Middle class teachers. Chicago, IL: African American Images.  
Ladson-Billings, G. (1994). The dreamkeepers: Successful teaching for African-American students. San 

Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
Ladson-Billings, G. (1998). Just what is critical race theory and what’s it doing in a nice field like 

education? International Journal of Qualitative Studies, 11(1), 7-24. 
doi:10.1080/095183998236863 

Locke, E. A. (1968). Toward a theory of task motivation and incentives. Organizational Behavior and 
Human Performance 3(2), 157. doi:10.1016/0030-5073(68)90004-4 

Maslow, A. H. (1943). A theory of human motivation. Psychological Review, 50(4), 370-396. doi: 
10.137/h0054346 

National Center for Education Statistics [NCES]. (2015). The condition of education: Institutional 
retention and graduation rates for undergraduate students. Retrieved from 
https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=40 

Nora, A. (2004). The role of habitus and cultural capital in choosing a college, transitioning from high 
school to higher education, and persisting in college among minority and non-minority students. 
Journal of Hispanic Higher Education, 3(2), 180-208. Retrieved from 
http://polimemo.livejournal.com/1788.html 

Pascarella, E. T. (1985). College environmental influences on learning and cognitive development: A 
critical review and synthesis. In J. C. Smart (Ed.), Higher education: Handbook of theory and 
research (Vol. 4, pp. 1-61). New York: Agathon.  

Payne, R. K. (2006). A framework for understanding poverty: A cognitive approach (4th ed.). Highlands, 
TX: aha! Process. 

PDCCC. (2016). Vision, mission, goals, and values. Retrieved from 
https://www.pdc.edu/about/presidents-office/mission-goals-values/ 

Pell Institute. (2016). Pell grants. Retrieved from http://www.pellinstitute.org/pell_grants.shtml 
Pike, G. R., & Kuh, G. D. (2005). First- and second-generation college students: A comparison of their 

engagement and intellectual development. Journal of Higher Education, 76(3), 276-300. doi: 
10.1353/jhe.2005.0021 

Reason, R. D. (2009). An examination of persistence research through the lens of a comprehensive 
conceptual framework. Journal of College Student Development, 50(6), 659-682. doi: 
10.1353/csd.0.0098 

Rendon, L. (1994). Validating culturally diverse students: Toward a new model of learning and student 
development. Innovative Higher Education, 19, 33-51. doi: 10.1007/BF01191156 

Rendon, L. (2006). Reconceptualizing success for underserved students in higher education. Retrieved 
from https://nces.ed.gov/npec/pdf/resp_Rendon.pdf 

Robinson-Neal, A. (2009). Exploring diversity in higher education management: History, trends, and 
implications for community colleges. International Electronic Journal for Leadership in 
Learning, 13(4), 1-18. Retrieved from http://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ940623 

Terenzini, P. T., & Reason, R. D. (2005, November). Parsing the first year of college: Rethinking the 
effects of college on students.  Retrieved from 
http://www.augustana.edu/Documents/ir/Parsing%20-%20Framework%20ASHE05ptt.pdf. 

Terenzini, P. T., Springer, L., Yaeger, P. M., Pascarella, E. T., & Nora, A. (1996). First-generation 
college students: Characteristics, experiences, and cognitive development. Research in Higher 
Education, 37,1–22. doi: 10.1007/BF01680039 

Tinto, V. (1975). Dropout from higher education: A theoretical synthesis of recent research. Review of 
Educational Research, 45(1), 89-125. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.3102/00346543045001089 

 

396

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



Tinto, V. (1987). Leaving college: Rethinking the cause and cures of student attrition. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 

Tinto, V. (1993). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures of student attrition (2nd ed.). Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 

Tinto, V. (2006). Research and practice of student retention: What next? Journal of College Student 
Retention, 8(1),1-19. Retrieved from 
https://www.uaa.alaska.edu/governance/facultysenate/upload/JCSR_Tinto_2006-
07_Retention.pdf. 

U.S. Census Bureau. (2012). U.S. Census Bureau projections show a slower growing, older, more diverse 
nation a half century from now. Retrieved from 
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/releases/archives/population/cb12-243.html 

U.S. Census Bureau. (2013). About: What is race? Retrieved from 
http://www.census.gov/topics/population/race/about.html 

Wild, L., & Ebbers, L. (2002). Rethinking student retention in community colleges. Community College 
Journal of Research and Practice, 26, 503-519. doi: 10.1080/02776770290041864 

397

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



Appendix A - Qualitative Data 
 
 Data are routinely collected in order to qualitatively assess the impact of S.T.E.P.S., in contingent 
with quantitative data. The information contained in this section represents qualitative data preserved 
from surveys and other forms of communication. 
  
Student Survey Responses 
1.  What is the most valuable part of the S.T.E.P.S. program to you? Why? 

 “The S.T.E.P.S. has guided me from the start of my educational journey. They help me to 
stay focus as well as give me resources to make my journey easier.”   

2.  How has the Success Coach impacted your success? 
 “[My coach] keeps constant check on us. She makes sure we get the right information to help 

us be successful. She cares about not just our education but the things that can impact it. If 
she does not see you she reaches out to make sure all is well with you.” 

3.   What would be lost if the program was discontinued? 
 “We depend on the program to help guide us. It makes us better students.” 
 “If the program was discontinued many students like me would not have an opportunity to 

have a coach that will be there to encourage them in their college journey. I think having a 
person that understand how the students feel it is very important…” 

4.   Please share anything you would want decision makers to consider about the continuation of the 
 College Success Program. 

 “If it was not for the College Success Program, we would be lost as students. They take so 
much time to get us information that we would not otherwise get. I am proud to be a part of 
the program and it is important that all the students share in what the program had to offer.” 

 
General Student Feedback 

 “Students would lose out on resources that they simply don't have time to research or just 
don't have knowledge it exists. As a result, some people would fall through the cracks and 
give up their college goals. That would be a shame.”  

 “The S.T.E.P.S. program allows us the liberty of voicing our issues and concerns; that in 
itself is a relief that cannot be measured in words. Our fears are calmed, our faces are wiped, 
and the program revels in our successes with us.” 

 
Faculty and Staff Survey Responses 
1.  What is the most valuable part of the S.T.E.P.S. program to you and your students? Why? 

 “This interactive process that focuses on the personal relationship between the student and the 
coach is the most valuable part of S.T.E.P.S.” 

 “The most valuable part is the one to one assistance that this program provides for so many 
students whom may have otherwise fallen through the cracks of academia.”  

 “The S.T.E.P.S. program has been a tremendous help for students in all my classes. Having 
the Success Coach and the faculty ‘singing the same song’ to students is very important. The 
topics discussed in the Tuesday Talks is echoed in my classes because student want to find 
solutions to the problems they face every day.” 

2.  How has the Success Coach impacted the success of your students? 
 “The coach challenges the student to think about and plan for their future. They help plan 

personal and professional goals and relate them to their educational goals.” 
 “They are the ‘bridge’ or ‘connection’ for many our students. They help them navigate the 

unknown and help them achieve success not only in their academic pursuits, but in some 
cases their personal life.” 
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 “It appeared to cultivate broader awareness of the purpose of being in college; students are 
more engaged in conversations and plans for their next phase of their education beyond the 
present associate degree.” 

 “They have set up training events that have had a great impact on the nursing students and 
have helped empower students to achieve their dreams.”  

 “It has really helped some of them to have a college official ‘in their corner’.  So many come 
to college expecting an extension of high school with counselors picking their schedule and 
telling them exactly what to do.  If they don’t get that, they can self-advise and get off 
track.  This program helps them to re-focus, get back in the game, and have a coach who truly 
appreciates how difficult it is for them to attain the goal of graduation.”  

3.  What would be lost if the program was discontinued? 
 “If this program was discontinued, student success would probably decrease dramatically. 

The coaches encourage the students to become more self-aware and understand their 
strengths, values, interests, purpose, and passion. The personal commitment to the students is 
extremely helpful for their retention in the community college.” 

 “This program scaffolds our students so they can access success for themselves and discover 
abilities they did not know they had and develop more educational proficiencies that will get 
them a degree and jobs.” 

 “The S.T.E.P.S. program has the flexibility to fill so many voids in our system.  It allows a 
connection, liaison, mentor, and confidant to our students and staff.   They act as a bridge 
between the two.” 

 “Students often give up when they feel they have no options or unaware they have options. 
This program helps the students stay involved, gives them the connections they need to be 
successful, whether it’s concerning a class, personal issues or support needed to keep them on 
track to graduate.” 

4.  Please share anything you would want decision makers to consider about the continuation of the 
 College Success Program. 

 “It is sometimes difficult to observe much less measure ‘success’ in students.  I have 
observed it at Paul D. Camp Community College and it is my belief that not only should this 
program remain—it should be expanded.” 

 “The S.T.E.P.S. Program has been instrumental in finding and keeping our hard to locate 
students. The coach also served as a mentor/counselor which is often a piece that is missing 
when students begin to drift off and wonder away. The coach is there to help the professors 
with the communication piece. I believe the program has motivated 75%-80% of our students 
to stay in school and not quit.” 

 
Comments from other coaches/stakeholders: 

 “You have created the groundwork for this program. Thank you so much for allowing us to 
utilize the material.”  

 “…Other colleges receiving this grant often look to the job being done at PDCCC as a model 
for administering this initiative.” 

 “Our appreciation also goes to [our Success Coach]... in total, 14 persons expended two hours 
in the cleaning effort; gathered 12 bags of trash from two sites in downtown…” 
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Appendix B - Measures 
 

 Measure Numerator Denominator 

1. %  of 200 students completing SDV in 
first semester 

# students who completed SDV in fall 2012 
(note: also include students who completed 
SDV prior to fall 2012 term 

# students required to 
complete SDV in fall 2012 
(include students who already 
completed) 

2. % of 200 students enrolling in 
developmental English who completed 
developmental English courses within 
one year 

# students who completed at least one 
developmental English course as of June 
2013 

# students who enrolled in 
developmental English course 
as of June 2013 

3. % of 200 students enrolling in 
developmental math who completed 
developmental math courses within 
one year 

# students who completed at least one 
developmental math course as of June 2013 

# students who enrolled in 
developmental math course as 
of June 2013 

4. % of 200 students completing college-
level English 

# students who completed college-level 
English as of reporting date 

Initial cohort (200) 

5. % of 200 students completing college-
level math 

# students who completed college-level 
math as of reporting date 

Initial cohort (200) 

6. % of 200 students completing at least 
15 credits with 2.5 GPA (for students 
with 0-5 credits) 

# students from initial cohort who entered 
in fall 2012 with 0-5 credits and completed 
at least 15 credits with 2.5 or greater 
cumulative GPA (as of reporting date) 

# students from initial cohort 
who entered in fall 2012 with 
0-5 credits 

7. % of 200 students completing at least 
30 credits with 2.5 GPA (for students 
with 6-14 credits) 

# students from initial cohort who entered 
in fall 2012 with 6-14 credits and 
completed at least 30 credits with 2.5 or 
greater cumulative GPA (as of reporting 
date) 

# students from initial cohort 
who entered in fall 2012 with 
6-14 credits 

8. % of 200 students earning General 
Education Certificate or Career 
Readiness Certificate 

# students earning General Education 
Certificate (program #695) or Career 
Readiness Certificate (as of reporting date) 

Initial cohort (200) 

9. % of 200 students earning other award # students earning award other than 
General Education Certificate or Career 
Readiness Certificate (as of reporting date) 

Initial cohort (200) 

10. % of 200 students transferring # students who transferred to 4-year 
institution after exiting your college and 
earned at least 12 credits at your college (as 
of reporting date) 

Initial cohort (200) 

Note 1:  Student Development Course= SDV; Developmental English=DEV ENG; Developmental Math=DEV MATH; College 
English=ENG; College Math=MATH; General Education Certificate=GEC; and Career Readiness Certificate=CRC. 
 
Note 2:  The initial cohort (Cohort 1) included 100 students per coach.  Students are replaced as they graduate, transfer or drop-
out, which allows the coaches to continually serve 100 currently enrolled students across multiple cohorts. 
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Abstract: The national completion agenda has focused increasing attention on the effectiveness of 
two- to four-year transfer programs to support student success. With increasing college costs and 
declining financial aid, many students start their college careers at community college with the 
intention of eventually transferring to a four-year institution to complete a degree. Over the past six 
years, Virginia Commonwealth University has developed strategic partnerships with regional 
community colleges to improve the recruitment and advising of transfer students. VCU’s 
comprehensive approach to the support of transfer students includes: establishing metrics for 
evaluating the effectiveness of VCU’s transfer program; creating a Transfer Center to coordinate 
advising and support services for prospective and enrolled transfer students; establishing a VCU 
presence on community college campuses; developing inter-institutional articulation agreements that 
clearly outline curricular pathways to earning a bachelor’s degree; and encouraging faculty 
collaboration across institutions in order to improve curricular alignment.  As a result of these efforts, 
the two-year graduation rate for all transfer students from Virginia community colleges has 
increased from 17% for the fall 2008 cohort to 22% for the fall 2014 cohort. Similarly, the two-year 
graduation rate for students with associate degrees increased from 24% to 29%. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 In his first State of the Union address (2009), President Obama announced an ambitious goal: “By 
2020, America will once again have the highest proportion of college graduates in the world.” Since then, 
philanthropic foundations, such as the Lumina and the Bill and Melinda Gates foundations, as well as 
many states around the nation have followed the president’s lead by establishing specific degree 
attainment goals. For example, the Lumina Foundation’s goal is “to increase the proportion of Americans 
with high-quality degrees, certificates, and other credentials to 60% by the year 2025” and the Virginia 
Plan for Higher Education seeks to increase the number of awards granted from about 80,000 per year to 
118,000 by 2030. Emphasized in all these goals is a commitment to improve college access for low-
income and underserved population students. 

The national completion agenda has focused increasing attention on the effectiveness of two- to 
four-year transfer programs to support student success and degree attainment. With increasing college 
costs and declining financial aid, many students, especially low-income and underserved population 
students, start their college careers at community college (Cuseo, 1995). Substantial savings for students 
could potentially accrue by completing one or two years at community college. For example, in Virginia, 
a student successfully completing an efficient 2+2 transfer baccalaureate program could save, on average, 
30% of the total tuition and fees for a four-year program at a four-year institution (State Council for 
Higher Education in Virginia, 2016). The potential savings to students is one reason why, according to the 
National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 46% of all students who completed a degree at a four-
year institution in the 2013-14 academic year had been enrolled at a two-year institution at some point in 
the previous ten years (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2015). Sixty-five percent of the 
students who had previously enrolled at a two-year institution were enrolled there for three or more terms. 
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Most community college students enter college with the intention of eventually transferring to a 
four-year institution to complete a degree. According to a recent study of the National Center for 
Education Statistics which tracked the retention and degree attainment of students who started at 
community college, over 81% of first-time beginning community college students who enrolled in 2003-
04 described their ultimate educational goal as earning a bachelor’s degree or higher (Horn & Skomsvold, 
2012). However, despite these intentions, only 14.4% of the 2003-04 cohort had attained an associate’s 
degree and 11.6% had attained a bachelor’s degree six years later. Consequently, on the basis of data such 
as this, many researchers have concluded that students who begin their postsecondary education at 
community college are less likely to earn a bachelor’s degree than similar undergraduates who start at a 
four-year institution (Monaghan & Attewell, 2014). Hoping to reverse this trend, Virginia 
Commonwealth University, in the past five years, has developed strategic partnerships with regional 
community colleges to improve the recruitment and advising of transfer students. 
 
 
Background 
 

Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU) is a premier urban, public research university focused 
on academic success. VCU’s strategic plan, Quest for Distinction, commits the university to advance 
knowledge and student success, a dual commitment that is distinctive among research universities. VCU’s 
commitment to student success is exemplified by the first goal of the strategic plan: “Recruit and retain 
talented and diverse students who will graduate at a higher rate than our Quest peers and serve as leaders 
in a well-educated workforce” (http://www.quest.vcu.edu/). This goal also highlights another distinctive 
quality of VCU; its commitment to diversity. As Dr. Michael Rao, president of VCU, recently stated: 
“Diversity is a hallmark of VCU that truly differentiates us as an institution of higher education” 
(http://www.inclusive.vcu.edu/).   

Over 31,000 students enroll at VCU each year with the undergraduate population consisting of 
24,000 students. VCU primarily serves in-state students with 86% of the undergraduate population being 
Virginia residents. VCU is considered one of the most diverse campuses in Virginia, serving a large 
percentage of underserved and low-income students. In fall 2015, the racial/ethnic composition of the 
undergraduate population consisted of: Black/African American 18%, Hispanic/Latino 8%, Asian 13%, 
White 49%, two or more races 5%, International 3%, and unknown 3%. Approximately one-quarter 
(28%) of all undergraduates at VCU receive Pell grant financial support.   

VCU is one of the top three college destinations for transfer students from Virginia community 
colleges. The Virginia Community College System (VCCS) consists of 23 community colleges. 
Approximately 1,900 Virginia community college students enroll at VCU each year with over 70% of 
those students transferring from three Virginia community colleges: Northern Virginia CC, Reynolds CC, 
and John Tyler CC. Reynolds CC and John Tyler CC are both located within 30 miles of VCU and are 
considered VCU’s primary regional partners.   

As mandated by the state, VCU has a Guaranteed Admission Agreement (GAA) with the Virginia 
Community College System. Students who earn an associate degree, with a cumulative GPA of 2.5, are 
guaranteed general admission to VCU. In recent years, VCU has also guaranteed general admission to 
community college students who earn a one-year General Education Certificate, with a cumulative GPA 
of 2.5. In addition to the GAA, VCU has developed articulation agreements for particular VCU degree 
programs with individual community colleges. A full list of transfer agreements is located on the VCU 
website (http://www.ugrad.vcu.edu/apply/transfer/agreements.html).   

The unit tasked with the recruitment and retention goals of VCU is the Division of Strategic 
Enrollment Management (SEM). Formed in 2012, SEM initially consisted of the following enrollment 
service units: Admissions, Financial Aid, Records and Registration, and Student Accounting. Over 
subsequent years, the Division expanded to include student support services such as: Campus Learning 
Center, Military Student Services, New Student and Family Programs, Student-Athlete Support Services, 
Transfer Center, University Academic Advising (incorporating first-year, pre-health, and undeclared 

402

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



advising services), TRIO Student Support Services, and Writing Center. This combination of enrollment 
and support services under one division has resulted in innovative and collaborative programs designed to 
support community college transfer student success.   
 
 
Description of the VCU Transfer Program 

 
Over the past five years, VCU has strengthened strategic partnerships with VCU’s primary 

regional community college partners to improve the recruitment, advising, and retention of transfer 
students. VCU’s comprehensive approach to the support of transfer students includes the following 
initiatives. First, VCU developed concrete objectives along with specific metrics for assessing the 
effectiveness of VCU’s transfer program. Second, VCU created a Transfer Center to coordinate advising 
and support services for prospective and enrolled transfer students. The Transfer Center not only prepares 
prospective students for the academic rigor of VCU by helping them select the best curricular pathway to 
a bachelor’s degree program at VCU but also provides transition services to support the integration of 
transfer students into the VCU community. Third, VCU established a presence on community colleges 
campuses by hiring additional admissions counselors to staff offices located in our main feeder 
community colleges. These counselors meet regularly with prospective students to emphasize the 
importance of completing an associate degree and guide them through the admissions process. Fourth, 
VCU increased the number of program-specific, inter-institutional articulation agreements with 
community colleges across the state but especially with Reynolds and John Tyler community colleges. 
These agreements describe the associate degree, minimum GPA requirement, and courses to be taken at 
community college for students to fulfill the requirements of the first two years of specific VCU 
bachelor’s degree programs. Finally, VCU improved communication and encouraged collaboration with 
community college administrators, faculty, and advisors in order to improve course and curricular 
alignment across institutions.    
 
Initiative 1: Develop Objectives and Metrics 

The objectives and metrics developed for VCU’s transfer program reflect awareness of national 
and state-level policy initiatives and derive from data analysis and research of best practice. The overall 
goal is to improve graduation rates for transfer students. In particular, VCU seeks to: 1) improve 
graduation rates for all transfer students from Virginia community colleges and 2) improve graduation 
rates for associate degree holders from Virginia community colleges.   

The first objective is to recruit more academically prepared students from community colleges. 
For VCU’s recruitment and retention purposes, academically prepared students are those who either 
complete a particular credit threshold or earn an associate degree. In a recent study of first-time students 
who enrolled at Florida community colleges in 1998, the authors examined the role of academic 
preparation in increasing the likelihood of students successfully transferring to a four-year institution 
(Roksa & Calcagno, 2008). The authors concluded that certain outcomes completed at community college 
enhanced the probability of transfer: passing college-level math and writing courses, meeting certain 
credit thresholds, and earning an associate degree. Similarly, according to the National Student 
Clearinghouse (NSC), earning an associate degree at community college also increases the likelihood of 
students graduating from a four-year institution four years after transfer (National Student Clearinghouse 
Research Center, 2012). According to NSC data, there was a sixteen percentage point difference in the 
four-year graduation rate for community college students with associate degrees compared to transfer 
students without a degree (71% versus 55%). A recent internal analysis of VCU transfer student data 
revealed similar differences in the four-year graduation rates between students who transferred under 30 
credits and students who transferred 30 or more credits. For example, the four-year graduation rate for 
Virginia community college transfer students who transferred fewer than 30 credits in fall 2008 (n=193) 
was 33% compared to 58% for students who transferred 30 to 59 credits (n=414). Similar results have 
been observed in subsequent years (VCU Division of Strategic Enrollment Management, 2015). 
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Consequently, the two metrics established to evaluate whether VCU accomplished this objective are: 1) 
the percentage of transfer students entering VCU with 30 or more transfer credits; and 2) the percentage 
of community college students entering VCU with an earned associate degree. 

The second objective is to improve advising services for transfer students both before and after 
they transfer. By so doing, VCU hopes to minimize the “transfer shock” experienced by many community 
college students as they transition to a large, research institution. “Transfer shock” refers to initial 
adjustment problems or culture shock associated with moving from a community college with small 
classes and accessible instructors to an environment that is more research-oriented with higher academic 
expectations (Cuseo, 1995). Helping students prepare for this transition while still at community college 
as well as providing transition services during their first semester at VCU can alleviate these adjustment 
problems. In order to determine whether VCU has been successful in improving support services for 
transfer students, VCU established the results of the Ruffalo Noel Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory 
(SSI) as the appropriate metric. This survey is administered every three years at VCU and, consequently, 
the results can be used to track improvements in student satisfaction. 

The third objective is to improve communication and curricular alignment between VCU and 
community colleges. Although some researchers have questioned the effectiveness of statewide 
articulation agreements to improve the transfer rate between two- and four-year institutions (Anderson, 
Sun, & Alfonso, 2006), recent national transfer initiatives have identified inter-institutional articulation 
agreements and increased contact among faculty, advisors, and administrators at individual institutions as 
having positive impact on transfer students’ degree completion (Western Interstate Commission for 
Higher Education, 2014). The Interstate Passport Initiative (http://www.wiche.edu/passport/home) and 
the Quality Collaborative project (https://www.aacu.org/qc) are two examples of faculty-driven, inter-
institutional, transfer initiatives developed to improve graduation outcomes. The metric established to 
evaluate whether VCU accomplished this objective is the number of inter-institutional articulation 
agreements between VCU and individual community colleges.  
 
Initiative 2: Create a Transfer Center 
 The VCU Transfer Center was established in 2009 for the primary purpose of centralizing the 
evaluation and posting of transfer credits. Prior to 2009, academic units independently evaluated their 
own students’ transfer courses to determine the acceptability and equivalency of those courses. 
Unfortunately, this system resulted in inconsistent equivalency decisions as well as errors in how those 
credits were posted on the VCU transcript. In 2009, the Transfer Center was established to improve both 
consistency in the evaluation of transfer courses and accuracy in the posting of transfer credits.  

During the first year of operation, VCU became increasingly aware of the advising needs of 
transfer students. For example, satisfaction surveys indicated that transfer students were particularly 
dissatisfied with their advising experience at VCU. Departmental advisors also expressed concern with 
the lack of university support for transfer students. Therefore, in 2010, the Transfer Center began to 
expand not only advising services for prospective transfer students but also transition services for those 
students after enrollment at VCU. As a result, the VCU Transfer Center has become a comprehensive 
advising program, combining aspects of a traditional transfer operation found within admissions offices of 
other four-year institutions with a unique, collaborative, and holistic advising approach.  

The VCU Transfer Center is dedicated to providing accurate information and advising support to 
transfer students. As a result, transfer students are better prepared academically to transition smoothly and 
seamlessly into the VCU community and to progress successfully toward graduation. Transfer advisors 
work with students from the time they start exploring the possibility of transferring to VCU through the 
admission and initial enrollment process to the conclusion of their first semester at VCU. To provide this 
comprehensive advising service, the Transfer Center works collaboratively with internal constituents, 
such as the office of admissions, departmental advisors, faculty, and school administrators, as well as with 
external constituents, such as community college advisors, faculty, and administrators.  

Examples of advising and transition services provided by the Transfer Center are as follows. 
First, transfer advisors are available to meet, talk over the telephone, or email prospective students, 
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recommending courses that students can take at their current institution in preparation for transfer to 
VCU. Because Transfer Center advisors have been trained to be knowledgeable about both community 
college associate degree and VCU bachelor’s degree programs, they are uniquely equipped to provide 
specific course recommendations. Second, the Transfer Center created “Transfer Pathways” documents 
for VCU’s main feeder community colleges. These documents contain recommendations for programs 
and courses students should complete in order to fulfill the first two years of a VCU bachelor’s degree 
program. By following these recommendations, students not only fulfill the curricular requirements of 
their associate degree (and thus help community colleges improve their own graduation rates) but also 
complete prerequisite and introductory courses needed for the bachelor’s degree program at VCU. Third, 
Transfer Center advisors provide supplemental advising support to transfer students after they enroll at 
VCU in addition to the advising they receive from departmental advisors. This support includes helping 
students access the resources available to them at VCU, such as the Campus Learning Center, Counseling 
Center, and Career Services, and reminding them of the importance of meeting with departmental 
advisors to discuss their progress toward degree completion. Transfer advisors also teach sections of 
UNIV 101, Introduction to the University, dedicated specifically to transfer students. In this class, transfer 
advisors connect these students to university resources and to each other for peer support. Finally, the 
Transfer Center also implemented a Transition Leaders program. Transition leaders are former transfer 
students who serve as peer mentors to new students. Each transition leader is assigned a group of 8-10 
new students. The transition leader meets the students once a week during their first semester.  
 
Initiative 3: Establish a Presence on Community College Campuses 

Because community college students plan on transferring to numerous four-year public and 
private institutions within Virginia, community college advisors struggle to stay informed about each 
four-year institution’s unique admissions and academic requirements. Each four-year institution has 
different admission requirements, such as minimum GPA, and curricular preferences, such as 
recommended courses to be taken at community college. Consequently, in addition to providing advising 
services to prospective students through the Transfer Center, VCU established a regular presence on 
community college campuses to meet with students and advisors. These on-site meetings have 
strengthened VCU’s relationships with individual community colleges. 

In 2012, the VCU Office of Admissions hired two new recruiters to staff offices on location at 
VCU’s primary feeder community colleges. One recruiter is based in northern Virginia to serve students 
taking classes at the various campuses of Northern Virginia CC. The other recruiter is based in central 
Virginia to serve primarily students at Reynolds CC and John Tyler CC. These recruiters also travel to 
other community colleges in Virginia. By providing regular office hours on location at these community 
colleges, the recruiters are able to meet prospective students, guide them through the VCU application 
process, and offer on-site admissions decisions. During their conversations with prospective students, 
they emphasize the importance of earning an associate degree and, when necessary, refer students to the 
Transfer Center if students have particular advising questions concerning recommended courses.   

The recruiters train and work collaboratively with Transfer Center advisors. Transfer Center 
advisors also visit community colleges campuses on a regular basis through the year. While on campus, 
the advisors meet with community college advisors as well as students. Through these visits and 
telephone calls between visits, VCU keeps community college faculty and staff informed of policy and 
curricular changes so they are better equipped to answer students’ questions about VCU’s degree 
programs.   
 
Initiative 4: Develop inter-institutional articulation agreements 
 Whereas VCU’s Guaranteed Admission Agreement is primarily concerned with stipulating the 
admission requirements for students from any college in the Virginia Community College System, VCU’s 
articulation agreements are program-specific, inter-institutional agreements with individual community 
colleges. These agreements describe the associate degree, minimum GPA requirement, and foundational 
courses to be taken at the community college for students to fulfill the requirements of the first two years 

405

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



of specific VCU bachelor’s degree programs. By completing the courses stipulated in the agreements in 
two years at the community college, students could potentially earn a bachelor’s degree in four years. 
Although VCU has developed agreements with community colleges across the state, VCU has primarily 
focused on expanding the number of agreements with Reynolds CC and John Tyler CC. 

Articulation agreements are particularly necessary in Virginia. Unlike the Virginia Community 
College System, Virginia’s four-year colleges and universities operate independently of one another, 
resulting in variations in general education and program-specific curricula. In addition, because Virginia 
lacks a common course numbering system, each four-year institution determines their own equivalency 
decisions for community college courses. Community college students intending to transfer to a particular 
Virginia four-year institution must, therefore, research that institution’s admission standards, degree 
requirements, and course equivalency decisions in order to ensure that the associate degree earned and 
courses taken at community college are transferable. By means of articulation agreements, community 
colleges and four-year institutions provide this information to students by collaborating to align associate 
degree curricula with the first two years of bachelor’s degree programs.    

Over the past five years, VCU has increased the number of articulation agreements for VCU 
degree programs that either have high enrollments of transfer students (e.g., business majors) or low 
retention rates (e.g., STEM majors). Examples of new articulation agreements include a business 
agreement with John Tyler CC, an engineering agreement with the Virginia Community College System, 
and science agreements with John Tyler CC, Reynolds CC, and Northern Virginia CC. VCU also 
responds to requests from community college faculty who have an interest in developing new agreements. 
For example, former graduate students from VCU who now teach at Reynolds CC or John Tyler CC have 
sought agreements in Mass Communications and Psychology. By developing these agreements, VCU 
strengthens relationships with community colleges and supports the successful transfer of students. 
 
Initiative 5: Encourage Faculty Collaboration 
 Developing articulation agreements in response to requests from community college faculty is 
one example of inter-institutional faculty collaboration. Once the process for developing an agreement is 
initiated, VCU connects faculty from each institution to align the curriculum of the associate degree with 
the first two years of the bachelor’s degree. In many cases, the faculty already know each other and the 
conversations primarily revolve around ensuring that the gateway courses for the major offered at each 
institution are equivalent. On occasion, these conversations result in curricular changes at the community 
college.   
 Other examples of faculty collaboration in support of transfer student success include the 
following. First, VCU and Reynolds CC were one of two Virginia dyads participating in the three-year 
Quality Collaboratives project of the Association of American Colleges and Universities 
(https://www.aacu.org/qc). For this project, which lasted from 2011 to 2014, VCU and Reynolds CC 
paired faculty members teaching similar or equivalent courses required for students planning to graduate 
with a Bachelor of Social Work (e.g., English Composition, Introductory Biology, and Psychology). The 
faculty then met to refine course assignments that target specific learning outcomes associated with the 
Degree Qualifications Profile (http://degreeprofile.org/). Second, in partnership with John Tyler CC and 
Thomas Nelson CC, VCU received a five-year grant of $1.5 million from the National Institutes of Health 
in 2014 to help increase transfer and graduation rates of underrepresented community college students 
interested in biology. The program, “VCU Bridges to the Baccalaureate: Dream to Goal,”  enhances 
teaching and advising at VCU, John Tyler CC and Thomas Nelson CC, and provides a two-year summer 
research program for selected students from underrepresented groups 
(http://biology.vcu.edu/undergraduate-program/bridges/). Third, VCU and Reynolds CC collaborated to 
develop the “Reynolds to Rams” program that connects Reynolds students in the Associate of Science in 
Business Administration program with current VCU School of Business students. In addition to the 
mentoring support provided by VCU students, Reynolds students also have access to events and activities 
at VCU. Finally, VCU and John Tyler CC formed a joint task force, consisting of faculty and staff from 
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both institutions, to coordinate efforts to support the successful transition and success of John Tyler CC 
transfer students.  
 
 
Results 
 
 The first objective of VCU’s transfer program is to recruit more academically prepared students 
from community colleges. Over the past six years, VCU has been successful in increasing both the 
percentage of all transfer students entering VCU with 30 or more transfer credits and the percentage of 
community college students entering VCU with an earned associate degree. The percentage of transfer 
students entering VCU with 30 or more credits increased from 70% to 87%. The percentage of 
community college students entering VCU with an earned associate degree increased from 26% to 36%. 
Tables 1 and 2 summarize the results. 
 
Table 1: Number and percentage of transfer students entering VCU with 30 or more credits 

  
Fall 
2008 

Fall 
2009 

Fall 
2010 

Fall 
2011 

Fall 
2012 

Fall 
2013 

Fall 
2014 

Fall 
2015 

         

Fewer than 30 credits 753 695 601 481 403 308 356 266 

30 or more credits 1138 1348 1406 1663 1618 1787 1931 1756 

Total 1891 2043 2007 2144 2021 2095 2287 2022 

% with 30 or more credit 60% 66% 70% 78% 80% 85% 84% 87% 

 
Table 2: Number and percentage of community college students entering VCU with earned associate degree 

    
Fall 
2008 

Fall 
2009 

Fall 
2010 

Fall 
2011 

Fall 
2012 

Fall 
2013 

Fall 
2014 

Fall 
2015 

        

Total Virginia  Has Assoc. degree 249 257 318 421 485 491 519 504 

Community College No Assoc. degree 814 936 888 953 797 878 999 903 

System Total 1063 1193 1206 1374 1282 1369 1518 1407 

  % with Assoc. degree 23% 22% 26% 31% 38% 36% 34% 36% 

 
 The second objective is to improve advising services for transfer students both before and after 
they transfer. In order to determine whether VCU has been successful in improving support services for 
transfer students, VCU established the results of the Ruffalo Noel Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory 
(SSI) as the appropriate metric. VCU administered the Student Success Inventory in 2009, 2011, and 
2015. A total of 963 transfer sophomore, junior, and senior students responded to the survey in 2015 
compared to 1322 non-transfer students. The mean score for transfer student satisfaction improved from 
5.00 in 2009 to 5.22 in 2012 and 5.60 in 2015. During the same time period, the mean score for non-
transfer student satisfaction with advising improved from 4.86 in 2009 to 5.07 in 2012 and 5.28 in 2015. 
Mean student satisfaction for transfer students increased for all items on the advising scale. For example, 
the mean score for the statement, “My academic advisor is concerned about my success as an individual,” 
improved from 4.8 in 2009 to 5.5 in 2015 and the mean score for the statement, “My academic advisor 
helps me set goals to work toward,” improved from 4.6 to 5.2. Figures 1 and 2 summarize the results. 
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Figure 1: Satisfaction with advising sophomores, juniors, and seniors, by transfer status and year 
 

 
Figure 2: Transfer student mean satisfaction for advising items, by year 
 
 The third objective is to improve communication and curricular alignment between VCU and 
community colleges. Over the past five years, VCU increased the number of articulation agreements from 
seven agreements in 2011 to 28 agreements in 2016. Prior to 2011, VCU’s agreements were primarily 
with Reynolds CC. No agreements existed between VCU and John Tyler CC. VCU now has eight 
separate agreements with John Tyler CC and, in addition to the eight agreements with Reynolds CC, has 
agreements with eight other community colleges across Virginia.   

The overall goal of VCU’s transfer program is to improve graduation rates for all transfer 
students from Virginia community colleges. Over the past five years, the two- and four-year graduation 
rates for community college transfer students have steadily improved. For example, the two-year 
graduation rate for all transfer students from Virginia community colleges has increased from 17% for the 
fall 2008 cohort to 22% for the fall 2014 cohort and the two-year graduation rate for students with 
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associate degrees increased from 24% to 29%. Significantly, the two-year graduation rates for students 
with associate degrees from John Tyler CC and Reynolds CC, our primary regional partners, increased 
from 18% to 26% for John Tyler CC students and from 19% to 30% for Reynolds CC students. Figures 3 
and 4 summarize the results.  
 

 
Figure 3: Two-year graduation rate for Virginia community college students 
 

 
Figure 4: Two-year graduation rate for John Tyler CC and Reynolds CC associate degree students 
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Conclusion 
 

As increasing numbers of students select the transfer option to degree completion and policy 
makers at both the state and federal level call for improved collaborations between two-year and four-year 
public institutions, the VCU transfer program exemplifies a model that can be adapted at other four-year 
institutions with large transfer populations. First, by organizing regular meeting with main feeder 
community colleges, two- and four-year institutions will improve communication. Comparing 
institutional goals and sharing data on how community college students are faring at the four-year 
institution will provoke productive conversations, resulting in better support for students at the 
community college and after they transfer. Second, by taking a comprehensive, strategic enrollment 
perspective on the transfer experience, four-year institutions will consider ways of improving recruitment, 
admissions, course and curricular alignment, advising, and support services. Coordinating these services 
through a Transfer Center provides structure to the implementation process. Finally, by establishing 
metrics for assessing transfer support services, two- and four-year institutions will establish mutual goals 
and objectives. Examples of data to be collected include qualitative data, such as the Ruffalo Noel Levitz 
Student Satisfaction Inventory (https://www.ruffalonl.com/college-student-retention/satisfaction-
priorities-assessments/student-satisfaction-inventory) or the National Survey of Student Engagement 
(http://nsse.indiana.edu/html/about.cfm), as well as retention, course performance and graduation data.   
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Abstract: The study examined the degree to which program evaluation impacted the retention of 
first-year students in community colleges. The data were analyzed using the independent samples 
two-tailed t-test. Analysis of the individual items that went into the standardized scores and students’ 
use of services identified through program evaluation revealed that first-year students who were 
actively engaged in their education were significantly more likely to be retained than those who were 
not. There was a significantly higher student-faculty interaction score for full time students (M = 
55.4) than for students who were less than full time (M = 46.5), (t [703] = 3.96, p < .01). Students who 
were retained (M = 59.58) had significantly higher standardized academic challenge scores than those 
who were not retained (M = 51.60), (t [691] = 2.49, p < .05).  Program evaluation can be the tool by 
which schools identify students who leave after the first year and implement actions that positively 
influence student retention. 

Introduction 

This study investigated the degree to which program evaluation impacted the retention of first-
year students in community colleges. The increased recruitment and retention of students is important to 
every educational institution. It is crucial, therefore, to identify ways to determine effective measures for 
retention (Sabharwal, 2005). Program evaluation is one method of gaining a deeper understanding of the 
challenges to student retention. The findings generated by program evaluation can highlight the particular 
barriers preventing student success and can suggest areas for potential intervention (Windham, 1994). 
Numerous studies have investigated student retention (Yorke & Longden, 2004) and other research has 
focused on program evaluation as an analysis tool (McDavid & Hawthorne, 2006). Few studies, however, 
have examined the relationship between educational program evaluation and the retention of students in 
community colleges (Harvey-Smith, 2002). By studying the effects program evaluation has on the 
retention of first-year students in community colleges, a new set of answers may become evident in 
addressing the retention problem. 

Background of the Problem 

In light of the mission and function of community colleges, and with post-secondary institutions 
facing increased accountability pressures, (Wang, 2009; Yorke & Longden, 2004), community colleges 
must translate theory into practice. This can be accomplished through the integration of program 
evaluation approaches with retention strategies. Although there is no shortage of research on retention 
(Tinto, 2004; 2007) and program evaluation (Beswick, 1990), studies that focus on how program 
evaluation can be used as a retention tool are limited, and this is especially true for studies aimed at 
community colleges. There is a need to begin this critical dialogue with a study that investigates the 
relationship between program evaluation and student retention at community colleges. 

This study was precipitated by the need to identify the inherent gaps in the traditional approach to 
student retention, and the proposing of new strategies that integrate and blend program evaluation with 
retention rather than viewing the two as separate problems. Further research and examination in this area 
is highly encouraged and is of paramount importance in bridging the gap between what is known about 
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student retention in community colleges and the influences that have aided retention in other tertiary 
institutions (Harvey-Smith, 2002). Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, (2006) noted that only about 
half of students who begin their post-secondary studies at a community college attain a credential within 
six to eight years. Although retention is an old construct, finding new and lasting ways of increasing 
student retention that do not constitute a vast expense to community colleges is vital if all stakeholders are 
to reap the benefits of higher education (Kuh et al., 2006; Chambers, 2009).   
 
 
Literature Review 
 

As educational institutions strive for continuous improvement, they are seeking data-driven 
decision making tools such as program evaluation to help them know which parts of their programs to 
keep or expand and which ones to eliminate. Program evaluation provides the feedback needed to 
determine whether an initiative has been successfully implemented or if it has produced the desired 
results. There are several approaches to evaluation but all of them are geared towards judging the value of 
an initiative in order to decide its worth, and are client-focused and particular. Objectives-based 
evaluation is valuable for institutions or programs seeking to know how effective a program, method, or 
product is (Fitzpatrick, Sanders, & Worthen, 2012; Posavac, 2011; Blank, 1993). For programs that take 
longer to show significant improvements, program evaluation can identify indications of initial success 
that can help build support for the program, and provide early warning of potential problems that can then 
be addressed (Fullan, 1991). Program evaluation can show whether a program is making progress or 
creating unintended problems, whether a program is cost effective and should be continued, or whether a 
program can improve if certain characteristics are changed (Alkin, 1985). 
 Due to its straightforward nature of using objectives to determine a program’s success or failure, 
and to serve as a foundation for program improvements, maintenance, or termination of program 
activities, the objectives-based approach to program evaluation has dominated the thinking and 
development of evaluation since the 1930s (Yarbrough, Shulha, Hopson, & Caruthers, 2010). Probably 
the greatest strength and appeal of the objectives-based evaluation approach is its simplicity since it is 
easy to understand, follow, and implement, and produces useful information that is relevant to programs 
(Yarbrough et al., 2010). A critical limitation, however, is its single-minded focus on objectives and their 
measurement, which can provide an incomplete picture of the program because it ignores potential 
beneficial or detrimental outcomes (Fitzpatrick et al., 2012). Another drawback is its neglect of program 
description, the need to gain an understanding of the context in which the program operates and the 
effects of that context on program success or failure (Fitzpatrick et al., 2012).   

The first-year of college has been widely documented as one of the most important time periods 
for students (Allen, 1999; Astin, 1993; Murtaugh, Burns, & Schuster, 1999; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; 
Tinto, 1993, 1996). Since the most significant loss of college students as a result of attrition occurs before 
the second year (Sabharwal, 2005), it is essential to investigate the policies and practices affecting 
retention of first-year students at community colleges.  Program evaluation is a tool that can provide the 
needed best practices for retention. Program evaluation provides feedback that can be used to assess 
program outcomes and improve program effectiveness.  Educational program evaluation data can identify 
factors associated with first-year students’ retention, and can also be used as an instrument for improving 
the teaching and learning process in ways that enhance student retention. This information can be very 
valuable in helping policy makers understand the factors that inhibit and encourage student retention. 
 There are efforts to accurately understand the factors behind retention but there is no clear 
consensus on a single group of factors that affect retention at community colleges. A variety of studies 
have investigated a range of variables, including demographics, aspirations, motivation, personality, 
values, and institutional characteristics (Bean 1983), and several retention models have attempted to 
better explain student attrition and retention (Harvey-Smith, 2002). Among the theories and models to 
explain persistence, Tinto’s integration model (1975) and Bean’s attrition model (1983) provide the most 
comprehensive frameworks on attrition (Harvey-Smith, 2002). Tinto's model of academic and social 
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integration is considered to be the basis for much of the current research on retention and was the first to 
attempt to provide an explanation for attrition and retention (Kuh et al., 2006). Bean’s (1983) model 
suggested that organization factors such as commitment to goals, routines, communication, and 
institutional quality were responsible for employee turnover as well as attrition rates of students (Kuh et 
al., 2006). 
 The importance of student recruitment and retention goes beyond academic interest and may be a 
matter of institutional survival (Chambers, 2009). Student attrition presents institutional inefficiency by 
wasting the resources that were committed to recruitment as well as the loss of future tuition and fees, 
funding lines that are critical to institutional survival (Habley & McClabahan, 2010; Yorke & Longden, 
2004). Tuition and fees can represent about fifty-two percent of the State appropriations for public 
institutions (State Higher Education Executive Officers, 2012). As open-door tertiary institutions, 
enrollment practices that select only those students whose backgrounds point more strongly towards 
success are not available to community colleges. Moreover such enrollment practices will deny the less 
prepared students access to tertiary education, and will undermine the very character of community 
colleges as sources for educational empowerment for all. 
 As tertiary institutions search for ways to increase student retention, student services’ 
professionals play a pivotal role in efforts to retain students (Bloom, Hutson, He, & Konkle, 2013). 
Services provided to students by college and university professionals make available another set of 
concrete tools for developing positive relationships with students, relationships that bring about the 
engagement with students which is a key component undergirding student retention. Student support 
services include, but are not limited to, academic advising, skill labs, computer lab, career counseling, 
learning communities, and transfer credit assistance. These services provide comprehensive support to 
students and assist students to achieve a successful college experience (Habley, 1994). When fueled by a 
shared commitment to student success and properly administered, these services can transform the way in 
which higher education approaches the retention problem. While improving student services in general 
has a positive effect on retention, multifaceted approaches to student retention with targeted student 
services can be even more effective (Lenning, Beal, & Sauer, 1980). The importance of the services 
offered to support student success, coupled with early intervention strategies such as study skills 
workshops and faculty and upper class student counseling and mentoring are all effective contributors to 
student retention (Brown-Weinstock, 2009).The response should be to develop effective measures that 
promote academic achievement for all college-bound students regardless of the source of their education. 
 
 
Methodology 
 
 The data collection instruments were two previously designed and validated descriptive and 
quantitative cross-sectional survey questionnaires created by the Center for Community College Student 
Engagement (CCCSE) at The University of Texas at Austin. The surveys employed the Likert scale 
ranging from one (not at all) to five (very much). They included the Community College Faculty Survey 
of Student Engagement (CCFSSE) and the Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE).  
 The Community College Survey of Student Engagement is a tool that helps community colleges 
assess their educational initiatives, in addition to helping them measure their progress toward key goals. 
On the other hand, the Community College Faculty Survey of Student Engagement seeks information 
from faculty regarding their impressions on student educational experiences, as well as their teaching 
practices and how they spend their professional time in and out of the classroom. Items on the CCFSSE 
that are related to the CCCSE assist in the exploration of the extent to which faculty members use the 
identified promising practices in their teaching. With alpha levels set at the 0.05 level of significance, the 
data were analyzed using the t-test (Spatz, 2011). Data analysis focused on the impact, if any, that 
program evaluation had on the retention of first-year students at West Kentucky Community and 
Technical College (WKCTC). 

414

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



 The CCSSE was administered face-to-face during the spring 2014 semester to a random sample 
of mostly returning first-year students. The survey asked students about institutional practices and student 
behaviors that are highly correlated with student learning and retention. The CCFSSE was administered 
online to all faculty members who were asked to contribute their front-line perspectives on student 
engagement, a way of bringing faculty members into a college-wide dialogue about student retention. The 
faculty data were compared with the student data. Previously collected program evaluation data for the 
2012-2013 academic year were used for the study and were obtained from the WKCTC data base. The 
data generated by the surveys represented ratings provided by the participants. The smallest units of 
analyses were the individual faculty member and the individual student, and the results applied most 
directly to WKCTC. 
 
 
Findings 
 

The study linked data from the CCFSSE, CCSSE, and program evaluation to provide empirical 
evidence of promising educational practices for student retention and ultimately college completion. The 
data were analyzed using the independent samples two-tailed t-test. The population sample was made up 
of 758 first-year students and 142 faculty members, distributed across the following college departments 
(divisions): Applied Technologies, Business and Computer Related Technologies, Science and 
Mathematics, Transition Education, Services, and Humanities, Fine Arts, and Social Sciences (Figure 1). 
Ninety-six percent of the selected classes participated. There was an overall completion rate of 58% of 
this cohort of students. The faculty response rate was 98%, probably due to faculty buy in from the many 
years of conducting the CCFSSE survey. 
 

 
Figure 1: Responses by departments/programs 
 

Tables 1 to 5 show the relationships between some of the student demographic factors and the 
CCSSE standardized benchmark scores. In each table, Group 1 and Group 2 refer to the groups of the 
variables that are being compared.  For example, in Table 1 the variable in the first row is gender where 
Group 1 represents males and Group 2 refers to females. This changes for the next row which is race, and 
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Group 1 refers to whites, and Group 2 refers to non-whites. All values in the group columns represent 
means and standard deviations.  
 
Active and Collaborative Learning, Standardized 

Table 1 shows the differences between standardized active and collaborative learning scores and 
various demographic variables. No significant differences were found between active and collaborative 
learning standardized score with respect to gender (M vs. F), children at home (Y vs. N), marital status 
(Married vs. Not), or international student status. A trend toward significance was observed for race and 
English as a first language, with non-whites having higher standardized scores than whites (p= 0.10) and 
those who speak English as a first language scoring lower than those who do not (p=0.088). 
 
Table 1: Active and collaborative learning, standardized 

 Group 1 Group 2 Stat, p value 
Gender (M/F) 47.8 ± 25.3 47.3 ± 22.6 t=0.30, p=0.77 
Race (W/NW) 46.9 ± 51.1 51.1 ± 23.3 t=1.63, p=0.10 
Have Children at Home (Y/N) 46.9 ± 22.5 47.7 ± 24.2 t=0.39, p=0.70 
Married (Y/N) 48.5 ± 21.8 47.3 ± 24.1 t=0.53, p=0.60 
English is First Language (Y/N) 47.3 ± 23.7 58.6 ± 22.6 t=1.71, p=0.088 
International Student (Y/N) 58.1 ± 25.8 59.4 ± 24.1 t=0.97, p=0.12 

 
Student Effort 

As presented in Table 2, the standardized benchmark score for student effort was significantly 
higher in females (p=0.007), those who have children at home (p=0.006), and those who are married 
(p=0.006). Also, non-white students scored higher on student effort (p=0.06) than white students. There 
were no significant differences in student effort with regard to speaking English as a second language and 
international student status. 
 
Table 2: Student effort 

 Group 1 Group 2 Stat, p value 
Gender (M/F) 48.0 ± 24.9 53.0 ± 24.4 t=2.68, p=0.007 
Race (W/NW) 50.3 ± 25.0 55.2 ± 25.9 t=1.86, p=0.064 
Have Children at Home (Y/N) 55.0 ± 24.3 49.3 ± 24.7 t=2.79, p=0.006 
Married (Y/N) 56.5 ± 25.8 49.8 ± 24.3 t=2.76, p=0.006 
English is First Language (Y/N) 51.0 ± 24.6 50.6 ± 32.3 t=0.05, p=0.96 
International Student (Y/N) 59.4 ± 24.1 50.8 ± 24.7 t=1.19, p=0.23 

 
Academic Challenge 

Female students and those who have children at home scored significantly higher (p=0.01 and 
p=0.05, respectively) on the standardized academic challenge score shown in Table 3. Though not 
significant, students who were married had a higher academic challenge score than the students who were 
not married. There were no significant differences in academic challenge score with respect to race, 
English as a first language, or international student status.  
 
Table 3: Academic challenge 

 Group 1 Group 2 Stat, p value 
Gender (M/F) 49.6 ± 27.1 54.6 ± 26.2 t=2.47, p=0.01 
Race (W/NW) 52.2 ± 26.9 55.2 ± 25.9 t=1.03, p=0.31 
Have Children at Home (Y/N) 55.6 ± 27.1 51.3 ± 26.5 t=1.95, p=0.052 
Married (Y/N) 56.7 ± 27.9 51.7 ± 26.4 t=1.87, p=0.063 
English is First Language (Y/N) 52.4 ± 26.7 60.5 ± 25.9 t=1.04, p=0.30 
International Student (Y/N) 56.9 ± 19.8 52.4 ± 26.8 t=0.55, p=0.58 
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Student-Faculty Interaction 
As presented in Table 4, there were no significant differences between the student-faculty 

interaction benchmark scores and the demographic measures. 
 
Table 4: Student-faculty interaction 

 
 
Support for Learners 

Table 5 showed that non-white students scored higher on the support for learners benchmark 
score than students who were white (p=0.07). There were no significant differences in this category of 
learners for any of the other demographic measures (gender, children, marital status, English, 
international student, and age). 
 
Table 5: Support for learners 

 Group 1 Group 2 Stat, p value 
Gender (M/F) 52.0 ± 23.9 53.3 ± 24.7 t=0.68, p=0.50 
Race (W/NW) 52.1 ± 24.4 56.9 ± 23.7 t=1.81, 0.07 
Have Children at Home (Y/N) 54.3 ± 25.1 52.1 ± 24.1 t=1.06, 0.29 
Married (Y/N) 53.8 ± 25.0 52.6 ± 24.2 t=0.51, p=0.61 
English is First Language (Y/N) 52.6 ± 24.3 64.4 ± 25.8 t=1.67, p=0.095 
International Student (Y/N) 57.2 ± 28.9 52.6 ± 24.2 t=0.63, p=0.53 

 
Differences in Engagement 

Table 6a shows the differences between students who were retained (45 or more credit hours) and 
not retained with respect to both raw and standardized engagement scores. As Table 6a illustrates, 
students who were retained had significantly higher standardized academic challenge scores than those 
who were not retained (t [691] = 2.49, p < .01). 
 
Table 6a: Differences in engagement between students who were retained and not retained (45 credit hours or more) 

 Retained (n=83) Not Retained (n=657) Stat, df, p 
Raw Active and Collaborative Learning 0.38 ± 0.15 0.35 ± 0.16 t=1.39, 738, 0.12 
Raw Student Effort 0.48 ± 0.15 0.47 ± 0.16 t=0.25, 738, 0.81 
Raw Academic Challenge 0.65 ± 0.19 0.59 ± 0.18 t=2.49, 738, 0.013 
Raw Student-faculty Interaction 0.48 ± 0.20 0.45 ± 0.20 t=1.34, 738, 0.18 
Raw Support for Learners 0.49 ± 0.18 0.48 ± 0.22 t=0.81, 114.6, 0.42 
Standardized Active and Collaborative Learning 50.34 ± 23.32 46.95 ± 23.79 t=1.19, 691, 0.24 
Standardized Student Effort 51.91 ± 23.33 50.73 ± 24.97 t=0.40, 691, 0.69 
Standardized Academic Challenge 59.58 ± 27.70 51.60 ± 26.53 t=2.49, 691, 0.013 
Standardized Student-faculty Interaction 54.95 ± 23.26 53.39 ± 24.93 t=0.52, 691, 0.60 
Standardized Support for Learners 54.39 ± 20.77 52.53 ± 24.78 t=0.73, 106.9, 0.47 

 
When the same analysis was repeated with retained defined as 30 credit hours or more (Table 6b), 

all but one of the raw and standardized benchmark scores were significantly different between retained and 
non-retained students (p<0.05). 
 
  

 Group 1 Group 2 Stat, p value 
Gender (M/F) 51.8 ± 25.7 54.8 ± 24.1 t=1.54, p=0.12 
Race (W/NW) 53.5 ± 24.8 54.5 ± 24.9 t=0.37, p=0.71 
Have Children at Home (Y/N) 54.3 ± 23.6 53.3 ± 25.3 t=0.50, p=0.62 
Married (Y/N) 53.8 ± 23.8 53.5 ± 25.0 t=0.12, p=0.91 
English is First Language (Y/N) 53.7 ± 24.6 47.0 ± 33.5 t=0.97, p=0.33 
International Student (Y/N) 52.5 ± 26.9 53.5 ± 24.7 t=0.15, p=0.88 
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Table 6b: Differences in engagement between students who were retained (30 credit hours or more) 
 Retained (n=83) Not Retained (n=657) Stat, df, p 
Raw Active and Collaborative Learning 0.39 ± 0.17 0.35 ± 0.16 t=3.22, 738, 0.001 
Raw Student Effort 0.50 ± 0.15 0.47 ± 0.16 t=1.90, 738, 0.06 
Raw Academic Challenge 0.64 ± 0.19 0.59 ± 0.18 t=3.21, 738, 0.001 
Raw Student-faculty Interaction 0.50 ± 0.20 0.44 ± 0.19 t=3.56, 738, <0.001 
Raw Support for Learners 0.52 ± 0.21 0.44 ± 0.19 t=2.78, 738, 0.006 
Standardized Active and Collaborative Learning 51.97 ± 24.94 46.00 ± 23.24 t=2.78, 691, 0.006 
Standardized Student Effort 51.91 ± 23.33 50.73 ± 24.97 t=2.07, 691, 0.04 
Standardized Academic Challenge 58.13 ± 27.33 50.88 ± 26.41 t=2.99, 691, 0.003 
Standardized Student-faculty Interaction 58.73 ± 24.86 52.08 ± 24.53 t=2.97, 691, 0.003 
Standardized Support for Learners 57.36 ± 24.14 51.41 ± 24.28 t=2.69, 691, 0.007 

 
Figure 2 displays the use (often), satisfaction (high), and importance (high) ratings of students. The 

services identified by students as important were used and provided a good service to the students. These 
services included financial aid advising, computer lab orientation, and academic advising. The services—
child care and job placement—were noted as important but were not used or provided at a satisfactory level 
and are areas that need improvement. 
 

Figure 2: Services that best support the path to graduation 
 

Figure 3 reveals the proportion of students at different progress levels in the various programs, with 
progress defined as the number of credit hours completed. Students in Services, Humanities/Fine 
Arts/Social Sciences, and Science and Mathematics showed greater progress towards graduation, regardless 
of how many credit hours completed. Students in Applied Technologies had a smaller proportion of 
students making progress who were in the 45-60 and over 60 credit hours categories. Students in Transition 
Education and Business/Computer Technologies made the least progress towards graduation. 
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Figure 3: Student progress (number of credits hours) by department (program area) 
 
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
 

The CCFSSE and CCSSE measures of engagement were used to predict the likelihood of students 
to be retained. Engagement was measured by the patterns of use, satisfaction, and importance of the 
services offered to students by the various programs, and retention was measured by the credit hours 
completed by the students. A survey of the program-specific 'top three improvements' identified in the 
program evaluation report were aligned with the CCFSSE and CCSSE engagement results to ascertain the 
extent to which program evaluated impacted student retention. 
 The CCSSE survey groups conceptually related items that address key areas of student 
engagement into benchmarks. These benchmarks represent areas that have been shown by research to be 
important to students’ college experiences and educational outcomes (Community College Survey of 
Student Engagement, 2014). Benchmarks provide a useful starting point for evaluating survey results and 
allow stakeholders to gauge and monitor performance in areas that are of the most interest to them 
(CCCSE, 2014). Additionally, benchmarks provide the opportunity to make appropriate and useful 
comparisons across groups (CCCSE, 2014). Benchmarks allow for comparison with the national average 
or a peer-group average. However, these averages may sometimes be unacceptably low and so the 
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aspiration should be to match and even exceed them (CCCSE, 2014). Digging more deeply into the 
survey items that contributed to the benchmark scores provided additional avenues of analysis that 
enhanced the findings of the study. 
 Analysis of the individual items that went into the standardized scores and students’ use of 
services identified through program evaluation revealed that students who were actively engaged in their 
education were significantly more likely to be retained than those who were not. A review of the 
differences between students who were retained and those who were not based on these items revealed 
that students who engaged in the following activities were significantly (p < 0.05; * = p < 0.10) more 
likely to be retained: 

 *participated in a community based project 
 done/doing/plan: internship/field experience/co-op, developmental/remedial math, study skills 

course, and honors course 
 were encouraged to spend significant amounts of time studying 
 *provided financial support needed to afford education  
 *spent time preparing for class 
 spent time working for pay 
 *spent time participating in college-sponsored activities 
 *had good relationships with other students 
 used academic advising/planning 
 used career counseling 
 used financial aid advising 

Students who were not retained used the credit transfer assistance service significantly. 
Similar to observations made by Day and Newburger (2002) and Chambers (2009), this study 

also showed that the first-year provided the best opportunities for students to become integrated into their 
program of study, especially if there was significant engagement between faculty and students. Besides 
Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1990, 1993, 1996, 2004, & 2007) assertions the recurrent theme in the student 
retention literature was that student engagement promotes student retention. The study’s findings 
supported this contention. The dual CCSSE-CCFSSE data sets provided a more holistic analytical 
window into student engagement and, ultimately, student retention. 
  When students enter college, they bring with them a number of prior life experiences including 
academic experience and individual background, and varied goals and expectations (Tinto 1975, 1987). 
These attributes are academic and social and often get modified as students interact with each other and 
the college environment (Tinto, 1990). Interactions that are positive and rewarding are mostly contributed 
by high levels of academic and social engagement and contribute to student retention (Tinto, 1975, 1987). 
The more integrated the student is within the college environment, the more likely the student will be 
retained (Tinto, 1987). The top three department-specific improvements that the program evaluation 
process identified validated the services that best support students’ path to graduation. They also showed 
the need for frequent monitoring of academic progress. This monitoring is critical to the creation of an 
early warning system for early intervention. Supportive academic services reinforced coursework for this 
cohort of students and included financial aid advising, computer lab orientation, and academic advising. 
This study mirrored the supportive first-year theme proposed by Muraskin (1988) who, like Tinto (1987), 
highlighted the significance of student engagement as an instrument for student retention. This study 
highlighted the notion that effective program evaluation processes can play a significant role in 
institutional efforts to increase student retention. 
 Another finding of this study that is noteworthy is the impact the outside lives of college students 
have on their ability to succeed in their educational endeavor. Student effort was significantly higher 
among students who had children at home and students who were married. While external obligations 
may limit a student’s ability to meet the demands of college (Tinto, 1987; Muraskin, 1988), even serving 
as barriers, these same external obligations may serve as motivators for other students. People who have 
clear ideas of what they want in life perceive many external forces as opportunities rather as barriers and 
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react positively to these forces (Tinto, 1987; Muraskin, 1988). By foreseeing the benefits that a tertiary 
education will provide them, these students foresee everything else in their lives as motivation to learn. 
This may be why having children and been married, in this case, promoted rather than hindered student 
retention. Even with this intrinsic motivation, these students still need institutional support. This study 
confirmed many of the assertions made in the literature review on student retention, and the findings also 
spoke to the importance program evaluation has as a student retention tool. 

The study also found that there were significant differences between students who were enrolled 
full time and students who were not, with the full time students doing significantly better across the 
majority of measures than those students who were not. The additional exposure full time students had 
with faculty members may have provided them with more opportunities to get to know their faculty 
members. This, in turn, may have given them a better chance to get adjusted to academic demands than 
the less than full time students. Tinto (1987) observed that faculty-student interaction, be it formal or 
informal, significantly increases commitment to the institution and positively impacts academic 
performance. Student-faculty engagement increases retention by providing positive academic experiences 
and, thus, the academic commitment of these students (Tinto, 1993). 
 Previous studies on program evaluation and first-year student retention have targeted mostly four-
year tertiary institutions (Kuh et al., 2006; Harvey-Smith, 2002). Other similar studies have focused on 
retention of first-year students without any consideration of the impact program evaluation has on the 
retention of this group of students (Allen, 1999; Astin, 1993; Murtaugh, Burns, & Schuster 1999; 
Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1993, 1996). As more emphasis continues to be placed on role of 
community colleges in preparing students for the global marketplace, there is the need for more research 
on a topic such as the impact program evaluation has on the retention of first-year students in community 
colleges. Also with community college student enrollment experiencing significant increases, this has 
prompted the need to develop initiatives that promote student success. 
 As open door tertiary institutions, community colleges are under even more pressure to find ways 
to improve retention of their students (Adelman, 2005; American Council on Education, 2003). Hecker 
(2004) noted that the number of jobs requiring advanced skills continues to grow at twice the rate of those 
requiring basic skills, and so the ability of the United States to compete in the global marketplace is 
dependent on American colleges and universities meeting the demand for skilled workers. The increased 
diversity of those seeking a college education further complicates the student retention problem (Tinto, 
2004). The establishment of numerous programs to remedy student retention has shown little or no 
improvement in college retention rates (Habley & McClanahan, 2010). Some researchers have argued for 
a shift in strategy away from attempting to address particular student retention problems and towards an 
institutional culture focused on the principles of quality education (Astin, 1993; Tinto, 2007; Yorke & 
Longden, 2004; Chambers, 2009). This shift should include the coupling of student retention strategies 
with effective program evaluation practices. 
 Once valid and reliable program evaluation information is obtained on student behavior, the 
information can then be used to address student retention. Program evaluation data can assist in the 
identification of the types of student who leave after the first-year and their relative frequencies, the 
events that lead to their departure, and the programs that make a discernible difference in student 
retention (Tinto, 2007). By identifying and isolating the experiences shown to relate to patterns of student 
departure, program evaluation findings can serve as the basis for the establishment of long-term policies 
directed toward student retention (Yorke & Longden, 2004). Program evaluation findings can inform 
admission procedures, recruitment policies, and faculty practices that promote student engagement 
(Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005), all leading to the creation of institutional culture that promotes student 
retention. Program evaluation can shed light on how program actions influence student retention. Through 
the tagging of known attrition attributes during the first college year, program evaluation assessment can 
be employed in the creation of early warning systems to flag, at entry or very early in the student’s 
campus life, those students most prone to drop out (Braxton, 2000). 
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Abstract: While academic factors such as high school GPA and ACT and SAT scores significantly 
contribute to higher education success, there are often significant gaps in their ability to predict 
college retention. Research suggests a number of social and psychological factors can be used to 
improve the predictive ability of purely academic model.  The present study will examine the 
contribution of five psychosocial factors in predicting first-to-second year college retention: financial 
concerns, academic engagement, institutional commitment, grit, and growth mindset.  This study 
examined data from the 2014 New Student Survey, a survey distributed to all incoming freshmen at 
the University of Oklahoma.  Factor analytic techniques were used to organize survey questions into 
valid measures of the factors of interest.  Finally, these constructs were explored in a regression model 
to study the extent to which they are predictive of retention, both singularly and among other well-
known academic predictors.  Results of a logistic regression suggest that students with higher 
academic engagement and lower financial concerns had a significantly higher probability of retention 
when taking into account academic factors.   

Introduction 

Most research institutions base admittance decisions upon a number of academic factors, such as 
ACT or SAT score, high school GPA, courses taken, personal statements, class rank, etc. (College Board, 
2015). While these predictors account for a significant proportion of the variance in a predictive model of 
college retention, they do not account for the whole picture. In order for universities to better identify at-
risk students and to provide necessary services to help these students persist in their education, it is 
important to examine other possible factors that might add to predictive models of college retention. 

Numerous studies suggest that non-academic factors can be used in addition to academic factors 
to better predict and explain college retention (Deberard, Scott, Spielmans, & Julka, 2004; Robbins, 
Allen, Casillas, Hamm Peterson, & Le, 2009; Alarcon & Edwards, 2013). In fact, traditional academic 
predictive models of college retention can often be improved by the inclusion of psychosocial factors. 
Research at the University of Oklahoma (OU) has suggested a more complete model of student retention, 
including non-academic factors, accounts for a greater proportion of student retention and attrition than 
purely academic models (Pleitz, Terry, & Judice-Campbell, 2011). 

Pleitz and his colleagues (2011) found a number of psychosocial factors that significantly predict 
college retention, including financial concerns, institutional commitment, and academic engagement. 
Financial concerns refers to a students’ ability to acquire the economic resources to pay for school and the 
value he or she places on investing in higher education. Institutional commitment is the extent to which a 
student is committed to attending and completing a degree at a specific institution. Academic engagement 
is a psychological construct that refers to a student’s involvement in his or her education. A college 
student with a high level of academic engagement is more likely to be attentive in class, study materials 
outside of class, and invest necessary time and energy into being successful in school (Pleitz et al., 2011). 

Within education research, two recent psychosocial factors have emerged in the literature: grit 
and growth mindset. While numerous studies have indicated a number of positive academic outcomes 
associated with higher levels of grit and growth mindset, their role in higher education retention has yet to 
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be extensively researched. The present study will focus on exploring the role of these factors in a 
predictive model of student retention. The purpose of this study is twofold: (1) to examine if the 
previously determined predictors of retention, financial concerns, institutional commitment, and academic 
engagement continue to be predictive in more recent cohorts of first-year students, and (2) to determine if 
grit and growth mindset significantly add predictive value to previous models of college student retention. 
The results will specifically emphasize whether or not grit and growth mindset can improve upon 
predictive models of retention alongside previously established significant predictors, with the goal of 
determining if these factors have explanatory value above and beyond other well-known predictors. 
  
Grit 

The construct of grit refers to an individual’s passion to pursue long-term goals and motivation to 
persevere and accomplish goals (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007). In the present study, 
the construct of grit is a combination of two previously studied factors: self-efficacy and approach to 
challenge. It encompasses both the internal desire to ardently pursue goals and the external, positive 
reaction to setback by overcoming and persisting. Research suggests that college students who are more 
likely to persist in achieving goals and overcoming challenges are also more likely to value their 
schoolwork and education and feel more confident about their ability to be a successful student (Wolters 
& Hussain, 2015). Further, grit has been shown to predict positive academic outcomes, such as higher 
GPA’s and higher degrees of education (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009).   

 
Growth Mindset 

Growth mindset refers to an internal belief system that research suggests has a positive impact on 
educational outcomes. Psychologist Carol S. Dweck, has pioneered research in growth mindset and has 
defined two types of mindsets: fixed mindset and growth mindset. Fixed mindset refers to the belief that 
abilities, talents and traits are fixed. They cannot be improved upon, but one can engage in activities to 
create an illusion of looking smarter or seeming more talented. Growth mindset refers to the belief that 
abilities and talents can be improved upon if one works hard, listens to instruction, practices, and persists. 
While some individuals may not be able to become outstanding at a particular ability or talent, they can 
always progress and improve with appropriate effort (Dweck, 2012). 
 According to research in neuroscience, individuals who believe intelligence is malleable tend to 
be more successful learners, rebound more quickly from failures, and are more likely to view negative 
feedback as a challenge to improve rather than a threat to self-worth (Mangels, Butterfield, Lamb, Good, 
& Dweck, 2006). Further, when students undergo treatment to establish and enhance growth mindset, 
their academic effort increases significantly (Sriram, 2014). Much of the research examining growth 
mindset involves experimental manipulations of the factor, rather than measuring base levels of growth 
mindset in individuals and exploring its impact on various outcomes. The present study will take the latter 
approach by using measurements of growth mindset to predict retention, in order to better understand the 
influence of this factors outside of experimental manipulation. 
 
 
Current Study 
 
Sample 
 The data analyzed in the present study consists of admissions records for first-time, full-time, 
degree seeking students at a large, public, research university in the Midwestern United States.  Data 
includes only first-year students during the 2014-2015 academic year. There were 3,022 freshman 
students included in the study.  Of the 3,022 students, 1,468 (48.58%) were male and 1,554 (51.42%) 
were female.  Overall, the average ACT score was 26.05 (SD 4.02). Average ACT subscores for English 
were 26.63 (SD 4.84), for reading were 27.15 (SD 4.95), for math were 26.21 (SD 4.08), and for science 
were 26.07 (SD 4.36).  Students with only SAT data had these scores translated into corresponding ACT 
scores. The average high school GPA was 3.63 (SD = 0.32) and GPA scores ranged from 1.60 to 4.00.   
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Data measuring the psychosocial factors were obtained from the New Student Survey (NSS), a 
40-item questionnaire administered to incoming freshman. Many of the questions in this survey were 
specifically designed to measure the constructs of interest in the present study. Data regarding high school 
GPA and ACT scores were obtained from university academic records. 
 
Methods 

First, a factor analysis was conducted to examine the structural validity of the five psychosocial 
factors: financial concerns, institutional commitment, academic engagement, grit, and growth mindset. 

The overall fit of the Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) model was examined using two 
indices: (1) the RMSEA index, for which Steiger and Lind (1980) and MacCallum, Browne, and 
Sugawara (1996) suggested values below .08 indicate an acceptable fit and values at or near .05 indicate 
excellent fit; and (2) Bentler’s CFI index (Bentler, 1990), based on the value of the non-centrality 
parameter, for which values greater than or equal to .90 indicate good fit. Examining the combination of 
these two fit indices was important to assess different aspects of model fit. If both indices suggest 
acceptable fit, we could be confident the model adequately reproduces the empirical data.  

Initially, using the PROC CALIS procedure in SAS, we imposed a factor model with a simple 
structure on all factor loadings (each variable was allowed to freely load on only one factor and loaded 
zero on all others) and allowed all factors to freely correlate. We fit the proposed 5-factor model based on 
the items included in the NSS for theoretical coverage using the SAS software PROC CALIS.  Initially, 
the fit of the independent clusters 5-factor model was relatively poor. After examining the asymptotically 
standardized residuals for the model, it was clear that a few items were not working as intended and that 
we also needed to estimate and fit correlation parameters for six residual variances. After re-fitting the 
model, we found an acceptable-fitting 5-factor model of the hypothesized psychosocial variables (X2 = 
2348.49, df=308, RMSEA=.048 with a 90% CI of [.0465,0501], CFI = .901). Table 1 presents the item 
factor loadings and item-fit statistics for the 5-factor solution.  

Second, we calculated the reliability for each psychosocial subscale using coefficient alpha.  
Results indicated that estimates of scale reliability were acceptable, with coefficient alpha values ranging 
from 0.722 for Institutional Commitment to 0.768 for Financial Concerns.     

Once measures of the variables were established, these variables were included in a logistic 
regression model alongside high school GPA and ACT scores predicting whether or not a student was 
enrolled in university courses from the third week of the students’ freshman year to the third week of the 
students’ sophomore year. Finally, in order to better understand the role of grit and growth mindset 
correlations of all five factors were analyzed to investigate the relationships among factors. 
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Table 1. Factor analysis results - item factor loadings and item R2 values  
NSS Item  Factor 1: 

Financial 
Concerns 

Factor 2: 
Academic 
Engagement 

Factor 3: 
Institutional 
Commitment 

Factor 4: 
Grit 

Factor 5: 
Growth 
Mindset 

R2

Money .678 - - - - .460 
Need to work .837 - - - - .702 
Financial Security .782 - - - - .613 
Financial Aid Received .380 - - - - .761 
 
Rarely Study - .484 - - - .947 
Bored in Class - .421 - - - .177 
Last Minute Assignment - .653 - - - .426 
Late to Class - .380 - - - .143 
Reading - .715 - - - .511 
 
OU First Choice - - .308 - - .096 
Confident OU - - .722 - - .521 
Important OU - - .690 - - .478 
Transfer - - .582 - - .339 
Not Accepted to First Choice   .304 - - .092 
Not Afford First Choice - - .397 - - .157 
 
Response to Setback - - - .627 - .392 
Accomplishing Goals - - - .537 - .288 
Calm Facing Challenges - - - .536 - .287 
Challenges are Motivating - - - .749 - .561 
Overcome Challenges - - - .563 - .317 
 
Intelligence can Change - - - - .503 .253 
Responsible for Learning - - - - .443 .197 
Effort Improves Intelligence - - - - .410 .168 
Confident I can Succeed - - - - .604 .364 
Long-Term Goals - - - - .686 .471 
I Expect to Work Hard - - - - .527 .273 
Notes:  All blank spaces in the factor loading matrix were structurally constrained to be 0.  

 
 
Results 
 Composite measures of the factors were formulated using the average score of all test items 
measuring a specific factor, as determined by the CFA results.  Descriptive statistics of measures are 
included in Table 2.  
 
Table 2. Descriptive statistics for psychosocial variable measures 

Variable # of Questions Mean Standard Deviation 
Financial Concerns 4 2.83 0.85 
Academic Engagement 6 3.42 0.60 
Institutional Commitment 6 4.12 0.54 
Grit 5 2.02 0.56 
Growth Mindset 6 1.67 0.43 

 
 A factor composite score was calculated for each student based on their average response to the 
questions measuring that particular factor.  These composite scores were then used, in addition to each 
student’s ACT score and high school GPA, in a logistic regression model with the dichotomous outcome 
variable indicating whether or not students were enrolled in classes by the third week of their second year. 
The significance of the model, as a whole, in predicting student retention was examined using likelihood 
ratio (LR) chi-square test. This test indicated that the model as a whole significantly predicted second–
year retention, χ2 = 170.7579 with df = 7, p < .0001. Table 2 shows the summary results for each of the 
individual predictors in the logistic regression analysis. All odds ratio estimates are reported such that the 
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change in odds of retaining is referenced to a standard deviation change in the relevant predictor. Also, 
the inverse of odds ratios less than 1 was reported so that all odds ratios were in the same metric.   

According to Table 3, the significant predictors of college retention were ACT score (p < .0001), 
high school GPA (p < .0001), financial concerns (p < .0001), and academic engagement (p < .001). In this 
model, institutional commitment (p = 0.7568), grit (p = 0.6040), and growth mindset (p = 0.8556) did not 
contribute significant incremental value for explaining second-year retention. 

In terms of effects sizes, the odds ratios show similar degrees of incremental predictive value for 
all four significant predictors, with the typical academic performance variables (ACT and High School 
GPA) showing only slighter greater incremental value than either financial concerns and academic 
engagement. 
 
Table 3. Summary of logistic regression model 

Variable Estimate Standard Error p value Odds Ratio 
ACT Score 0.0664 0.0159 < .0001 1.305 
High School GPA 1.4164 0.1667 < .0001 1.579 
Financial Concerns -0.3457 0.0650 < .0001 1.340** 
Academic Engagement 0.3162 0.0952 0.0009 1.209 
Institutional Commitment 0.0361 0.1167 0.7568 1.019 
Grit -0.0626 0.1192 0.6040 1.065** 
Growth Mindset  -0.0239 0.1606 0.8556 1.025** 
**Where odds ratios were less than one, the inverse was taken to make the metrics greater than 1. 

 
Finally, in order to better examine the specific relationship of grit and growth mindset to the other 

predictors, all psychosocial factors were correlated amongst each other. Table 4 shows the correlation 
matrix produced from this analysis. 
 
Table 4. Correlation matrix of psychosocial variables 

Variable Financial 
Concerns 

Institutional 
Commitment 

Academic 
Engagement 

Grit Growth Mindset 

Financial 
Concerns 
 

-  
 

   

Institutional 
Commitment 
 

-0.056* 
 

-    

Academic 
Engagement 
 

-0.031 
 

0.125** 
 

-   

Grit 
 
 

0.041* -0.130** 
 

-0.146** 
 

-  

Growth Mindset 
 
 

0.0005 
 

-0.288** 
 

-0.231** 
 

0.572** 
 

- 

* Correlation significant at the .05 level 
**Correlations significant at the .0001 level 

 
Many of these factors were significantly correlated with each other.  Significant relationships 

occurred among the following variables: (1) institutional commitment correlated with academic 
engagement, grit, and growth mindset (p < .0001); (2) academic engagement correlated with grit and 
growth mindset (p < .0001); and (3) the correlation between grit and growth mindset (p < .0001). 
Institutional commitment and grit were also significantly correlated with financial concerns (p < .05).  
Most of the relationships among predictors demonstrated either small or moderate correlations, with one 
exception:  grit and growth mindset. Clearly, there is substantial overlap between the grit and growth 
mindset constructs, suggesting that significant shared variance exists between the two constructs.    
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Discussion 
 
 The purpose of this study was to examine whether or not additional psychosocial variables could 
help explain patterns of first-year retention alongside other well-known academic predictors.  
Specifically, the relatively recently identified psychosocial variables of grit and growth mindset were 
examined in order to better understand how variables that have been shown to positively impact academic 
outcomes in lab studies and individually in field studies contribute to predictive models of first-year 
college retention. Many current models of retention rely exclusively on academic predictors, since these 
are the factors most often considered when making admittance decisions.  However, by examining 
psychosocial factors, it is possible to identify students who may be at higher risk of attrition once they 
have already arrived on campus, in order help them persevere in their education. Further, by studying 
psychosocial factors in the context of predictive models of college retention, universities can better 
understand additional variables that contribute to student success in higher education. 

The psychosocial factors included in this study were chosen due to the fact that each could be 
targeted for intervention at the individual student-level and hopefully ameliorated after a student is 
admitted to a university and has begun his or her first year. The goal in studying these factors was to 
encourage universities to understand the importance of non-academic factors in order to target students 
who may be at higher risk of attrition and direct them to services and resources that can improve their 
chances of being successful in college. For example, students at a higher risk of budgetary strain can be 
detected early in the school year and encouraged to seek financial counselling in order to be better 
prepared to face the financial burden of higher education. In addition, students with lower levels of 
academic engagement can be advised to take advantage of resources such as tutoring or academic 
counseling, or encouraged to enroll in courses or attend programs that teach study skills and habits for 
student success. 

These psychosocial factors were studied alongside well-known academic predictors of retention 
in order to more effectively detect psychosocial variables that have explanatory value above and beyond 
the variance that is already captured by ACT scores and high school GPA. Consistent with previous 
research by Pleitz et al. (2011), financial concerns and academic engagement significantly predicted 
college retention in the presence of academic factors.  This indicates that these factors can meaningfully 
add to traditional models of college retention, and explain patterns of retention and attrition that cannot be 
understood by purely academic retention models. Moreover, this corroborates previous research 
suggesting psychosocial factors can be used to improve upon academic predictive models of retention. 

In contrast to results observed by Pleitz et al. (2011), institutional commitment did not 
demonstrate significant incremental value for predicting retention in the present model. In this study, 
institutional commitment was measured using self-response questions from the NSS concerning an 
individual’s personal commitment to a particular institution. When this factor was considered by Pleitz et 
al. (2011), it was studied in the context of previous alumni ties, a more familial variable. By examining 
institutional commitment in the context of alumni ties, one is consequently grouping all first-generation 
students in the population of students with lower institutional commitment, indicating the possibility that 
institutional commitment served simply as a proxy variable for first-generation status. First-generation 
students are often considered at a greater risk of attrition than students’ with family members who 
attended college and completed a college degree. Thus, by measuring institutional commitment in this 
manner, one risks confounding the variable with first-generation vs. non-first generation students.  In the 
present studies, first generation students could be included amongst those with a higher level of 
institutional commitment, possibly explaining why this factor did not replicate in its contribution to a 
predictive model of retention. 
 Surprisingly, neither grit nor growth mindset significantly explained college retention in the 
context of the logistic regression model. Correlations of grit and growth mindset with the other 
psychosocial factors indicated the possibility that the impact of these variables is lessened by including 
them in a model alongside other highly predictive variables with which they are highly related. For 
instance, it is possible that the effect of grit and growth mindset is not significant because of these 
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variables’ moderate relationship with academic engagement, as well as their strong relationship with each 
other. It is likely that students with high levels of academic engagement are also students who 
passionately pursue their goals and believe in the notion that their intelligence is malleable. It is possible 
that grit and growth mindset play an important role in contributing to a students’ academic engagement; 
however, among other strong academic and psychosocial predictors, these factors do not significantly add 
to the retention model. Future research should continue to examine how these variables affect college 
retention as well as how they interact with other well-known predictors of academic success. 
 
Conclusion 
 
 The model presented in this study suggests that students with less financial concerns and a greater 
level of academic engagement are more likely to persist through their first year of college. Future research 
should continue to examine the psychosocial factors included in this study in order to better understand 
how they contribute to college retention above and beyond what can be explained by academic 
credentials. Psychosocial factors can be used to formulate a more complete and accurate predictive model 
of student retention, which universities can utilize in order to enhance and improve the likelihood of 
student success. By understanding psychological and behavioral factors that increase the probability of 
college dropout, universities can aim to target students at a higher level of risk in order to encourage and 
assist them in their academic goals. 
 
Note: Measures and specific test items utilized in this study can be obtained by contacting Dr. Robert 
Terry at rterry@ou.edu. 
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Abstract: The Trio Student Support Services program has been in existence on the campus of 
Fort Valley State University since the 2010-2011 academic year. The program seeks to assist those 
students who are identified as first-generation, low-income, or have a documented disability and 
serves 140 students annually. In order to be a participant in the program, support staff must 
identify an academic need and provide services tailored to that need based on the individual 
student. Participation in the program is voluntary and students make continual efforts to 
participate in order to reap services and benefits provided by the program. Although these 
students come from disadvantaged backgrounds in comparison to their continuing-education 
counterparts, they tend to perform academically and persist at higher rates than the general 
enrollment population of the institution. This paper seeks to substantiate the programs’ successes 
as well as identify ways to further increase student participation in similar academic support 
programming.  
 
 
Introduction 
 

Fort Valley State University (FVSU) is one of three publically funded historically black 
institutions located in the state of Georgia. It is the state’s only 1890 land-grant institution located in 
what is commonly known as Middle Georgia, approximately 90 miles south of Atlanta. The federally 
funded Trio Student Support Services program has been at Fort Valley State University since 2010 
with the purpose of assisting 140 eligible students per year that can benefit from provided services. 
The mission of Fort Valley State University’s Student Support Services (SSS) program is to provide a 
range of academic support services to students who are identified as first-generation college students, 
have limited income, or a documented disability. The three main objectives of the SSS program at 
Fort Valley State University include; performance—students will persist from one academic year to 
the next—good academic standing according to University policy, and graduation. Programming also 
includes services that provide information on how to apply to and prepare for graduate school. During 
the previous SSS Grant cycle, which began in academic year 2010-2011, SSS students at Fort Valley 
State University entered into and graduated from a number of disciplines. This paper however, seeks 
to take a closer look at how the theory of Reasoned Action is relative to how students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds seek services through the SSS program in order to attain academic and 
developmental achievement. With the use of data submitted in the SSS annual performance report on 
the use of student services and performance rates assessed on the program’s annual performance 
report, the theory of Reasoned Action will be used to assess student achievement outcomes.  

 
 

First-Generation College Students  
 

First-generation college students, or students who come from a household where both parents 
lack a college education, face a myriad of challenges during their transition and matriculation through 
their academic careers. For many, these challenges range from financial burdens to psychological and 
emotional strains that stem from the unfamiliar culture of a typical college campus. In many cases, 
issues such as the non-allocation of capital for the cost of college and self-efficacy prevent potential 
first-generation students from even stepping foot on a college campus (Longmire-Avital & Miller-
Dyce, 2015).  

First-generation students typically struggle with gaining access into the pipeline that would 
lead to post-secondary educational attainment. In an article examining the many facets of college 
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accessibility, author Julia Everett (2015) defines further the hurdles that first-generation students face 
as they attempt to navigate the collegiate experience. Everett defines access and specifies five 
subcategories of accessibility that prove challenging for first-generation college students. These 
subcategories are defined as financial accessibility, geographic accessibility, programmatic 
accessibility, academic accessibility, and cultural, social, and physical accessibility (Everett, 2015). 
Accessibility refers to the any factors or conditions that would aid or disallow an individual from 
attending college (Everett, 2015). Factors that would hinder individuals from entering college may 
include discrimination, college preparedness, and costs. These hindrances particularly apply to first-
generation students.  

The main type of accessibility that first-generation students struggle with is financial. 
Consequently, two-thirds of the students served in this sample are classified as both first-generation 
and low-income based on determinates established by the U.S. Department of Education (Student 
Support Services Program, eCFR, part 646, 2016) Geographic accessibility refers to how far a student 
may have to travel in order to attend a post-secondary institution. Accessibly may also be challenged 
due to programs that are offered or not offered by institutions which is referred to as Programmatic 
Accessibility. This may generally hold true in more instances for those seeking degrees from four-
year institutions. To the advantage of many students who seek and have access to two-year or 
community colleges, a wider range of introductory and basic courses are offered (Everett, 2015). 
Academic Accessibility refers to the level of college preparedness attained by students during their 
secondary educational tenure. First-generation students typically enter into college underprepared in 
contrast to their continuing education counterparts. As in this case, many first-generation students 
score low on both the ACT and SAT college entrance exams and do not make the minimum score 
requirement for college entry. Not only does this hinder their accessibility to higher education 
institutions, but it also keeps them from accessing the courses that are necessary to enter into post-
secondary fields of study (Everett, 2015). Cultural, social, and physical accessibility refers to the 
influence or non-influence of immediate family, teachers, community members, or friends. Because 
of the likelihood of generational non-access to post-secondary educational opportunities, first-
generation students are less likely to receive encouragement or support in the form of mentorship 
from their friends and family.  

According to Covarrubias and Fryberg (2015), many first-generation students deal with a 
phenomenon entitled, family achievement guilt. Family achievement guilt is felt by many first-
generation college students as they leave their economically challenged families for the first time to 
attend college. In most instances, students’ immediate families and social acquaintances are not 
willing to provide the physical and emotional support necessary for first-generation and disabled 
students to be successful academically. Without the support of immediate family, this demographic of 
students face the compromise of limited cultural, social, and physical accessibility.  

First-generation students are also often characterized by the generational challenge that 
defines the college millennial. Currently, millennial college students belong to the largest generation 
to date, comprised of those individuals who were born between 1982 and 2002 (Much, Wagener, 
Breitkreutz, & Hellenbrand, 2014). In their study conducted to define distinct characteristics of 
modern day millennials, college students enrolled at a mid-sized public institution were surveyed and 
grouped into three categories. These categories included students who were likely to feel that they 
were exempt from following rules, had a passive approach to problem solving, or possessed a 
dependence on others for problem solving. Based on results yielded from student interviews, the 
majority of students studied had a high dependence on others when it came to solving problems. More 
specifically, millennial college students expected their problems to be solved by others or their 
parents. Additionally, the majority of millennial students studied to some degree felt exempt from 
following rules and function mainly within their own perceived conduct codes (Much et al., 2014). Of 
all the results found, the most compelling measured the extent to which college millennials adopt a 
passive approach to solving problems. Students interviewed typically ignored their problems or 
obstacles, in hopes that they would somehow go away. Included in more detailed student responses, it 
was noted that in spite of access to resources, millennial college students persisted in taking a “hands-
off” approach to obstacles with the expectation that they would somehow disappear (Much et al., 
2014).  

In contrast to their continuing-education counterparts, and despite the characteristics of 
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modern-day millennial problem solving skills, first-generation college students who are also typically 
classified as low-income rely on interventions in the form of campus provided services. These 
services use intervention or intrusive tactics to assess the academic needs of students and mechanisms 
to accommodate skill deficiencies. In most cases, the admissions process at the majority of college 
campuses use entrance exams that determine the future academic performance of freshman students. 
Although test scores in the areas of math, reading, and writing have been proven to determine 
academic performance among college students, the socio-economic status of the parents of students 
also plays a pivotal role in academic achievement. This is particularly evident when parents and 
families have experienced persistent levels of poverty over long periods of time (Longmire-Avital & 
Miller-Dyce, 2015).  

 
 

Program Eligibility 
 

For this study, 142 students will be identified and included in the sample. During the 2014-
2015 academic year, we supported 142 rather than the typical 140 students, which is allowable. These 
students are participants in FVSU’s TRIO SSS program which supports students identified as first-
generation, low-income, or having a documented disability. Based on requirements set by the U.S. 
Department of Education, two-thirds of all students served must hold the status of being both first-
generation and low-income. Of this sample, 93% were identified as being both low-income and first-
generation college students. See Figure 1. 

 

     
    Figure 1: Program eligibilty of sample  

 
The status of both low-income and first-generation has a significant impact on the likelihood 

of students entering and completing post-secondary education attainment in a timely manner. 
According to a study conducted in 2016, many high school students, about 80%, express aspirations 
to complete their college educations, however the percentage of post-secondary entrance and degree 
completion is attained at much lower rates (Cox, 2016). This occurrence is attributed to the socio-
economic status and effects of being a first-generation student.  

In order to be considered a participant in the Student Support Services program, all students 
must possess an academic need in addition to being either first-generation, low-income, or having a 
documented disability. According to FVSU’s Office of Institutional Research, Planning, and 
Effectiveness, enrolled freshman students who were eligible to be participants in the Student Support 
Services program during the 2012-2013 academic year achieved college grade point averages that 
were lower in comparison to the total student body. Additionally, more of these eligible students’ 
college GPA’s fell below the 2.0 institutional requirement to remain in good academic standing. 
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Among this sample of 142 student participants, academic need was assessed using a number 
of categories. These range from assessing needs that stem from pre collegiate academic performance 
factors such as SAT or ACT test scores, to collegiate academic performance factors that may include 
low course grades and lack of educational or career goals. Of the 142 students sampled, 50.7% were 
assessed as having low admission test scores. These tests included SAT, ACT, and Compass exams. 
The Compass exam, or Computer-Adaptive Placement Assessment and Support System is used by the 
host institution. Its purpose is to assess the academic preparedness for students to take and be 
successful in college-level courses. Those students who have failed to meet the minimum entry scores 
for the institution on their SAT or ACT exams are selected and required to take this exam. If these 
students then do not meet the passing scores for the Compass requirement, they are then required to 
take non-credit learning support classes. In spite of these circumstances, these students generally 
qualify and participate in the TRIO SSS program in order to gain assistance in math, reading, and 
writing skills. Figure 2 shows the percentage of students in the sample who entered the program with 
the designated academic needs.  

 

 
Figure 2: Academic need of sample 
 
 

Student Services 
 
 All participants in the TRIO SSS program agree to enter the program with the intent to use the 
myriad of services that are offered. Each student agrees in writing that the program may gain access to 
their academic and financial aid information in order to determine the best course of service 
administration based on individual need. Once potential student participants complete a release of 
confidentiality, they then answer a series of questions using the Academic Needs Assessment. In this 
assessment, students rate the importance of a series of skills that they would like the program to assist 
them in developing. Services such as academic workshops and presentations on how to prepare for 
graduate studies are provided throughout the academic year. The objectives for the program, however, 
address four distinct services that must be provided either directly through the program or referred by 
the program in order to yield academic progress results for student participants, as discussed below.  
 
Academic Tutorial Services  
 Once a student has voluntarily entered into the program and agreed to the conditions of 
participation and academic need is then determined, provisions are made in order to provide tutoring 
services. These tutoring services are initially provided to all TRIO SSS participants enrolled in 
Learning Support courses in the areas of math, reading and writing. These students are generally 
classified as freshmen. They are assigned to peer tutors or graduate assistants who serve the program 
in the capacities of Math or Reading/Writing Specialists. Based on availability of funds, graduate 
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assistants that are skilled in the sciences are also selected to assist students in one-on-one tutoring 
sessions and group instruction. In this sample, 45% of the 142 student participants received tutorial 
services directly through the program. The remaining 55% were referred to tutorial services through 
other campus resources such as the Center for Retention Services and independent campus student 
tutors.    
 
Post-Secondary Course Selection Services  
 A mandatory service that the program must provide for each participant is assistance with 
post-secondary course selection. As a part of the agreement to participate in the program, students 
must meet with program staff at least twice each semester. During these counseling and advisement 
sessions, students are advised on the best courses to register for considering their field of student and 
academic classification. Care is taken in order to ensure that TRIO SSS students are on track in terms 
of course selection for program completion. Based on these course selection sessions and an 
individualized educational plan produced for each student, the SSS staff monitors student academic 
progress and access course mid-term grades in the event that academic support recommendations are 
needed in order to ensure sufficient academic progress.   
 
Financial Aid and Literacy Awareness 
 In this sample of 142 program participants, 39% received information on applying for federal 
student aid, assistance in completing and applying for federal student aid, and educational counseling 
to improve their financial and economic literacy. The remaining 61% of participants were referred 
directly to the host institutions’ financial aid office. SSS program staff is responsible for ensuring that 
SSS participants secure the maximum amount of financial aid by the onset of each academic year. 
This is to ensure that SSS participants are continually enrolled at the host institution in an effort to 
optimally support the transition to graduation and graduate and professional studies. Students receive 
assistance from SSS staff in completing and submitting the proper applications for financial 
assistance. They also receive assistance with reviewing and selecting financial aid awards in a manner 
that helps them understand loan obligations and the benefits of grants and work study opportunities.     
 
Assistance in Applying to Graduate School 
 Graduate and professional school enrollment at the host institution is lower for those students 
who qualify to be SSS program participants. In this sample of 142 program participants, 39% received 
assistance in applying for admission to Graduate School. Due to federally funded programming, these 
students gained opportunities such as GRE preparation, graduate school visits and tours, 
recommendation letters based on academic and extra-curricular progress and achievement, and 
relevant academic advising. Assistance is also given to students to help identify graduate and 
professional schools of interest, apply for financial aid for graduate school, and ensure that interested 
students are provided with graduate school tours and attend graduate school fairs and sessions.  
 
 
GPA and Academic Standing Affect 
 
 In order to assess the need for a TRIO SSS program at the host institution, we discovered that 
those students who were eligible to be program participants had an average GPA of 1.96 in 
comparison to the total enrollment GPA average of 2.30 during the 2012-2013 academic year. 
Additionally, those students who were eligible to be program participants during the 2013-2014 
academic year held an average GPA of 2.03 in comparison to the overall institutional average GPA of 
2.38. Upon the program being established and implemented at the host institution, its impact on GPA 
has been evidenced by effective programming and academic support. During the 2014-2015 academic 
year, participants in the TRIO SSS program met and exceeded the program objective requiring that 
65% of student participants remain within good academic standing as defined by the host institution. 
In this case, the host institution requires that students reach and maintain a 2.0 GPA in order to be in 
good academic standing (GAS). Additionally, during this academic year, 57% of 142 participants 
sampled achieved a GPA that ranged from 2.0 to 3.0. Thirty-three percent of participants sampled 
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achieved a GPA of 3.0 or higher. See Table 1.  
 
Table 1: 2014-15 Results for the good academic standing (GAS) objective 

2014-15 Results for the Good Academic Standing (GAS) Objective 
Number of 
Participants 
Funded to Serve 

Number of Participants Served Number in 
Good Academic 
Standing 

Approved Good 
Academic 
Standing Rate 

Actual Good 
Academic 
Standing Rate 

140 142 130 65% 92% 

 
 Figure 3 illustrates the upward improvement of good academic standing of all participants in 
the TRIO Student Support Services program from the time of its initial implementation at the host 
institution. Federally funded TRIO programs operate on 5-year cycle. In this instance, by mid-cycle, 
the number of student participants in good academic standing increased by 5%, reaching well above 
the program objective of 65%. 

 
 

Figure 3: Academic Standing 
 

Persistence/Retention Affect  
 
 As shown in Table 2, during the 2014-2015 academic year, participants in the TRIO SSS 
program met and exceeded the program objective requiring that 60% of student participants persist, 
remain enrolled at the host institution, or graduate. Of the 142 project participants, 139 (98%) 
persisted or returned to the host institution after one year. In comparison, the host institution attained 
an overall persistence/retention rate of only 76.8%. Although the SSS program participants 
outperformed the total population in terms of retention, there remains a consistent and clear need for 
the program to exist at the host institution. See Table 2. 
 
Table 2: 2014-15 Results for the persistence/retention objective. 

2014-15 Results for the Persistence/Retention Objective 
Number of 
Participants 
Funded to 
Serve 

Number of 
Participants 
Served 

Number 
Persisted 

Approved 
Persistence 
Objective 

Actual 
Persistence 
Rate 

Institutional 
Persistence/Retention 
Rate 

140 142 139 60% 98% 76.8% 

 
To demonstrate further the impact of the TRIO Student Support Services program on student 

persistence rates, the following illustrates the upward climb of student participant persistence rates 
within the first 5-year cycle of the function of the program at the host institution. By mid-cycle, close 
to 100% of all program participants returned to classes after they completed one academic year.  
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 Figure 4: Persistence Rates 
 
 
Graduation Affect  
 
 Although the graduation rate requirement for the TRIO SSS program at Fort Valley State 
University did not have to be counted in the submitted annual performance report due to the project’s 
infancy, the rate was calculated in an effort to demonstrate the impact of program participation. Based 
on data gathered in preparation to initiate the SSS program, it was noted that overall, the host 
institution had what was considered a low graduation rate. At the host institution, the entering cohort 
of 2006 students who would have been eligible to participate in the SSS program only achieved a 
graduation rate of 9% after a six-year period. Of the students who entered the program during the 
2010-2011 academic year, 46% attained their bachelor’s degree within five years. See Table 3. The 
program requirement as set by the host institution and the programs’ proposal stipulates that the 
program will ensure that 35% of its cohort participants will graduate within six years. In this case, 
however, the program exceeded its time and percentage requirement in addition to exceeding the 
percentage at which the institution as a whole graduated its students within a six year time period. 
 
Table 3: 2014-15 Five-year graduation rate for 2010-2011 participants 

Cohort 
Year 

Number of 
Participants in 
Cohort 

Number of 
Participants 
Attaining 
Bachelor’s Degree 

Approved 
Bachelor’s 
Degree 
Attainment 
Rate  

Actual Bachelor’s 
Degree 
Attainment Rate 

Institutional 
Bachelor’s Degree 
Attainment Rate 

2010-11 83 38 35% 46% 29% 

 
 
Implications for Future Research and Conclusion  
 

Using the presented program information, further analysis can be made to create a model that 
will determine why students with an academic need and specific demographic identifiers choose to 
participate in programming that lends additional academic support, whether they be personal or social.  
Furthermore, behaviors can be examined to unveil why, once in an academic support program, 
students are led to partake in services that collectively aid in academic success and program 
completion or graduation. Using the Theory of Reasoned Action and an additional moderating 
variable identifying student demographic specifics, student intentions can be examined using 
questionnaire items that address choices in specified sought services, perceived outcomes of 
participating in a TRIO SSS program, and how program participation can improve overall student 
performance. It would also seek to assess how, if any, outside influences shape student participation 
in a student support services program. Implications for further research could very well expand 
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beyond a TRIO Student Support Services program and examine student choice and influence in 
seeking services provided by a variety of campus entities that may include, Centers for Retention 
Services or Student Success Centers, campus libraries, mental and behavioral health initiatives, and 
student organizational groups. Based on findings through the proposed research models, all of these 
initiatives can be enhanced or modified in order to yield the best possible results relative to student 
recruitment, retention, academic performance, and graduation rates.   

In conclusion, intrusive services that include academic tutoring, assistance in post-secondary 
course selection, financial aid and literacy awareness, and assistance in applying to graduate school all 
had a direct impact on student GPA and academic standing, persistence and retention, and graduation 
rates in this instance.    
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Abstract: Grinnell College is working to promote a holistic approach to student retention and 
thriving. This session will highlight findings from a 2016 conference on “Thriving at the Liberal 
Arts College” held at Grinnell and centered on the following themes: 1) “An Appreciative Inquiry 
Perspective: Why Most Students Thrive at Small, Private, Residential Campuses,” 2) “ The Mental 
Health Support Challenge for Colleges and Universities,” 3) “Emerging Predictive Modeling in 
Higher Education,” and 4) “Student Success is Everybody’s Business: Bridging the Work of 
Academic Affairs and Student Affairs.” Conference participants included faculty and staff from a 
dozen highly-selective liberal arts colleges, the Associated Colleges of the Midwest (ACM), the 
University of Iowa, Civitas Learning, and the RAND Corporation. Thriving students are engaged 
in the learning process, invest effort to reach important educational goals, manage their time and 
commitments effectively, connect in healthy ways to other people, are optimistic about their future 
and positive about their present choices, and are committed to making a meaningful difference in 
the world around them. This session will focus on reasons why many students at liberal arts colleges 
thrive, the strategies used to identify and support them, and several key challenges we encounter in 
providing support.  
 
 
Introduction  
 
 Liberal arts colleges are well-known for providing supportive, “high-touch,” environments in 
which students enjoy small classes, inquiry-led pedagogy, and high-impact educational practices. Student 
research opportunities with dedicated faculty, residential living and learning communities, internship 
opportunities, excellent facilities, and a broad array of academic and personal supports characterize their 
integrated and highly successful approaches to education. While only about five percent of American 
college students attend a residential liberal arts college, the strongest of these institutions are widely 
known for high retention and graduation rates. Among the most selective U.S. liberal arts colleges, six-
year graduation rates frequently range from 85 to 95 percent (U.S. News & World Report, 2016), 
illustrative of the way in which a rigorous admissions process coupled with a devoted faculty and an 
engaging intellectual, co-curricular, and residential setting can help promote excellent rates of retention 
and degree completion. 
 Research emerging from such institutions, however, reveals a complex picture. At many 
American colleges and universities, challenges to retention are often associated primarily with two 
factors, academic success and financial resources. Students fail to complete degrees because they are 
unable to handle the heavy academic demands they face. They lack time management and organizational 
skills, arrive from underfunded secondary school systems that leave them without the writing and 
quantitative training they need, and find themselves overwhelmed in the classroom. In other cases, 
students and families borrow to their limits and, faced with escalating tuition costs and competing 
demands, discover that they are unable to manage the financial load. Such forces can affect outstanding 
liberal arts colleges as well, but challenges to retention in these institutions often illustrate a series of 
other factors that are not so easily identified or confronted. At Grinnell College, for example, sixty 
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percent of the students who do not remain to complete a degree have grade point averages over 3.0, and 
nearly a third of students who withdraw have grade point averages over 3.45. While even high-achieving 
students may evaluate themselves negatively in competition with their peers, such data indicates that 
academic ability alone is frequently not the key issue. Need blind in its admissions policies, Grinnell is 
also among a group of American institutions that is fortunate enough to be able to meet the full 
demonstrated need of all students it enrolls, a fact that significantly weakens the financial drivers that are 
often such powerful factors. The costs of attrition are still significant for these schools, particularly as 
they invest large amounts of financial aid in students and continue to confront reputational risk driven by 
public skepticism about the utility of a liberal arts degree.  
 
A Conference on Thriving at the Liberal Arts College 

In April of 2016, Grinnell College hosted a conference to explore the promise and the challenge 
of analyzing the factors that promote thriving at liberal arts colleges. Through panels that moved from 
theoretical frameworks, to discussions of first-year programs, mental health approaches, predictive 
analytics, and the integration of academic and student affairs, attendees worked to analyze the multiple 
factors shaping retention at several different liberal arts institutions. They also moved toward a strategy 
for continuing, collaborative data sharing and research. Now more than ever before, liberal arts colleges 
will need to bridge effective data collection, predictive analytics, and interventions to support their 
students. To do so, moreover, they will need to develop integrated systems for information sharing across 
campus offices and expand their focus from traditional academic preparation and support to the other 
powerful forces shaping student outcomes, including social integration, resilience, and mental health. 
Guided by the aforementioned concerns and challenges, Grinnell College convened a gathering of faculty 
and staff from twelve highly-selective liberal arts colleges, four universities, the Associated Colleges of 
the Midwest, Civitas Learning, and the RAND Corporation. The day-long meeting was designed to 
include five panel presentations as well as areas of particular and current interest that were contributed by 
several participating institutions.  
 
Thinking of Attrition as a Complex Syndrome 

For the institutions that are the subject of this paper, a holistic approach to the analysis of the 
student experience can be particularly valuable. In the absence of single variable explanations, many 
liberal arts colleges must begin to explore attrition as a syndrome shaped by multiple, connected and 
correlated factors. In addition to academic demands or financial needs, they must also explore the impact 
of social and psychological factors, mental health, substance use and abuse, and the way that a college 
seeks to sustain a sense of purpose by linking the curriculum to future careers and post-graduate life. Such 
factors are also in play for many larger institutions, including major public universities with much greater 
student populations, but liberal arts colleges can provide an ideal laboratory for research centered on the 
concept of thriving. What are the crucial factors that enable students to become deeply invested in their 
own educations, develop a strong sense of the link between their studies and their future professional 
ambitions, remain resilient and optimistic in the fact of academic stress and personal challenges, and build 
healthy relationships with peers? How can colleges gain a stronger sense of the affirmative steps that they 
can take to create environments in which students from a wide range of racial, cultural, and socio-
economic groups are most likely to thrive? Drawing on quantitative data, predictive analytics, and 
qualitative methods, what strategies and tools can they develop to identify students who are not thriving 
and determine which interventions are most likely to provide them with the support that they need? Figure 
1 illustrates the myriad of factors that may individually (and in combination) impact retention and 
completion.  
 Such a framework is both challenging and potentially transformational. Because it emphasizes a 
broad, holistic approach, tight causal relationships are difficult to identify. The student populations and 
cultural settings at different institutions also vary widely, making it difficult to generalize from one case 
to the next. Yet an emphasis on the concept of thriving enables us to move beyond retention to consider 
other metrics as well, including the rates of student participation in research, internships, extra-curricular 
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activities and other key indicators of engagement. It also puts a premium on qualitative approaches and 
evidence drawn from data that students can provide themselves about their lived experiences and the 
ways that they encounter and respond to a campus climate.  
 

 
Figure 1: Seeing attrition as a syndrome 
 
The Panel Presentations  
 In this section, we provide brief synopses of each of the five panel presentations that were used to 
structure the conference. Additional presentation details and handouts are available at the Grinnell Office 
of Analytic Support and Institutional Research Web site: https://www.grinnell.edu/about/offices-
services/institutional-research.  
 
An Appreciative Inquiry Perspective: Why Most Students Thrive at Liberal Arts Colleges 

By design, the first panel was intended to start with the positive. Thriving has been defined as 
being “fully engaged intellectually, socially, and emotionally in the college experience.” (Schreiner, 
2013). This view of student success looks beyond academic performance and graduation. Thriving 
students are those who are engaged in the learning process, invest effort to reach important educational 
goals, manage their time and commitments effectively, connect in healthy ways to other people, are 
optimistic about their future and positive about their present choices, and are committed to making a 
meaningful difference in the world around them. Liberal arts colleges provide students with an 
opportunity to discover intellectual and personal interests, acquire vital skills, and learn through high-
impact pedagogical practices in an intimate, residential setting shaped by close interactions with 
dedicated, tenure-track faculty. Classes at the nation’s best liberal arts colleges are small and inquiry-
driven; students have access to excellent research opportunities, libraries, laboratories, and infrastructure. 
This session focused on reasons why many students at small, private, residential liberal arts colleges 
thrive as well as the strategies used to identify and support them and to share their stories.  

Dr. Eric McIntosh began by providing the theoretical framework he and research colleagues at 
Azusa Pacific University have used as a basis for research regarding thriving in college (McIntosh, 2016). 
He presented the merits of an expanded definition of student success, i.e. beyond persistence and 
completion to thriving because it incorporates psychological well-being and optimal functioning in 
academic, emotional, and social areas of the student experience. The thriving framework he described 
included five elements: 1) engaged learning, 2) academic determination, 3) positive perspective, 4) social 
connectedness, and 5) diverse citizenship (McIntosh, 2016; Schreiner, 2013). Dr. Kristin Douglas then 
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spoke about the use of this framework in the development of a new First-Year Experience program at 
Augustana College (Douglas, First year experience, 2016; Douglas, Thriving model, 2016). She shared 
how the elements of this framework were being implemented in the classroom and beyond in residence 
life, student life, and advising activities. Dr. Paul Hutchison spoke about the work of the Task Force on 
Residential Learning at Grinnell College as well as two detailed lists of the characteristics of thriving 
students including one list from the students themselves(Hutchison, Douglas, Ngo, Stern, & Latham, 
2016). 
 
The Mental Health Challenge for Colleges and Universities 

In the past decade the number of students entering college with mental health concerns, 
specifically anxiety and depression, has climbed dramatically. The National Comorbidity Survey has 
indicated that about half of all adults will meet the base criteria for at least one mental health disorder in 
their lifetime (Kessler et al., 2005). Students with mental illness, specifically depression and anxiety, are 
more likely to drop out of school and have a lower GPA than their peers (Eisenberg, Golberstein, & Hunt, 
2009). Of the 47 percent of college students who have met criteria for a mental health disorder in the last 
year, only one fifth utilized services (Blanco et al., 2008). Additionally, a survey conducted in 2010 
indicated that over 90 percent of counselling center directors at postsecondary institutions were concerned 
about the increasing number of students presenting with psychological problems (Gallagher, 2010). The 
American College Health Association National College Health Assessment (ACHA-NCHA) national 
survey of students also indicates that there has been a 10 to 15 percent increase in students reporting ever 
being diagnosed with depression as compared to the year 2000 (American College Health Association, 
2008). This increase in prevalence rises in parallel with an increase in demand for services of all types 
including direct mental health support, group therapy, and supportive campus communities. Providing the 
often intensive support necessary for optimal functioning is difficult in any circumstance, but is made 
particularly difficult for small institutions with limited health care resources. In the coming years it will 
be important to understand how small, residential, liberal arts colleges might provide a more 
comprehensive mental health support network for students and how this provision of services, service 
utilization, and alternative models of mental health care support on campus impact academic outcomes. 

The panel began with Dr. Barry Schreier, Director of University Counseling Services at The 
University of Iowa. Dr. Schreier and Ms. Andrea Conner both highlighted the increasing prevalence of 
mental health issues on campus, specifically the increasing rates of depression, anxiety, ADHD, self-harm 
and disordered eating (Schreier, 2016; Conner, 2016). In addition to the increasing prevalence of these 
disorders, there has been a large and growing focus on mental illness in popular media and on college 
campuses nationwide. Throughout his presentation Dr. Schreier identified reasons for increased focus on 
mental illness (as opposed to wellness) including funding and political considerations. The way current 
research is funded and produced focuses on issues that represent campus and student vulnerabilities as 
opposed to strengths. Dr. Schreier suggested that there be equal focus on mental health and ‘mental hurt’, 
strengths and vulnerabilities, and importantly on empowerment over victimization. The idea that we may 
choose to focus on the positive attributes of our student populations rather than on their challenges may 
help to shift the discussion of mental illness towards ‘mental wellness’ and a more holistic research 
agenda, including protective factors as well as risk factors for mental illness. Students may have 
increasing awareness of mental health concerns, increased ability to seek treatment through stigma 
reduction, and an overall increase in mental illness but these same students are incredibly resilient.  

‘Grit’ (perseverance and passion for long-term goals) is an area in which to focus attention 
moving forward (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007). Andrea Conner added what many in 
the audience echoed, that we are in need of empirical information to guide campus policy and decision 
making when it comes to supporting students with mental health concerns at all levels. Dr. Ngo, 
representing the RAND Corporation, spoke in detail about her experience in mental health research, 
particularly in instituting a collaborative care model for mental health in underserved nations (Chung et 
al., 2014; Ngo et al., 2014). This work holds particular interest for the college community as it has 
implications for including a variety of individuals not traditionally considered mental health care 
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providers as part of a larger mental wellness support structure for students. Her previous work in Vietnam 
specifically has shown a great benefit through use of this type of model in under-resourced areas of the 
world and areas where depression care may be integrated into other ongoing activities and contact points.  

 
Emerging Predictive Modeling in Higher Education 

The third panel featured the Chief Data Scientist from a commercial provider of predictive 
modeling services as well as the leaders of the analytics and institutional research offices from two 
private, residential liberal arts colleges like those described in this paper. Colleges like these have long 
relied on human intelligence networks made up of faculty, professional advisors, other administrators, and 
the students themselves to find the right balance of challenge and support for individualized learning and 
to monitor student progress toward a degree. In fact, such networks are, and will continue to be, a primary 
source of distinctiveness and strength for these campuses. Nowadays there is growing interest in the 
ongoing integration of predictive learning analytics at all colleges and universities to complement these 
networks. Learning analytics has been defined as “the measurement, collection, analysis and reporting of 
data about learners and their contexts, for purposes of understanding and optimising learning and the 
environments in which it occurs” (1st International Conference on Learning Analytics and Knowledge 
2011, para. 6). With the advent of new analytics techniques including data mining and machine-learning, 
liberal arts colleges are in a position to join with other colleges and universities who are developing or 
enhancing alert systems and predictive models based on these techniques.  

David Kil, Chief Data Scientist at Civitas Learning, Inc. noted the importance of connecting and 
accelerating the steps of data collection, analysis, and subsequent action. He argued that this can be done 
in the emerging field of “people analytics” using the benefits of design thinking and science so that 
greater value can be delivered to the students and, at the same time, respecting their privacy through opt-
in and informed consent for passive data collection. Dr. Randy Stiles noted that a deep understanding of 
student thriving and success occurs at the intersection of campus culture and context; the data and 
information that is available, shared, and analyzed; and finally the art and science of interventions. 
Grinnell has made such an understanding the primary focus on its “Quality Initiative” in its current 
accreditation cycle and as a result has a number of new initiatives underway including the conference that 
is the subject of this paper. A recent HLC paper provides additional detail on these initiatives (Stiles & 
Wilcox, 2016). Ms. Ruth Vater highlighted four “pitfalls” noted though her work with others on student 
success at Beloit College. Those four were: 1) relying too heavily on the national literature in this area 
because those parameters that are useful for alerts and predictive modeling are indeed dependent on local 
culture and context, 2) using only data that is available to you rather than working with an existing 
intellectual framework, 3) assuming campus constituents understand statistical terms, and 4) using 
quantitative methods without the qualitative (Vater, Anderbyrne, & Walker, 2016).  

 
Student Success is Everybody’s Business: Bridging the Work of Academic and Student Affairs 

Most colleges are organized with two major divisions providing direct and frequent contact with 
students: academic affairs with faculty departments, the library, and academic support centers and student 
affairs with co-curricular programming, residential life staff, and a host of additional support services. 
The sharing of information and initiatives across these two divisions is understood to be essential but can 
also present challenges. The focus of the presentations for this panel was on best practices in the bridging 
and collaborative work that is done and should be done across these two essential organizational groups 
on our campuses.  

Dr. Andrea Nixon (Nixon, 2016) shared some results of the Student Engagement with Academic 
Support (SEAS) survey that has been administered at Carleton College repeatedly since 2008 and as a 
result is providing longitudinal data regarding student preferences for such services. Core findings 
included useful information about where students studied by class year. The survey has also helped to 
ensure that curricular support is perceived as a resource for all students, not just those who are struggling. 
Ms. Joyce Stern shared an “Advising Partners” model based on her student success and academic 
advising work at Grinnell (Stern, 2016). In this model, each student is assigned not only a faculty member 
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as their academic advisor, but also a residence life coordinator and a careers, life and service advisor. 
Beyond this triad, students have access to two more “layers” of advising and support services depending 
on the likely frequency of contact. For example, in the first layer are course instructors, coaches, 
chaplains, international student affairs specialists where repeated personal interaction between student and 
staff/faculty might occur. In the second layer are administrative functions such as the Financial Aid 
Office, the Registrar, the Student Health and Counseling Center, and more.  To conclude this panel, Dr. 
Mike Latham discussed a recent structural change in the organization at Grinnell wherein he has assumed 
oversight responsibility for not only academic affairs but also student affairs. This change has led to a 
number of new opportunities for coordination and information sharing between faculty and student affairs 
staff.   
 
Assessment, Accreditation, and Retention 

The final panel presentation of the day featured speakers with accreditation experience in two of 
the six regional accrediting agencies in the United States, namely the Higher Learning Commission 
(HLC) and the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS). Persistence and completion rates 
are now not only a prominent component of the many ranking and rating systems for higher education but 
the associated data collection, analysis, and loop-closing activities are a required element in institutional 
accreditation processes.  

Dr. Claire Robinson provided (Robinson, 2016) background about the Quality Enhancement Plan 
process and evaluation guidelines used by SACS. She also shared details about “appreciative advising” 
and “appreciate assessment” work that is underway at the University of South Carolina. Among the 
notable quotes she shared was the following about reasons student fail to complete their degree program: 
“Of the 45 percent of students who start college and fail to complete their degree, less than one quarter are 
dismissed for poor academic performance. Most leave for other reasons” (Robinson, 2015). Dr. Randy 
Stiles spoke about cost, value, and accountability in higher education today (Stiles, 2016) and began by 
noting the prominence and heavy weight associated with completion rate statistics in the various rating 
and ranking systems that are now available to the public. The accreditation criteria for the Higher 
Learning Commission (HLC) includes an explicit requirement to write an assurance argument with 
supporting evidentiary files related to persistence and completion. HLC also has created a new 
Persistence and Completion Academy to support member institutions in their work to collect, analyze, 
and act on relevant data. Finally, Dr. Stiles shared examples of data presentation intended to clearly show 
the value of education in terms of both lifetime earnings and the probability of employment in contrast 
with some other examples that are misleading in that regard.  

 
Institution-Specific Issues: Some Common Themes  
 

Prior to the conference institutions were asked to submit short descriptions of challenges they 
faced related to the topics to be addressed during the day at Grinnell. In reviewing the responses and 
discussion three themes emerged as areas of specific challenge; collecting and using data, qualitative and 
quantitative (mixed methods approaches to research), and proactive versus reactive interventions and 
programming. Following is a summary of those themes with sample questions that arose from group 
discussions. 
 
Collecting and Using Data 

Many institutions have expressed an interest in predictive modeling and analytics to help inform 
their discussion on retention and student success. With this discussion comes the challenge of knowing 
about existing sources of data and identifying areas where additional data is needed. Additionally, data 
quality has come under more intense scrutiny as institutions are engaged in more systematic use. The 
following questions were distributed to the conference attendees and prompted insightful and interesting 
discussion.  

446

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



 Existing data: How are you thinking about your existing data sources? Are they integrated or easy to 
access? Do you have a ‘data directory’ to help organize your conceptualization and categorization of 
the data? 

 New data: How are you collecting new data? In what areas? Passively or actively? 
 Data quality: How are you addressing concerns around data quality at your institution? Is this an issue 

for you? If not, how have you avoided this problem?  
 

Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches for Research 
Some would describe liberal arts colleges as ‘words places’. The campus environment, 

community, and research question itself may not always lend itself to quantitative methods of analysis; 
this can certainly be true for all types of institutions. Helpful questions might include: 
 Are you considering both qualitative and quantitative approaches to research on the topic of student 

success? Why or why not? If you are, how are you integrating these types of analyses?  
 What has been the reaction to your work from the campus community? How are you generating buy 

in as it relates to research in this area? 
 

Proactive versus Reactive Interventions and Programming 
Many institutions have strong programming for students who are identified as likely to leave prior 

to graduation and indeed, many of these students are helped immensely by such programming and 
outreach. In addition, crisis intervention or ‘putting out fires’ is something that will remain an integral 
part of student retention and success work. Helpful questions might include: 
 For students who are not identified as at risk of attrition, how are you thinking about proactively 

engaging students to avoid at-risk classification (where possible)? What barriers do you see to a 
proactive approach? How can we integrate proactive work in an area where reactive work dominates 
human resources? 

 Are students failing to thrive because of lack of engagement or are they opting out of opportunities 
due to an existing sub-optimal experience? How does this relate to very early identification of at risk 
students? 

 
 
Some Themes for Future Consideration 
 
Data and information sharing 

One particular challenge small colleges of the type that participated in this conference face with 
regard to the use of statistical learning techniques is the “small n” problem and the lack of statistical 
significance in predictive modeling work for small subgroups of the campus population. This is not only 
because these institutions have relatively small enrollments, but also because persistence and completion 
rates at these schools are quite strong, especially when compared to national norms. Because of the 
similarities in the missions and student profiles among such schools, pooling unit-record data might help 
with this issue. To ensure Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) compliance, a data 
sharing initiative of this nature would likely involve a third party with well-established data transmission 
and security procedures along with Institutional Review Board (IRB) review and approval from each 
participating campus. Also, “student success” has become a prominent topic at many higher education 
conferences. While there is continuing discussion and some varied opinions about the meaning of this 
term, the Higher Learning Commission (HLC), the EDUCAUSE Learning Initiative (ELI), the National 
Symposium on Student Retention (NSSR), and the Higher Education Data Sharing Consortium (HEDS) 
annual conferences (just to name a few) have all featured many presentations on student success. Sharing 
presentations and papers as well as a continuing dialogue about student success, thriving, data sharing, 
effective interventions, and related topics might be facilitated through a listserv among interested parties. 
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A continuing series of annual conferences specifically designed for small, residential campuses has been 
envisioned and is described in more detail below.  
 
Mental Wellness Research and Interventions  

It was clear from the panel presentation, questions, and conference discussion that the framing of 
mental health and integration into a wellness framework is of interest to many conference attendees. 
Although mental health is a critical and serious issue for many colleges and students alike, it seems that a 
more positive framework would be helpful in generating solutions and consequential discussions on the 
issue. In considering mental health research on campus there was discussion of alternative models of 
mental health care delivery including tele-medicine and a collaborative-care model whereby individuals 
not trained as mental health care providers are trained in specific areas of care, to serve students with mild 
to moderate depression and/or anxiety. This collaborative care model may have particular relevance for 
smaller schools with a strong face-to-face support network in the form of advising, student services, or 
mentors. In addition to a new focus on mental health research, there is a growing interest in sharing 
generalized data around utilization of healthcare services on campus in a way that would promote 
discussion among like institutions and the ability to benchmark costs, services, and practice patterns.  
 
Moving Beyond “Autopsy Analytics” 

Upon reflection, it seems that the majority of the work we and others have done in institutional 
research to date with regard to persistence and completion has been focused on students who are either 
struggling or leaving our institutions. While there is no doubt that developing a deeper understanding of 
these cases is and will continue to be important, we intend to turn more of our attention to success stories. 
Using some well-developed techniques such as grade dynamics analysis, we are not only able to identify 
those students who are struggling but also those who are demonstrating significant improvement and 
signs of thriving behavior. Also, while quantitative measures and statistics are a large part of the work of 
any institutional research office, a balance with qualitative information is often necessary and beneficial. 
Quantitative measures help us understand the “what” of a situation, but not necessarily the “why.” Such 
qualitative measures as interviews, focus groups and open-ended survey questions are important because 
they capture the perspective of the people being studied, particularly in terms of how these people make 
sense of the situations they are in as well as what motivates them to make the choices they do. With our 
most sophisticated predictive modeling work, we are now adding social-psychological data including 
Duckworth grit scores and CIRP Freshman Survey “constructs” as potential predictors (Higher Education 
Research Institute, 2016; Duckworth et al., 2007). These constructs are combinations of individual survey 
items into one global measure of a complex issue and have been developed using Item Response Theory. 
Based on our analytical work to-date, we are particularly interested in the potential value of several of 
these constructs, e.g., academic and social self-concept, to help us identify and support high-performing 
students who may not persist. We are now in the process of incorporating these as well as other CIRP 
Freshman Survey Data into our predictive models.  

 
A 2017 Conference 

Having noted interest in a continuing conversation among our peer institutions about the topics 
outlined in this paper, we are now in the early stages of preparing for another conference in the spring of 
2017. We plan to continue with the thriving framework as a structure for this event and will also share our 
latest work and findings regarding the use of data, analytics, and qualitative research in liberal arts college 
environments. We intend to explore how active learning techniques including undergraduate research, 
physical spaces that not only enable but also inspire student learning, the growing and creative use 
technology in the digital liberal arts, and the learning that arises as a consequence of the residential 
experience all contribute to academic thriving. For intrapersonal thriving and the development of a 
positive perspective and mental wellness, we have a particular interest in testing collaborative care 
models that have been developed in under-resourced areas of the world and that might not only enhance 
existing support for our students but also reduce the need for highly-specialized and expensive staffing. 

448

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



At Grinnell and our peer colleges, we know that there are a number of initiatives intended to support our 
diverse populations and to enhance social connectedness. We would like to focus additional attention on 
the assessment of these programs so that we might be in a better position to share our success stories.  

 
Conclusions  
 

Among the conclusions that have developed from the conference the following have risen to the 
top for future action and importance.  

Those who develop and drive campus policy and initiatives related to student success should 
consider the multiple and broadly-defined elements of ‘success’ and thriving. Also, in the absence of 
single variable explanations, many liberal arts colleges must begin to explore attrition as a syndrome 
shaped by multiple, connected and correlated factors such as social and psychological factors, mental 
health, substance use and abuse, and the way that a college seeks to sustain a sense of purpose by linking 
the curriculum to future careers and post-graduate life.  

Concerns around mental health are growing nationally as is the desire to better understand 
students with mental illness and support them during their time in college. To do this, data sharing and 
coordinated research in alternative models of support may be helpful. In addition, how we frame students’ 
struggles as mental health or mental ‘hurt’ is of primary importance. An increased focus on mental 
wellness is recommended.  

New initiatives should be informed by empirical information, both quantitative and qualitative, 
and designed to assist the academic affairs and student affairs constituencies simultaneously. The 
coordination of information sharing among stakeholders, although complex and challenging, is essential 
for the support of student thriving.  

We need to continue to press for the integration of data and information from our human 
intelligence networks with results from our predictive learning analytics. Undergraduate retention and 
completion rates are clearly the subject of national interest and questions of cost, value, and quality 
remain the focus of public debate. The quality assurance and improvement programs associated with 
regional accreditation can be used to create an opportunity for broad campus involvement in the work of 
understanding and enabling student thriving. 
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Touching Through Technology:  
An Examination of Student Perceptions of Early Alert System Usage 

 
Abstract: In recent years, higher education has seen an explosion in technology-based early alert 
and intervention strategies to encourage student connections to institutional support. East Carolina 
University (ECU) followed suit by introducing a new early alert system and intervention to its 
arsenal of retention initiatives in 2011. Since bringing the new system to campus, over 300,000 
notifications have been raised and an average of 19,585 unique students are being reached every 
academic year. While technology-based early alert systems can be a useful and cost-effective tactic 
to provide students with connections to campus resources, their development and implementation 
provides challenges. Do students feel the electronic communication is impersonal? Do they feel like 
someone cares? Do they just want to be left alone? In fall 2014, 21,437 undergraduate students at 
ECU were invited to complete a survey to solicit opinions of the early intervention system usage on 
campus. A total of 4,658 students responded to the invitation, providing insight into how students 
actually feel about the early alert system. Results from this study offer implications and 
recommendations for administrators, faculty, and other key institutional decision-makers focused 
on utilizing early alert systems as a retention tool. 
 
 
Introduction 
   

The issue of student retention and graduation in higher education is a complex one. Mandates for 
increases in retention and graduation rates have led institutions of higher education to assess current 
strategies continuously and pursue innovative approaches to recruiting, retaining, and ultimately 
graduating students. As noted by Bradley and Blanco (2010) and Donnelly (2010), early intervention 
through formal early alert system usage is not only an appropriate strategy for institutional attrition 
combat, but the single most popular method used to solve the student persistence issue. Brophy (2013) 
suggested that incorporating technology such as early alert systems into retention efforts provides shared 
environments for institutional data exchanges about students in real time. The timeliness of intervention is 
important; therefore, early alert provides an appropriate platform for significantly accelerating the process 
of problem identification and academic intrusion.  
 The introduction of early intervention systems for the purpose of promoting higher student 
retention has emerged as a response to scrutiny for heightened accountability from stakeholders. Research 
about early intervention systems that incorporate cross-campus partnerships to promote student 
engagement provides information about the viability of such systems to be applicable to all college 
campuses. However, the literature concerning early warning and alert system usage emphasizes the 
holistic buy-in from institutions to generate increased student engagement and retention. Such campus-
wide buy-in is difficult to gain and factors to motivate students to engage and seek valuable assistance 
through early intervention system usage remain relatively unidentified and not uniform.  
 Application of the principles associated with student development, student persistence, and 
student engagement theory through usage of early alert and intervention systems is relevant for this study. 
Understanding the underpinnings of these theories and the role they play within early intervention 
strategies positioned the study to gain greater insight into student perceptions to generate a better 
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comprehension of whether the intrusive approaches foster student persistence, sense of belonging, 
motivation, satisfaction, and intentionality.    
 Although research exists that appropriately frames student persistence, engagement, and 
academic success, the usage of formalized early intervention, warning, and alert systems is innovative in 
nature and few empirical studies exist. Simons (2011) spoke directly to the need for studies to be 
conducted that specifically investigate student opinion of early intervention. Popularity of early alert 
systems is widespread, but there are few definitive best practices to guide campuses through the research, 
development, and implementation of such systems. This study sought to close the gap in the literature and 
provide commonly accepted practices by focusing on student perceptions of early intervention system 
usage at East Carolina University (ECU). 
 
 
Background 
 

Colleges and universities continuously attempt to discover innovative approaches to promote 
student engagement and persistence. In recent years, the higher education landscape has been flooded 
with intervention strategies sourced in early alert systems that utilize technological components to 
encourage student connections to institutional support entities. Whether homegrown or commercially 
developed, early alert systems provide cost-effective means of bolstering student persistence while 
protecting limited financial resources. While early alert systems have the potential to be a useful and cost-
effective tactic to provide students with platforms for connections to faculty, academic advisors, and 
campus support resources, their development and implementation provides challenges.  

Retaining students is a large component of the national conversation within higher education. 
Demands and scrutiny for enhanced accountability from various stakeholders and policy makers have 
thrust performance-based funding models into academia with great force. Kirwan’s (2006) proposition 
that higher education faces a tall task to earn the public’s trust is a reality since post-secondary education 
sometimes appears to have more skeptics than advocates. Garnering attention from multiple directions, 
accountability in higher education has become a topic of interest from small, liberal arts colleges to the 
White House (Thelin, 2004). For many institutions and consolidated university systems, such as the 
University of North Carolina system, responses to the demands for greater accountability relate to student 
success and improved learning outcomes. Providing evidence that schools do what they purport to do has 
proved to be extremely difficult, however; higher education finds itself working diligently to produce 
direct rebuttals to accountability ultimatums (Alexander, 2000; Huisman & Currie, 2004). Identifying 
areas of concern to academic success provides foundational information needed to develop and 
implement effective strategies for retaining and graduating students and may provide possible solutions 
for the larger higher education community. It is highly unlikely that retaining every enrolled student is 
possible. Institutions do, however, aim to retain as many students as possible.  

 Citing heightened awareness of retention and graduation rates imposed by University of North 
Carolina System prompts, ECU implemented a new early alert system to monitor student progress in 
courses and provide campus-wide connectivity to improve student success (Wasley, 2007). The issue 
facing the institution is to determine if the monitoring system truly promotes and supports the associated 
goals. This study investigates the assumption that the early alert system employed by ECU provides 
students with enhanced linkages to campus resources to increase student engagement. The goal of this 
study was to discover the legitimacy of early alert systems as a means to connect students to their campus 
and to promote involvement and engagement in order to increase retention of first-year students. Results 
from this study offer implications and recommendations for administrators, faculty, and other key 
institutional decision-makers focused on utilizing early alert systems as a retention tool. 
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Literature Review 
 

Research indicates that the majority of students who drop out of college do so during the first 
academic year (Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005). It is estimated that nearly half the students who 
begin college will never complete a degree (DeBerard, Speilmans, & Julka, 2004; Swail, 2004; Tinto, 
1993). This staggering percentage supports the need for institutions to pay more attention to student 
success in the first year, as retention to the second year is an important factor for predicted graduation 
(Tinto, 2006). Discovering tactics to address issues that surround attrition and departure rates is quite 
difficult due to the diverse nature of individual institutions and student populations. Despite the difficulty 
in locating one universal approach to prevent students from withdrawing, institutions find themselves in a 
battle to retain the students they recruited in order to bolster their retention and graduation rates. 

The words student retention, graduation, persistence, and attrition are used daily on college 
campuses in higher education (Wyrick, 2014). The topic comprises the majority of subject matter 
discussed at most higher education conferences, in research literature, and discussion of improving 
institutional effectiveness and brand. Tinto (2006) clarified “it would not be an understatement to say that 
student retention has become a big business for researchers, educators, and entrepreneurs alike” (p. 2). 
Campuses are working to discover inventive ways to retain students and searching for an edge in retention 
efforts. Retaining students not only improves public perception of institutions, but can solidify funding 
sources through appropriations and tuition dollars as well. The use of innovative approaches to monitor 
student performance as a means to retention has been consistently gaining momentum in recent years.  

As campuses work diligently to find ways to keep students enrolled, systems that monitor student 
performance have burst onto the scene. Specifically, early warning or alert system usage is increasing 
steadily to bridge the gap between students, faculty, and campus resources. As such, early alert systems 
address student development, engagement, and persistence theory cornerstones by providing students 
with a sense that someone is concerned with their success (Bradley & Blanco, 2010; Swail, 2004).   

Seidman (2005) explained early intervention in higher education as initiating intervention at the 
earliest possible point following awareness of a student problem. Intervening earlier can provide 
opportunities for development and growth within an educational context. Considered a process to address 
academic and social issues, early intervention provides effective opportunities for those students who 
would not reach out on their own (Varney, 2008). Reaching students not engaged or comfortable enough 
to find support on their own is imperative in an educational climate focused on student success and 
performance-based funding models that focus on retention and graduation rates as justification for 
appropriations (Amey, 2006; Carey, 2007). Leaving even one student behind can prove to be detrimental 
in the high-stakes, numbers-based accountability environment.  

Early intervention programming is concerned with improving retention and graduation through 
support and engagement and with providing connections between students and campus resources. 
Findings by researchers have led to a clearer picture of why students do not persist; however, the 
literature on collegiate retention is very vast. The empirical research on student retention is considered 
Herculean, abundant, and widespread, but typically leads to ambiguous outcomes, lacking universal 
institutional applicability (Reason, 2009). For this reason, early intervention strategies have traditionally 
worked to bridge the gap between a wide variety of campus resources and existing approaches to solving 
the student persistence problem. 

Institutions bear the brunt of the burden to keep students in school; however, a plethora of reasons 
exist for low retention numbers nationwide. To date, very few research studies have successfully 
addressed the effectiveness of programs directed towards increasing retention. In a time where 
accountability demands and mandates to increase retention and graduation rates are abundant, studies that 
do such are highly timely and necessary to provide roadmaps for progress. Understanding and 
implementing successful tactics to increase student engagement are a key component of student retention 
(Kuh, Kenzie, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 2005). This study provides a timely response to the 
accountability demands facing higher education by investigating the application of early alert systems as a 
means to connect students to college campuses and to improve retention and adds to the existing research 
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on student involvement. Further, this study provides considerations for those crafting and implementing 
strategic retention measures such as early intervention systems.  
 
 
Early Alert at East Carolina University 
 

Like most institutions, ECU faces constant scrutiny to develop and implement effective retention 
strategies. Early intervention has been a reality for the institution for a while, however, intervention 
systems lacked structure and scope of professional early alert products. Although not formalized, the 
process of identifying at-risk populations and offering support has existed at the institution in different 
forms. With a diverse student population, increasing enrollment, large class capacities, and a large volume 
of distance education offerings, early alert system usage is a logical choice to provide support to students. 
ECU utilized a loose interpretation of an early alert tool until the system could no longer meet campus 
needs. Faculty at ECU historically used a homegrown early alert system to identify students in academic 
difficulty. Referred to as Academic Progress Reports (APRs), the system had many limitations and 
allowed only for the reporting of academic difficulty for first-year students (freshman/transfer) once a 
semester. Effective fall 2011, ECU implemented a new early alert and intervention process, the student 
support network. Through the early alert system, housed within the campus course management system, 
faculty can inform students of their academic performance within a course at any time throughout a 
semester. System notifications exist as positive and negative (academic concern and/or attendance) in 
nature and are sent to the students’ university email account and copied to their academic advisors. In 
addition to their advisor being informed, other connections (athletics, honors, tutoring, campus living, and 
other support services) in the students support network are also notified.  

Although instructors initiate the process, a major component of successful early intervention 
strategies is the follow-up from a campus professional (Cuseo, 2007). The early alert and intervention 
system provides a tangible way for advisors to communicate with their students. The ability for advisors 
to reiterate positive or negative notifications from faculty provides an additional layer of support and 
motivation to students. Once the members of a student’s support network are informed, the follow-up 
process begins. Follow-up consists of communication through email, phone, or face-to-face meetings. The 
purpose of follow-up is to create a dialog that can help assess the student’s needs in order to connect the 
student to the proper support services. In many cases, students will receive communication from several 
individuals within their support network. The primary objective is for the student to take action towards 
resolving the raised concern. Action may include talking to their professor, meeting with their advisor, 
changing study habits, seeking tutoring, or withdrawing from a course. Connecting students with 
appropriate campus resources and developing strategies for improvement solidifies the efforts faculty 
intend when originally notifying students through the early alert and intervention system. 

Students can personalize their individual student success network profile to include a photo of 
themselves, set up appointments with campus resources, view their current and past notifications, and 
search or scroll for an appropriate support service through the comprehensive list. Personalization allows 
students to have more ownership in their academic efforts and works to break down the idea that the 
electronic interface is merely a computer monitoring system. The popularity of social media among 
college students informs the decision to make the student support network utilize personalization features, 
speaking to students in “their” language. Prensky (2001) noted that students of traditional college age are 
digital natives, rather than digital immigrants like those who attended college before them. Bennett, 
Maton, and Kervin (2008) argued that these students are the first generation to have spent their entire 
lives in the digital environment, having information technology shape how they live and learn. Bolton et 
al. (2013) noted that this generation’s dependence on, and use of, social media and information 
technology has had a profound impact on the global marketplace, the workplace, and society. This 
phenomenon has infiltrated higher education in the form of online course registration, course 
management, and monitoring of student performance through early alert systems.  
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ECU’s support network identifies students experiencing academic difficulty and connects them to 
appropriate campus resources to promote success. The process is not passive, but proactive in nature, 
requiring unified effort by faculty, academic advisors, and campus support services. Along with the early 
alert notifications, monitoring and support of students receiving those notifications is fundamental to the 
process. In addition, reports are generated to allow for connectivity and examination based on type of 
notifications, student populations, academic departments and majors, and individual courses. Within the 
early alert and intervention system, a comprehensive listing of all resources in a student’s success network 
is provided with contact information listed. The follow-up strategies that encourage students to contact 
instructors and to consider utilizing support resources are critical factors in the process. The early alert 
and intervention system initiates and allows for monitoring to occur while the campus support services 
provides tangible options for improvement.  

The benefits associated with implementation of the early alert and intervention system and 
student support network are abundant. The system provides early feedback for timely advisor and 
network intervention and promotes communication between faculty, students, and campus resources. 
Structurally, the support network allows for targeted communication and outreach from tutoring and other 
support services to students displaying at-risk performance. The system also facilitates more honest 
conversations amongst faculty, advisors, network resources, and students, fostering stronger relationships 
and increasing connections to campus and its resources (Simons, 2011). Further, students excelling in 
their courses find positive notifications as a virtual “pat on the back” from their instructors and advisors.  
 The intentionality of the student support network and utilization of the new early alert processes 
have created a tangible retention strategy for the campus which is seen as a model within the UNC 
system. ECU’s model, although respected and seemingly structurally sound, lacks longitudinal empirical 
data to support its direct impact on student retention and graduation. Like most early alert systems and 
retention initiatives in general, the ECU model struggles to quantify a worthwhile return on investment 
due to its short existence. Conducting empirical research on the early alert and intervention system and 
monitoring data associated with the student support network are needed to quantify the institutional value 
of student persistence. Furthermore, the literature does not touch on student perception of such systems. It 
is imperative to determine overall satisfaction for such support networks to correlate usage with increased 
student persistence. This study aims to find out what students think.  
 
 
Methodology 
 

The design of this study incorporated cross-sectional survey research with open-ended response 
questions to determine how students perceive the early alert and intervention system at ECU. Comparing 
multiple cohorts at the same moment in time, cross-sectional design provides data on the entire population 
under study (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). This research design method was utilized in order to provide 
the data necessary for variable analysis. Cross-sectional design was used because cross-sectional study 
allows for maximum variable analysis as opposed to longitudinal inquiry, which limits variable volume 
and requires extensive data collection time and resources (Payne, 2004). 
 The survey instrument incorporated items consistently referenced and included in national 
surveys on student retention, motivation, satisfaction, and belonging. Survey items addressing student 
motivation were based on results of the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), an assessment 
that uses information about student participation in programs and activities that institutions provide for 
their learning and personal development as an indicator of student engagement. In addition to the NSSE, 
the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory (IMI) was also referenced to assess participant experience related to a 
target activity, in this case motivation in seeking campus resources as a result of early alert notification. 
Perceived student satisfaction with education, in addition to items regarding belonging, was based on 
items from the First Year Initiative (FYI), a product of collaboration between Educational Benchmarking, 
Inc. (EBI) and the Policy Center on the First Year of College. Statistical retention and graduation data 
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were compiled and provided through ECU’s Institutional Planning, Assessment, and Research (IPAR), a 
division within academic affairs. 

The survey instrument was designed to investigate how students perceive the use of an early alert 
system as a means to affect their motivation to seek resources, satisfaction with their education, and 
development of a sense of belonging. All undergraduate students (N = 21,437) enrolled in courses at ECU 
during the fall 2014 semester were extended an invitation to participate in this research project via email 
which included a link to the web-based survey. A total of 4,658 student responses were collected. The 
survey was administered and data collected occurred after the initial wave of notification emails were 
received during the fall 2014 semester. This timeframe allowed for freshman participants to be exposed to 
the early alert and intervention process, thus providing them appropriate experience in order to report 
effectively their perceptions of the system.  
 A series of statistical tests were used to assess differences in student perceptions of early alert 
system usage. General student opinions of early alert system structure and differences within student 
population groups and demographics were also discovered through data examination. Additionally, 
results of the analysis showed statistical significance indicating that early alert systems serve as conduits 
between students and the institution, impacting their educational satisfaction, motivation to seek 
resources, communication with campus officials, and overall sense of belonging. Qualitative student input 
within the open-ended questions was analyzed by method of populating for consistency. This method was 
employed to identify student perceptions of strengths and weaknesses of the early alert system at ECU. 
 
 
Results 
 

Data analysis revolved around student perceptions of the early alert and intervention process 
through three main constructs: sense of belonging, educational satisfaction, and motivation to access 
institutional resources. Differences between student perceptions based on demographics were also 
analyzed. The study found that overall the seamlessness of the early alert system; promotion of student, 
instructor, and advisor communication; and direct linkage to campus resources were foundational 
components to produce statistically significant results across numerous student demographic 
characteristics. Results indicate that, based on student responses, intentionally intervening through the 
early alert and intervention system could lead to greater opportunities for students to build richer 
institutional connections through multiple channels. 

Outcomes from this study may provide valuable insight for academic administrators, faculty, and 
staff in higher education who are focused on supporting student success, retention, and graduation 
through early intervention strategies. How early alert systems are developed and implemented effectively 
to facilitate student success and persistence could be an integral piece of information for educational 
leaders as they structure support services for students. Such support services may facilitate improvement 
in student transition, engagement, satisfaction, and, ultimately, persistence. This research works to 
illuminate student opinions at ECU to provide an additional layer of consideration for educational leaders 
contemplating early alert systems to support student success, retention, graduation, engagement, 
development, and, specifically, to solve the massive concern of college student attrition. 
 
Sense of Belonging 

Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993) and Astin’s (1997) theories emphasize the idea that college student 
connection to institution is directly linked to student persistence, suggesting that students may base their 
decision to remain enrolled on their perceived sense of belonging. The importance of academic and social 
integration through deliberate experiences that provide opportunities for establishing connections to 
campus is a key factor for administrators to consider. This research study included a construct to gauge 
student perception of the student success network as a mechanism to develop rich feelings of belonging 
between students and their institution. Findings support the reality that early alert systems bridge the gap 
between students and campus through alternative opportunities for students to communicate with 
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individuals who care about their academic success. Instructor notifications and academic advisor follow-
up communications provide students with a feeling of being cared for and being meaningful to the 
institution. Also indicated in the findings was confirmation that students believe instructors participating 
in early intervention initiatives actually care more about their academic success.  
 Analyses regarding communication and interactions with faculty, advisors, and campus resources 
were incorporated in this study to determine if tenets within student development and engagement 
theories are in accord with ECU student perceptions that the early alert and intervention system impacts 
their sense of belonging. This study found that students value and appreciate support from instructors and 
advisors through usage of the student support network. This study also found that contact from instructors 
and advisors within the early alert and intervention structure catalyzed students to be more connected to 
the larger campus community. 

As administrators look for cost-effective measures to increase persistence, this study produces 
supporting data that early alert systems are a valued commodity according to students. Furthermore, 
simply expanding the existing interaction opportunities through electronic processes such as instructor 
notifications and academic advisor follow-up communications can prove fruitful for campuses looking to 
keep students enrolled and more integrated into campus environments. Moreover, as stated by Habley 
(1994) and Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, and Gonyea (2008), students’ interactions with individuals on 
campus who care about their success directly influence persistence. Findings support the idea that usage 
not only increases student feelings that someone on campus cares about their success, but also increases 
their connectedness and sense of belonging to the institution. Such connections have immeasurable 
impressions and can perpetuate the decision to remain enrolled (Kurland & Siegel, 2013). 
 
Educational Satisfaction 

An example of how institutions have answered the call for innovative strategies to attract 
potential enrollees are early alert systems. Early alert and intervention systems are being used to bridge 
the gap between students and institutional stakeholders and to promote student development and 
engagement through the use of technology (Pike, Kuh & McCormick, 2011). The premise of early 
intervention and alert systems is to reinforce and encourage richer connections with the faculty, academic 
advisors, and critical student support personnel. Umbach and Wawrynski (2005) explain that positive 
correlations exist within attitudes of satisfaction between students experiencing more opportunities to 
connect with campus officials and persistence. Moreover, this research examined how students believe 
early alert system usage impacts their feelings of satisfaction of their educational experiences in college.  

Survey items within the educational satisfaction construct directly addressed student opinions 
about the early intervention process and the system’s ability to increase approval of related experiences. 
Largely, students reported agreement that early alert system infrastructure indeed makes them feel more 
satisfied. Specifically, students reported that the student support network helped increase their 
understanding of their academic progress within courses, helped them succeed, and built their academic 
confidence. Early alert systems have the capability to move students down a continuum of academic 
competence and success by accentuating traditional campus interactions with electronic mechanisms. 
Whether instructor-based notifications, advisor follow-up, or referrals to campus resources, early 
intervention systems yield invaluable and appreciated outreach to students through both positive and 
negative notifications.  

All faculty are not required to utilize the student support network at ECU. Taking this fact into 
consideration, responses to survey items regarding student opinions on whether the system should be used 
by all instructors are interesting. Explicitly, 60% of students indicated that early alert should be used in all 
courses. Additionally, nearly half of the students participating in this study noted that they would be more 
satisfied if the early alert system were a component in every course they took. While large percentages of 
students indicated that they requested more instructors and courses to implement the student support 
network, only 40% agreed that they are more satisfied with their education based directly on the use of 
the system.  
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Succinctly, students believe that early alert and intervention systems impact their level of 
satisfaction with their educational experiences. Components of the construct within this study point to the 
fact that students see the value and utility of the system, not only to shape their satisfaction levels, but to 
increase their understanding, confidence, and overall success within courses utilizing the student support 
network. As students enter college underprepared and lacking academic competence, early alert systems 
afford ample opportunity to provide students with important feedback on their progress and supplement 
their efforts through connections with faculty, advisors, and campus resources (Chait & Venezia, 2009; 
Kirst-Ashman, 2007). As Zwick (2013) explains, students who feel better about their educational 
experiences and academic progress are retained and graduated at higher levels. Findings from this study 
support the claim that early alert systems and associated notifications provide students immediacy in 
regards to their status in courses, thus improving their satisfaction. 
 
Motivation to Access Institutional Resources 

Many factors exist that prompt students to seek resources. As Wolf-Wendel, Ward, and Kinzie 
(2009) point out, the greater the level of effort students put into investing in purposeful campus 
interactions, the stronger their connection to the institution. Further, Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, and Whitt 
(2010) note the substantial value that exists in deliberate programmatic opportunities provided to students 
that encourage them to seek resources. This study shows that students find the student success network to 
be a valid tool by motivating them to take some sort of action in response to instructor notifications and 
advisor follow-up. Findings confirm the reality that over half of students participating reported taking 
some action as a direct result of faculty or advisor communication regarding their course progress. 
Actions taken in response to notifications and follow-up included responding to advisors and faculty via 
email, scheduling appointments with faculty and advisors, speaking with faculty and advisors, altering 
current habits, seeking campus resources, and others. While many took no action, a valid explanation 
could be linked to whether early alert notifications were positive or negative in nature, as typically no 
response is expected if a positive notification is raised.  
 Survey items incorporated into this construct targeted student perceptions of early alert systems 
as mechanisms for action and internal feelings of motivation. As such, students reported that the system 
does work to establish intrinsic mobility towards seeking campus assistance. Findings indicate that 
students feel an associated benefit from instructor use of the early alert system. In addition to faculty 
usage benefitting students, findings also uncovered that students report being more motivated to seek 
support from instructors who implement the student success network in their courses than those who do 
not. Jaeger and Hinz (2008) specifically document that institutions focused on improving student success 
and persistence should place priority on student-to-faculty interactions. Students report high levels of 
institutional engagement, satisfaction, and success when interactions with faculty are deliberate, 
intentional, and meaningful (Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005).  
 Questions also existed that requested feedback concerning how well students believe the early 
alert and intervention notifications motivate them to perform certain actions. In reference to Tinto’s 
(1993) theory that incorporates “academic and social integration,” the student success network delivers an 
additional layer of faculty and advisor communication for students. Respondents stated that the early alert 
and intervention system motivated them not only to seek assistance from faculty, but to seek guidance 
from academic advisors as a result of notifications and follow-up. Additionally, students report that 
notifications and follow-up also prompt motivation to seek campus resources such as the Pirate Academic 
Success Center. In sum, students report that the early alert system provides great support that motivates 
them to succeed in courses, be more connected to campus, and remain enrolled.  
 Findings show that students believe early alert system structure motivates them, thus assisting 
institutions in bridging the gap between student and campus. As campuses face challenges to develop 
initiatives to connect students to faculty and to campus resources, early alert systems afford institutions a 
cost-effective and low-maintenance platform for doing so. McCormick, Kinzie, and Gonyea (2013) 
compliment institutions that maximize innovation in connecting students to campus entities. In a myriad 
of ways and from various directions, the student success network motivates student response and action to 
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notifications and follow-up. Such responsivity produces the lasting connections mentioned in many 
theorists’ tenets. 
 
Differences Based on Demographics 
 Data analysis produced evidence that there were significant relationships present between survey 
results regarding student opinions based on demographics. Data analysis also produced consistent 
measures across demographic characteristic groupings; however, differences did exist within some 
groups. As such, along with trends and generalizations within survey responses amongst demographic 
groups, paralleling total population findings, the overall survey results indicate statistical differences do 
exist among demographic populations. Further, data indicate that although differences exist, student 
responses promote the usage of early alert systems as effective for all demographics.  
 In terms of number of notifications received, even representation was reported across groups. One 
existing trend discovered was the fact that distance education and honors students noted receiving fewer 
notifications. This could be a result of fewer faculty seeing a need to report positive notifications for 
honors students and of online instructional methodology lacking some of the connectivity that on-campus 
courses possess. Additionally, junior and senior students also note receiving fewer notifications than 
freshmen and sophomores. A plausible reason for this could be related to the fact that more tenured 
faculty typically teach upper-level courses. Further, upper-division faculty could view notifications as 
extraneous, not necessary for more mature students, or, that older, more experienced students have more 
advanced study habits. Overall, the number of notifications across demographic groups had few strong 
patterns. 
 Action taken by respondents in response to instructor and advisor communication was relatively 
constant across demographic groups, with few drastic differences. While few differences exist between 
male and female responsivity, African-Americans respond to instructor and advisor prompts at a higher 
rate than all other races. Freshmen and sophomores are more prone to take action than juniors and seniors. 
As such, more mature students may possess more academic confidence to handle situations without 
assistance. Younger students may require more feedback about their progress and require assistance at a 
higher rate, thus the higher report of taking action for novice students.  
 In regards to action taken in response to instructor and faculty provoking via notifications, GPA 
data show interesting findings, too. Students with lower GPAs reported taking more action than those 
with moderate and high GPAs. Students with lower GPAs typically need more assistance, thus 
notifications may mean more for this population. Morisano, Hirsh, Peterson, Pihl, and Shore (2010) 
explain the risk associated with lower-performing students and the need to keep students well informed 
about their academic status. Students with higher GPAs, however, report the lowest response to 
notifications. In fact, over half of higher-performing students with higher GPAs took no action. Higher 
performing students may garner fewer negative notifications, thus requiring less action to be taken. 
 Student populations also produced level findings with the exception of transfer and honors 
students. Specifically, transfer students reported taking action at a higher rate than any other population. 
An explanation could be the transition to a new institution and fear of failure. Conversely, honors students 
reported the lowest response to instructor and advisor communication. High-performing students may 
receive more positive notifications, requiring no action or follow-up with instructors or advisors. Students 
with lower GPAs may also be facing academic regulations such as potential probation or suspension, thus 
providing more encouragement to take action. 
 While many consistencies exist across demographic characteristics, this study also produces 
interesting findings based on demographic groupings. Though this survey provides insight into student 
perceptions of early alert and intervention system usage, overall this study produces only moderately 
significant findings in relation to demographic groups and their thoughts. Although results indicate that 
the student success network does appear to provide students with satisfaction, motivation, and 
engagement as indicated by the overwhelmingly positive student response on the survey, lack of extreme 
statistically significant differences between demographic groups suggests that there are limited benefits to 
directing early intervention efforts intentionally to individual demographic groups.  
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Open Ended Responses 
Students reported that notifications from faculty, advisors, and follow-up communications from 

campus resources were beneficial in assisting them in determining course success, major changes, and 
student support resource utilization. Additionally, participant responses indicated that while the system 
ideology can be overbearing and possibly considered coddling, reducing personal responsibility, the 
majority of students believe student success network usage promotes academic success, motivation to 
achieve, and institutional connectivity. The most frequent response was that early alert system usage 
provides timely academic information, affording students the ability to monitor their academic progress 
more effectively, including pertinent information to consider dropping courses. 
 A consistent theme in the open-ended responses was the use of the word care, referring to how 
students felt about their instructors and advisors using the student success network. In the same vain, 
students self-reported that the system catalyzes their willingness to communicate directly with their 
instructor and advisor through email, personal conversations, utilizing office hours, and even visiting 
campus resources. Further evidencing system merits, responses also directly attributed motivation to seek 
resources to the system notifications. Specifically noted was the use of embedded Pirate Academic 
Success Center tutors into chemistry courses. Tutors take information shared during the course and create 
study materials, hold study sessions, and facilitate tutor assignment. Student responses cited the early alert 
and intervention system as the nudge needed to act on the need for academic support services.   

Negative remarks were present in survey responses concerning the system at ECU, however they 
were in the minority. Some students expressed that the early alert system was an annoyance, serving as a 
redundant reminder of things they already know about their academic performance. Another small pocket 
of responses mentioned that the positive notifications perpetuated a divide between those students who 
received negative notifications. While some students felt notifications had no value, that population’s 
responses contradict the majority of open-ended responses.  
 Respondents did provide tangible suggestions and recommendations for how to strengthen and 
improve institutional application. The most common recommendation was to require all instructors to 
actively use the early alert and intervention system in all courses, providing consistent monitoring. Other 
comments referenced the need for expanded dissemination of information on ECU’s use of the student 
support system to students and exactly how the early intervention structure functions. Many respondents 
indicated that a communication strategy to inform students is needed to educate students on what to 
expect in the early alert system at ECU. Also included in the recommendations for improvement was a 
more seamless method to access the student support network, citing displeasure with the current location 
within the campus course management system. Respondents indicated that having one fluid system where 
all academic information could be accessed would be beneficial. Finally, a large number reported that no 
changes were needed. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 

As higher education continues to search for ways to link students to campus and promote student 
success, development, and engagement, considering the extent to which the use of technology impacts 
student experiences is imperative. Generally, this study indicates students appreciate efforts associated 
with early intervention strategies. However, it is important to note that early alert systems only accentuate 
existing resources. As further understanding of student perspectives of early alert systems grows, 
institutions can develop intervention strategies to maximize early alert system impact, ultimately 
improving academic and social development and engagement opportunities for students. Primarily, this 
study provides evidence that placing considerable weight on student perceptions of such initiatives is 
endorsed and essential for finding quality tools to develop, engage, retain, and graduate students. 
 Findings suggest that students place value on the campus usage of the early alert and intervention 
system as a retention tool to combat attrition and support richer connections to campus, satisfaction, and 
motivation to access resources. The differences in expectations and perceptions that students possess 
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regarding the system can be minimized by intentional and deliberate information disseminated to 
students, faculty, and campus support professionals explaining the system and usage expectations. With 
increasing awareness of system capabilities and intentionality being a top priority, administrators will be 
able to augment more effective early alert systems by improving consistency in student, faculty, and 
advisor usage.   
 This study serves as a great information source regarding potent areas of improvement to early 
alert and intervention systems based on student opinions. While this study only begins to suggest a basic 
understanding of how students view early alert and intervention system usage at ECU, it does provide a 
jump-off point for other institutions to assess how their students feel about early alert systems at their 
respective campus. The findings of this study provide a groundwork for institutions considering utilizing 
early alert systems and establishing student support networks as effective retention tools to solve the 
attrition conundrum.  
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Abstract: While scholars have acknowledged the effectiveness of social-psychological 
interventions in education, there is very little research on transformative pedagogical 
practices that specifically target the psyche and subjective experiences of underserved and 
underprepared students. In 2014/15 a group of first-time freshman students participated in 
the Education as the Practice of Freedom Project. The project pedagogy and curriculum 
was inspired by Critical Pedagogy, Critical Race Theory of Education, and Anti-Colonial 
Schooling and incorporated a series of social-psychological reflective assignments and 
activities (stereo-type threat, growth mindset, and relevance interventions) developed to 
transform the way students perceive and experience their education. A quasi-experimental 
design was used to assess the effectiveness of this transformative pedagogy. Participants 
were randomly assigned to a control and treatment group and had no significant difference 
in high school GPA or SAT scores. Results indicated project participants had a 17% higher 
freshman to sophomore retention rate than non-participants. Project participants that 
persisted to their sophomore year had a significantly higher GPA (0.28) than non-
participants. Qualitative and quantitative data was gathered throughout the school year to 
capture how the participants engaged in the social-psychological reflective assignments and 
activities, and its effect on how students perceive and experience their education. 
 
 
Introduction  
 

I have been teaching at colleges and universities for the last decade, and in every class 
one of the first questions I ask is, “What is knowledge?”  It amazes me that very few students can 
define what knowledge is; their responses vary from the mundane, “it’s what you learn,” to the 
eccentric and philosophical, “knowledge is power!” And although our students learn a myriad of 
mathematical formulas, scientific methods, historical figures and famous pieces of literature, very 
few have learned the meaning, value, and purpose of knowledge. Unfortunately, this mis-
education adversely affects underserved students. While scores of scholars have acknowledged 
the mis-education of underserved students, there is very little research on promising teaching and 
learning strategies that specifically target the psyche and subjective experiences of mis-educated 
students. The following study builds on the theoretical framework of Critical Pedagogy, Critical 
Race Theory, and Anti-colonial Schooling and its applicability to the development of 
transformative pedagogical practices that are critically responsive to the specific social-
psychological needs of underserved and underprepared first-year students attending HBCUs.  

A student’s first-year experience in college is challenging for all, especially students who 
come to the university underserved and underprepared. Academic administrators have 
acknowledged the difficulty in navigating the academic expectations of the university and have 
invested in first-year academic support programs and seminars to ease the transition for 
underserved and underprepared students (Young, 2014). The development of innovative and 
inexpensive program models and pedagogical practices for first-year students is of particular 
importance for Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), who tend to serve higher 
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rates of underserved and underprepared students, and have lower first-year retention rates. 
Although many HBCUs have implemented first year-experience programs and seminars, there is 
very little research on programmatic models and pedagogical practices that are specific to the 
underserved and underprepared students that HBCUs serve.   

Most first-year seminars have the following objectives: a) develop a connection with the 
institution, (b) provide orientation to campus resources and services, and (c) develop academic 
skills (Young, 2014). The Huston-Tillotson University, First-Year Experience, Education as the 
Practice of Freedom (EPF) Project builds on the success of first-year seminar because it not only 
orients students on (what) resources are available and strategies that help students learn (how), 
but inspires an intrinsic interest in learning (why) by incorporating a series of social-
psychological pedagogical practices used to transform the way students perceive and experience 
education. It includes critical self- reflective activities and assignments about how knowledge 
affects how they see themselves, how they see the world, and how they live their lives, as well as, 
a community based learning component on how to apply that precious knowledge to change the 
world and be the change they want to see. The Education as the Practice of Freedom Project 
moves beyond typical notions of education, to the real purpose and promise of education—
freedom. 
 
A Legacy of Learning 

Huston-Tillotson University (HT), located in Austin, TX, is the region’s oldest institution 
of higher education. HT was founded by members of the Freedman Aids Society who were 
committed to providing recently emancipated slaves the opportunity to obtain an education and 
serve as community leaders. Since its inception in 1875, this small, private, Christian, HBCU has 
nurtured a legacy of leadership and excellence in education. Thousands of low-income, 
underrepresented, and underprepared students come in pursuit of a college degree and graduate 
prepared to serve as community leaders.   

Today, the University proudly serves a student population of approximately 926 students, 
many of whom are first-generation (41%) students from low-income households (79%). While 
the majority of the student body is African-American (70%), HT also has a substantial Hispanic 
student presence that accounts for 20% of the student body. HT’s growing Hispanic presence was 
recently featured in the Chronicle of Higher Education and the Austin American Statesman 
(Mangan, 2015). The following quote from a HT professor expresses the general sentiment of the 
campus culture, “The mission of this college is not just to graduate minority students with a 
degree. It’s to change things…It’s to give them a voice, a place, a part, a level of respect to be 
able to gain access and affect our community.” (The changing faces of Huston-Tillotson 
University, 2012). 
 
The Educational Experiences of Underserved and Underprepared Students   

Approximately 73% of the students attending HT have received their education from 
schools that have majority minority and a majority economically disadvantaged student body 
(www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools). Such double segregation by race and poverty is 
unfortunately linked to unequal educational opportunities and outcomes (see Table 1). These 
schools tend to have a weak academic support system with high student-teacher ratios, high 
teacher turnover rates and less experienced teachers, very little support for co-curricular and 
extra-curricular programming, and a limited curriculum taught at much lower cognitive thinking 
levels. The educational inequities in teaching and learning are indicative of the academic 
preparation students receive. Last year, 42.5% of first-time freshman students were classified as 
underprepared. The average incoming freshman at HT has a composite ACT score of 17 and 829 
SAT score (see Table 2). In addition, nearly half of HT freshman students are placed in 
developmental courses (43% in Math and 47% English).  
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Table 1. Percentage of underserved first-year students by race/ethnicity and income 

Year 
Percentage of Underrepresented 

Race/Ethnicity 
Percentage of Pell Grant 

Recipients 
Percentage of Financial Aid 

Recipients 
2012-13 94% 68% 83% 
2013-14 95% 74% 94% 

2014-15 96% 73% 97% 
 
Table 2: Percentage of underprepared first-year students by H.S. GPA, SAT, Developmental Course Placement 

Year High School GPA  ACT/SAT Score 
Developmental Course 

Placement 
2012-13 2.89 17/803 52%  
2013-14 2.80 15/803 64% 
2014-15 2.91 17/829 83%  

 
High stakes “Texas Style” testing has also had a limiting prescriptive effect on the quality 

of teaching and learning students receive prior to attending (Valenzuela, 2005; Diamond, 2007). 
Last year, 87% of HT first-year students attended public schools in high stakes testing states like 
Texas. In an attempt to improve high stakes test scores, teachers at majority minority and a 
majority economically disadvantaged schools are pressured to focus on the content they cover 
versus how they teach it (Diamond, 2007). Their instruction is often teacher centered with 
lectures and questions leading to “single, short answers” that can be easily measured. The 
students are likely to be taught to “listen to teachers and recite answers” and “try to repeat the 
knowledge they have been taught as it was transmitted” (Diamond, 2007). This type of teaching 
and learning (lecture, seat work, memorization, and recitation) contributes to their perception that 
knowledge is “worksheets” or “doing pages in our books” and that answers are to be recited, not 
challenged (Anyon, 1980; Allman, 2001; Kozol, 2005). Consequently, students often transition to 
the university with the perception that all they will need to do is consume information and 
regurgitate it at the appropriate moments (hooks, 2010).     

The type of education most students received prior to attending, not only denies them 
quality teaching and learning, but the “standard” curriculum they learn does not embrace their 
ways of knowing, experiencing, and understanding life (Yosso, 2005). While education is 
supposed to guide students to find and value their own voices, their mother-tongue—Ebonics or 
Spanglish—is considered illegitimate and ignorant (Perry & Delpit, 1998; Bernal, 2002; 
Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; Hill-Collins, 2009). The political struggle to voice, literally and orally, 
reflects a struggle between language and learning that many of HT students experience. Unaware 
of this political struggle, students in developmental courses begin to carry with them a burden and 
stress of being perceived as ignorant (stereotype-threat barrier), are likely to attribute this to an 
innate inability (fixed mindset barrier), and are less likely to persist because they struggle to see 
the personal and communal relevance of education (utility value/relevance barrier). Developing a 
HBCU specific programmatic model and pedagogical practices that specifically target the 
particular social-psychological barriers that affect how students perceive and experience their 
education is critical to our students’ academic trajectory, retention rate, and academic success.  
 
 
Pedagogical Approaches to Transitional Academic Support  
 

If you can control a man's thinking you do not have to worry about his action. When you 
determine what a man shall think you do not have to concern yourself about what he will 
do. If you make a man feel that he is inferior, you do not have to compel him to accept an 
inferior status, for he will seek it himself. (Woodson, 1933, p. 55) 
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The Critical Pedagogy, Critical Race Theory of Education, and Anti-Colonial theoretical 
framework of the Education as the Practice of Freedom Project was inspired by the theoretical 
philosophies of Carter G. Woodson, Patricia Hill-Collins, Franz Fanon, Cornel West, bell hooks, 
and Paulo Freire. The aforementioned scholars purport the need for students to go through a 
process of unlearning, learning, relearning, reflection and evaluation, which is of particular 
importance for students who have been systemically silenced and disenfranchised from their 
education experience (Fanon, 1963; hooks, 1994; Giroux & McLaren, 1989; Freire, 2000; 
Delgado Bernal, 2002; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 2005; Sefa Dei & Kempf, 
2006; Hill-Collins, 2009; De Lissovoy, 2011; Grant, Brown, & Brown, 2016). This 
transformative pedagogical approach is of particular importance because it challenges the 
hegemonic power structure within the academy, embraces alternative ways of knowing and 
experiencing education, and cultivates a space for students to develop critical capacities to reflect, 
critique, and act to transform their living conditions.   

The aforementioned critical theories are invested in a pedagogy and praxis that 
deconstructs intersecting systems of oppression. The theories note “Educational systems are built 
on laws, policies, and folkways requiring macro-level analysis that overlap with micro-level 
issues such as curriculum and pedagogy” (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 50). The following 
theories guided the curriculum and instruction of the project. The purpose of the EPF Project is to 
create meaningful connections between what students are learning and what they are living. 
Wherein the objective is not simply to help students “master” the tools of reading but empower 
them to read the world critically (Giroux, 1989). The curriculum speaks to the students’ curiosity 
about topics that are often marginalized in the master narrative in a voice that is both culturally 
relevant and critically responsive. It moves beyond typical notions of education, to the real 
purpose and promise of education—freedom. 

The EPF Project curriculum consists of four teaching and learning modules that the 
students engage in for the entire year: in the fall, Be HT and Be Enlightened; in the spring, Be 
Engaged and Be Empowered. During the fall, participating students engaged in a series of social-
psychological curriculum interventions (critical self-reflections and class activities) that 
challenged them to pursue their education with a stronger sense of purpose. The flow of the 
curriculum focused on the following questions: (1) what is knowledge and how is it socially 
constructed, facilitated, and acquired; (2) how does knowledge affect how we see ourselves and 
the world we live in; (3) how does knowledge affect how we live our lives and pursue our 
purpose. During the spring, (4) how do we apply knowledge to change the world and be the 
change we want to see; (5) and why education is the practice of freedom—a means of finding, 
pursuing, and fulfilling our purpose (Tillis, 2014). For more examples of how learning strategies 
are incorporated into the content, please refer to the pilot syllabus at www.htfye.com (Tillis, 
2014).  

  
Transforming the Way Students Perceive and Experience Education  

Over the last decade, social-psychological mindset interventions have captured the 
attention of educators all across the nation. In 2011, the American Educational Research 
Association published a mind-blowing article entitled “Social-Psychological Interventions in 
Education: They’re Not Magic,” in which authors Yeager and Walton explored the effectiveness 
of various social-psychological interventions in education that have increased student 
achievement and persistence. The social-psychological interventions targeted the student’s psyche 
and subjective experiences in school, such as: the students’ belief that they belong and are valued 
in school; they have the potential to improve their intelligence; and that what they were learning 
was personally relevant to what they were living (Yeager & Walton, 2011). Ultimately, these 
interventions inspire students to take better advantage of learning opportunities that are present in 
schools and were found to have a longer lasting impact on the academic achievement and 
persistence of students (Yeager & Walton, 2011; Yeager, Walton, & Cohen, 2013). The studies 
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cited above provide evidence of promise that academic performance and persistence of 
underserved and underprepared students can be substantially increased and achievement gaps 
reduced using a series of social-psychological interventions.  

A series of social-psychological curriculum and instruction interventions were developed 
and implemented in the pilot of our Education as the Practice of Freedom Project in the 
2014/2015 academic school year.  The interventions specifically addressed the needs of 
underserved and underprepared students that were at high risk to carry with them a burden and 
stress of being perceived as ignorant (stereotype-threat barrier), were likely attribute this to an 
innate inability (fixed mindset barrier), and were less likely to persist because they struggled to 
see the personal and communal relevance of education amidst a deep feeling a cognitive 
dissonance (utility value/relevance barrier and cognitive dissonance).  The following sub-sections 
provide theoretical insight on each of the social-psychological interventions and their application 
to the curriculum and instruction of our EPF Project participants.    
 
Growth Mindset Intervention 

One of the most prominent social-psychological interventions currently used among 
educators involves developing a growth mindset. Growth mindset researchers assert that students 
vary in the degree to which they believe their intellect is fixed or growing and strengthening with 
practice (Dweck, 2007). Growth mindset theorists assert that students who perceive their intellect 
as fixed (finite) often fall prey to the self-fulfilling prophecy when confronted with adversity and 
inadequacy. Implementing growth mindset curricular and co-curricular exercises that change the 
student’s attribution for academic setbacks are effective strategies for increasing student 
persistence and academic achievement.   

During our 2014-2015 EPF Project, instructors received teaching and curriculum 
consultations on the importance of Growth Mindset in the classroom.  Instructors received 
resources on how to teach from a Growth Mindset framework.  The participating instructors were 
trained on how to provide Growth Mindset feedback and encouragement that rewarded the work 
and effort process, not the outcomes of their students.  EPF Project students participated in a 
series of Growth Mindset workshops, activities, and assignments that challenged them to re-
imagine the mind as a muscle. The workshops provided an in-depth analysis of the science of 
learning; specifically, the neuron connections occurring in the brain when one engages in active 
listening, note taking, studying or practicing a sport. Testimonies of persistence were shared by 
Wilma Rudolph (Track and Field Olympian) and Michael Jordan (Six-time NBA Finals 
Champion), who understood that natural talent is nothing without hours and hours of hard work.   

 
An example of the critical self-reflection on Growth Mindset:   

Thinking back to your childhood, how was the concept “smart” expressed? Was it 
expressed in the context of effort or natural ability? How do you think this may have 
impacted your academic engagement? What are the implications of Carol Dweck’s 
research on how we assess intelligence in our schools? Moving forward, how you will 
apply growth mindset to your life, specifically how you understand and 
communicate/express your intelligence? 

 
Stereotype-Threat Intervention 

Stereotype-threat interventions have also been developing momentum in higher education 
and are regarded as promising practices for decreasing the academic achievement gap among 
minority students. Research on stereotype-threat demonstrates that the worry that one could be 
perceived through the lens of a negative intellectual stereotype in school can undermine their 
academic performance (Steele, Spencer, & Aronson, 2002). The added stressors, distraction, and 
anxiety about whether one can be fully included and valued have a negative impact on academic 
performance (Steele et al., 2002.).  The social-psychological stereotype-threat interventions are of 
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particular interest to educators who serve historically marginalized students who believe they are 
not cut out for a particular discipline, career field, and even college, as in the case for ethnic 
minorities attending pre-dominantly white institutions or women pursing STEM majors (Walton 
& Carr, 2012).   

Throughout our 2014-2015 EPF Project, several guest speakers were invited to share 
words of wisdom from the field with participants. The guest speakers varied in title but were 
pursuing similar career fields and had similar ethnic/socio-economic background to the 
participants. The participants had an opportunity to engage in intimate dialogue about somewhat 
foreign career fields, build relationships with experts in their chosen career paths, and break down 
perceived barriers about access to those occupational spaces. In addition to providing 
opportunities for students to see themselves vicariously through the guest speakers, the 
interventions were specifically designed for students to see themselves as “in the process of 
becoming.”  The instructors applied a critical pedagogical approach to this social-psychological 
intervention and challenged participants to deconstruct knowledge as a social construct (Hill-
Collins, 2009; Leistyna, Woodrum, & Sherblom, 1996). The infusion of critical pedagogy and 
stereotype-threat intervention empowered students to see themselves as creators of knowledge 
engaging in the scientific enterprise in their day-to-day experiences.    
  
Examples of the critical self-reflection assignment during that module: 

• Apply Patricia Hill-Collins perspective on the politics of knowledge to Jamila Lyiscott’s 
poem "3 Ways to Speak English."  Specifically, explain how knowledge is a social 
construct that is affected by class, race, gender.  How does Lyiscott explore the 
complicated history and present-day identity that each language represents and unpack 
what it means to be "articulate?"   
 

• Explain the personal and social implications of Dr. West's statement, “if you no longer 
are willing to muster the courage to think critically, then someone will think for you,… 
Orwellian double thinking, double talk, or elites, or peers.” What does Dr.West mean, 
“you cannot embark on a quest for wisdom without learning how to die”? How does this 
challenge your perspective about critical thinking? 

 
Relevance and Cognitive Dissonance Intervention 

Although personal and communal interventions are fairly new to the field of social-
psychological interventions in education, they are very promising. Research on relevance (utility 
value) interventions reveals that when the curriculum and instruction is relevant, students will 
increase interest and engagement with the learning process, and improve overall performance 
(Hulleman & Harackiewicz, 2009; Yeager & Walton, 2011).  The effect of this intervention is 
even more effective among students who do not expect to succeed. Hulleman and Harackiewicz, 
(2009) have found that students (treatment) who were asked write a brief essay explaining how 
the material studied could be applied to their lives had significantly higher aggregate GPA 
improvement, than students (control) who did summaries on the topics they learned. When this 
form of intervention is fused with helping students grapple the inconsistency between their 
American Dream expectations and their reality (DeGruy, 2005). 

The primary objective of the EPF Project is to create meaningful connections between 
what the students are learning and what they are living (personal and communal relevance of 
education) by transcending the teaching and learning experience into the community.  The 
personal and communal relevance interventions included critical self-reflective activities and 
assignments about how knowledge affects how they see themselves, how they see the world, and 
how they live their lives, as well as a community-based learning component on how to apply that 
precious knowledge to change the world and be the change they want to see.  
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The effectiveness of the EPF Project community-based learning component draws upon 
the convergence of multiple theoretical frameworks in Critical Pedagogy, Critical Race Theory of 
Education, and Anti-Colonial Schooling, all of which suggest that students are more likely to be 
engaged in learning when the content has personal and communal relevance, builds on what they 
experience, and provides opportunities for students to take action on the issues they encounter in 
everyday life (Freire, 2000; Delgado Bernal, 2002; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 
2005; Sefa Dei & Kempf, 2006; Hill-Collins, 2009; De Lissovoy, 2011). Community-based 
learning has been implemented in many settings, and researchers have found that this style of 
teaching and learning intervention is particularly effective in creating deep and purposeful 
connections between schools and communities (Dewey, 1916; Blank, Melaville, & Shah, 2006).  

During the EPF Project community-based learning component, participating students 
connected theory to practice by proactively applying what they had learned about the power of 
knowledge in order to effectively serve the needs of the local east Austin community. The 
students engaged in a critical analysis of challenges affecting the opportunity structure of 
community empowerment and worked hand-in-hand with local residents, community service 
partners, and public officials to engage in asset-based community empowerment projects, such as 
tutoring the youth, feeding the hungry, fixing computers, and planting trees.  Each student was 
challenged to reflect on the meaning and purpose of the project in hopes that they realized their 
actions can improve the lives of others and, ultimately, their ability to control their own lives.  
 
Examples of the critical self-reflection assignment during that module: 

• From your community-based learning experience, are you able to identify any 
underlying or overarching issues which influence the problem? What could be done to 
change the situation? How will this alter your future behaviors/attitudes/and career? 
How is the issue/agency you're serving impacted by what is going on in the larger 
political/social sphere? What does the future hold? What can be done? (Melaville, 
Berg, & Blank, 2006). 

 
• What have I learned about myself through this experience? Do I have more/less 

understanding or empathy than I did before community-based learning? In what ways, 
if any, has your sense of self, your values, your sense of "community," your 
willingness to serve others, and your self-confidence/self-esteem been impacted or 
altered through this experience? Have your motivations for community-based learning 
changed? In what ways? How has this experience challenged stereotypes or prejudices 
you have/had? Any realizations, insights, or especially strong lessons learned or half-
glimpsed? Will these experiences change the way you act or think in the future? Have 
you given enough, opened up enough, cared enough? How have you challenged 
yourself, your ideals, your philosophies, your concept of life or of the way you live? 
(Melaville, Berg, & Blank, 2006). 

 
 
EPF Project Evaluation Design 
 
Participants 

In Fall 2014, 178 first-time freshmen in Huston-Tillotson University were randomly 
assigned to register for the traditional first-year seminar sections (four classes) or the Education 
as the Practice of Freedom Project first-year seminar sections (four classes). An equal number of 
students were assigned to each group. Each of the first-year seminar sections had approximately 
20-25 students for a total of 95 students to receive the treatment and 83 students to receive the 
control. The average high school GPA and average SAT score of each group were similar. The 
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treatment group had an average high school GPA of 2.85 (SD = 0.53) and SAT score of 818 (SD 
= 158.71). The control group had an average high school GPA of 2.87 (SD = 0.55) and SAT score 
of 805 (SD = 133.50). 
 
Results 

A z-test was conducted to compare the retention rates between the treatment group 
(60.0%) and the control group (43.5%). Z-test indicated that the retention rate of the treatment 
group is statistically better than the retention rate of the control group, Z = 2.22, p = .03. The 
differences between the GPA of retained students in the treatment group and the GPA of retained 
students in the control group were analyzed with a matched-pairs t test. The GPA of retained 
students in the treatment group (M = 2.89, SD = .80) was slightly higher than the GPA of retained 
students in the control group (M = 2.58, SD = .86), but this difference was not statistically 
significant, t(91) = 1.77, p = .08, two-tailed (see Figure 1). 

 

 
   Figure 1: GPA of retained students 

 
A z-test was conducted to compare the persistence rates between the treatment group 

(27.4%) and the control group (19.3%). Z-test indicated that the persistence rate of the treatment 
group is not statistically better than the persistence rate of the control group, Z = 1.20, p = .23. 
The differences between the GPA of persistent students in the treatment group and the GPA of 
persistent students in the control group were analyzed with a matched-pairs t test. The GPA of 
persistent students in the treatment group (M = 3.47, SD = .42) was higher than the GPA of 
persistent students in the control group (M = 3.19, SD = .45) and this difference was statistically 
significant, t(30) = 2.04, p = .048, two-tailed (see Figure 2). 

 

 
   Figure 2: GPA of persistent students 
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The aforementioned measurable, specific, and finite evaluation results may captivate the 
attention of many; however, the overriding goal of this Project is to give voice to the students 
who engaged in the EPF Project.  The following qualitative data was gathered throughout the 
academic school year from reflective journals and captured the general sentiment of the students 
who participated in the Education as the Practice of Freedom Project.   
 
Data collected from critical self-reflective journals:   

• “The moment I decided to speak for myself, I truly began to unlock my greatness. Once 
your eyes are finally open, I believe your perception of education will change. You just 
suddenly learn things you didn’t were there. I truly believe in the word of Dr. Cornel 
West. It has change the way I view; knowledge is power, the politics of education, 
education and democracy, critical thinking and social class has changed my perception 
for the better.” 

• “This whole class as far as knowledge is power; the politics of education, education and 
democracy, critical thinking and social class has changed my perception for the better. I 
now feel more informed about my education and purpose. I see myself questioning my 
educational system more and also ask myself why I do what I do, that being, my 
academics and leadership roles.” 

• “Open your mind to the world and understand that there are different ways of thinking 
and that there is no ‘one way’ street in life. Once you truly understand the world then you 
can discover where you belong in it.” 

• “Knowledge is the foundation the world is built around, and the less you have, the more 
vulnerable you are to the tricks of the world. If you don’t know the facts you can easily 
be fooled and mislead by the people in power.” 

• “In conclusion this week has been very emotional for me with my own personal 
experiences with readings and required videos and PowerPoint presentations. I am left 
with a feeling of angst. I know that I must do something and I do my part on an 
individual level. This is not enough. I am left with the thoughts of social justice, and the 
demand for more, more, more.”   

•  “I know now that I can do it now, their no reason why I shouldn’t execute everything I 
do. The hackathon has challenged me to absorb everything like a sponge in water. 
Knowledge is the reason I am here, knowledge makes the world go round, knowledge is 
the way the only to be successful, without knowledge it would be like a book without the 
words.”   

• “That experience mirrored a lot of what we are going over in class, from the different 
forms of oppression and opportunities to making a change for not only yourself, but the 
community as well. Mrs. Tillis stresses so much that if you want something done, “Do 
something about it,” stop talking about it because in a sense you are not doing anything at 
all. My learning experience has taught me a lot more, as I stated before I talked the talk 
for the longest and after doing it I was introduced and witnessed so much.  … all we have 
to do is just get up and make a difference.”   
 
Although each participating instructor identified teaching and learning strategies specific 

to their students, the majority of the intended outcomes were consistent across all participating 
courses with some latitude allowed for variation.     
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EPF Project Implications 
 

Transforming the way underserved and underprepared students relate to school, 
education, and knowledge is by far the biggest challenge we as a nation must amend moving 
forward. Our students need a curricular project that is not only culturally relevant and critically 
responsive to what they are experiencing, but cultivates their curiosity and creativity and 
embraces their voice and their stories. It is critical that our pedagogy kindles a reflective 
relationship between knowledge, self and the community, so that they may have a better 
understanding of who they are, the world they live in, and how to go about pursuing their 
purpose. And thus, ultimately, our students need a transformative pedagogy that challenges them 
to re-imagine education as the practice of freedom.   

In addition, our students need educational experiences that transcend the four walls of the 
classroom and into their community, wherein students can facilitate teaching and learning from 
each other. An education that challenges them to develop a range of intellectual and academic 
skills in order to understand and take action on the issues they encounter everyday, by 
intentionally linking academic standards to the real world of their communities. An education that 
is enhanced by complimentary co-curricular experiences that welcome the community into their 
classrooms and lecture halls and connects them to community leaders/ prospective mentors in 
allied health, criminal justice, business, technology and more. These educational experiences 
offer insight into possibilities they may have never imagined, inspire them to pursue their 
purpose, and ignite their passion for living.  

And lastly, it takes a community to raise consciousness, and that is why strong academic 
support network is essential to the student’s development. In the spirit of ubuntu (Swahili: I am 
because you are) or in lak ech (Mayan: you are my other me) the students need a strong support 
network of not only their classmates, but peer mentors, faculty advisors, and community leaders 
all working collectively on a project that empowers each other.   Each one invested in the 
wellbeing of each other.  

 
 
Future of EPF Project 

 
First Year Experience and first-year seminar is one most effective retention programs of 

the academy (Young & Hopp, 2014). And because it is fairly new to the academy, and is not 
bound discipline specific paradigms, and does not have an established curricular accreditation 
guideline, it is in space in which it has tremendous potential to grow.  The Education as the 
Practice of Freedom Project was an attempt to re-image the emancipatory elements of education 
and unleash immense potential of our genius generation. The EPF Project is currently in 
evaluation, reflection, and development and has since shifted in scope.  The EPF Project 
Coordinator, Gina Tillis, has decided to pursue a Ph.D. in Curriculum and Instruction: Cultural 
Studies in Education and focus her energy on researching pedagogy and praxis models used to 
transform the way underserved and underprepared students perceive and experience their 
education.  If you would like to learn more about the EPF Project, please go to www.htfye.com.     
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Abstract: The Striving Toward Academic Recovery (STAR) Program is a non-cognitive and 
counseling-based program for academic at-risk college students. Interventions are individualized and 
counseling-based with a focus on non-cognitive factors, measured by the Learning and Study 
Strategies Inventory (LASSI) and College Self-Efficacy Inventory (CSEI). This study, conducted 
during the Fall 2015 semester, investigated the effect of the STAR Program on academically at-risk 
college students’ grade point average (GPA), self-efficacy, and awareness of study habits and 
academic mindsets. The results indicate that the intervention group’s GPA increased significantly 
along with self-efficacy total and subscales scores and learning and study strategies scale scores.  The 
results suggest that the STAR Program is an effective intervention on successful student retention 
and performance. 	
	
	
Introduction	
	

The Striving Toward Academic Recovery (STAR) Program is one of several resources available 
in the Academic Support Center (ASC) at the University of North Carolina at Pembroke (UNCP). The 
other programs in this department include Tutoring, Resource Learning Lab, Strategies for Success course 
(UNV 1100), Peer Academic Leaders (PALs), Emerging Scholars, Honing Academics With Knowledge 
(HAWK) Alert, and Braves Come Back. ASC staff members serve as program coordinators and work 
closely together, as students are often participating in multiple programs within the department. 	

Tutoring is free, unlimited, and available to all undergraduate students. The Resource Learning 
Lab offers self-paced, computer-based learning programs in reading, writing, and comprehension. 
Strategies for Success (UNV 1100) is a newer course offered at UNCP, earning three credit hours, and is 
recommended for all students placed on academic probation. PALs are assigned to UNV 1100 course 
sections and work one-on-one with enrolled students throughout the semester. Emerging Scholars is a 
cohort of first year students who take UNV 1100 together and work with a PAL. Students on academic 
probation and students in the Emerging Scholars Program are separated into different sections of UNV 
1100. HAWK Alert is UNCP’s early alert program, intended to identify students who may be 
experiencing academic or personal difficulties at any point in the semester. Braves Come Back assists 
students who left UNCP – either under academic suspension or by choice – with the readmission process.	

Students who have been academically suspended from the university, along with first year 
students (freshmen or transfers) earning below a 1.5 grade point average (GPA) in the first semester 
enrolled, are required to participate in the STAR Program. UNCP places any student who earns a 
cumulative GPA below a 2.0 on academic probation. Students on academic probation must earn a term 
GPA of 2.3 to continue on probation, or achieve a cumulative GPA of 2.0 or higher to be in good 
academic standing, by the end of the probationary term. Students not meeting one of these requirements 
will be suspended from UNCP for one semester.	

Students who are academically suspended from UNCP have the option to submit an academic 
appeal. The appeal packet is completed with ASC staff and submitted to the campus appeals committee 
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for review. Students whose appeals are approved are deemed academically eligible to return to UNCP and 
are placed on academic probation. Students who appeal who do not meet the requirements for academic 
probation during the probationary term will be suspended for one year for a second suspension, and three 
years for a third suspension. Students whose appeals are not approved, and/or students who choose not to 
go through the appeals process, can return to UNCP at the end of the suspension period. These students 
are classified as readmits and participants in the Braves Come Back Program.	

The STAR Program was piloted in the Spring 2015 semester, along with the Academic Resource 
Mentoring (ARM) Program that had been in place for several years for probation and suspension students. 
At the end of the pilot semester, ASC leadership determined that the STAR Program was more beneficial 
for this population of students, and the ARM Program was discontinued.	

The ARM Program was staffed with both undergraduate and graduate students who demonstrated 
success in academics and as campus leaders. Academic Resource Mentors were provided with a syllabus 
to follow for the semester that covered areas such as time management, study skills, and goal setting. The 
STAR Program Counselors are graduate students in UNCP’s Clinical Mental Health Counseling Program. 
The STAR Program uses a structured intake packet and interview, along with the Learning and Study 
Strategies Inventory (LASSI) and College Self Efficacy Inventory (CSEI), to develop individualized 
plans for success for each student participant. 	
	
	
Literature Review	
	
 The literature notes the importance of noncognitive factors such as self-efficacy, time 
management, motivation, and social and emotional support for college students’ academic performance. 
This section will review each component to set an accurate context for the study that follows.  	

	
Self-Efficacy	

Research has suggested that self-efficacy is important to college students’ achievement, 
motivational construct (e.g., persistence and goal setting), self-regulated learning, affective construct 
(e.g., stress and anxiety), and retention rate (Finney & Schraw, 2003; Robbins et al., 2004; Solberg, 
O’Brien, Villareal, Kennel, & Davis, 1993; Zajacova, Lynch, & Espenshade, 2005). Krumrei-Mancuso, 
Newton, Kim, and Wilcox (2013) examined 579 students enrolled in first year courses at a Midwestern 
US public university and indicated that academic self-efficacy and organization/attention to study are 
predictive of cumulative GPA at the end of the first year. They also found that first semester GPA affects 
academic self-efficacy and organization/attention to study, which had an on effect cumulative GPA at the 
end of the first year. This finding suggests the importance of the timing of interventions or programs 
targeting first year students, as well as the negative impact that an unsuccessful first semester might have 
on a college student. 	

A meta-analysis study indicated that the best predictors for college GPA were academic self-
efficacy and achievement motivation (Robbins et al., 2004).  Multon, Brown, and Lent (1991) reported 
that the academic self-efficacy had the strongest effect on academic performance. Higher academic self-
efficacy was associated with fewer unpleasant learning or test-related emotions such as test anxiety 
(Preiss, Gayle, & Allen, 2006) and more pleasant emotions such as enjoyment of acquiring knowledge 
and skill (Pekrun et al., 2004). Academic self-efficacy was also associated with the use of more effective 
learning and study skills (Robbins et al., 2004).  Bandura (1997) suggested that student’s self-efficacy 
affect academic achievement by increasing their motivation and persistence to master challenging 
academic tasks and by fostering the competent use of acquired knowledge and skills.  A strong sense of 
self-efficacy is not created easily; it requires one’s experience in overcoming obstacles and difficult 
situations through maintained effort and persistence (Bandura, 1997). 	
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Time Management	
Effective time management is more complex than simply using a calendar to keep up with 

important assignments and deadlines. After developing and distributing the Time Management Behavior 
(TMB) Scale to a group of 165 undergraduate students, Macan, Shahani, Dipboye, and Phillips (1990) 
discovered that time management includes four distinct areas: setting goals and priorities, scheduling and 
planning, perception of control of time, and organization. This study found that students may be strong in 
one or more of these areas but need improvement in others, and that each of these facets of time 
management may affect levels of stress and academic achievement.	
 Ninety students enrolled in an introductory psychology course at the University of Georgia in 
1983 responded to a time management questionnaire for course credit. Britton and Tesser (1991) 
collected their responses in addition to their high school Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores and 
college cumulative GPA in 1987, four years after the questionnaire was completed. They found two major 
areas of time management—short-term planning and attitudes towards time—seem to be better predictors 
of GPA than SAT results (Britton & Tesser 1991). These findings support the time management areas 
identified by Macan et al. (1990), and both studies note that the sense of control of or attitude towards 
time may be related to self-efficacy.	
	
Motivation and Social/Emotional Support	

Dennis, Phinney, and Chuateco (2005) conducted a longitudinal study of 100 first-generation 
minority college students (two characteristics which deem them at-risk academically) to examine the 
effects of motivation and environmental/social support on academic achievement. They found that 
personal motivation to attend college correlated to GPA, adjustment, and commitment, while expectations 
of family members (external motivation) did not appear to be significantly related to these outcomes. 
Dennis et al. (2005) also found that the lack of social supports was a stronger predictor of academic 
outcomes than the presence of social supports. This study found that support from peers was a better 
predictor of college adjustment and higher GPA than family supports, which the authors note may be due 
to the fact that they were examining the beliefs of first-generation college students. 	
 Individual differences and strengths should be taken into consideration when examining 
relationships between non-cognitive factors and academic achievement. Komarraju, Karau, and Schmeck 
(2009) used the Five Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI) and the Academic Motivations Scale (AMS) to 
examine correlations between personality traits, motivation, and academic achievement. 
Conscientiousness was found to be the most influential personality trait, scoring highest in intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation, as well as achievement. This finding suggests that students who are hard-working, 
disciplined, and deliberate are more likely to be motivated and successful in college.	
	
	
Purpose of the Study	
	

The present study was to examine whether the STAR Program improved academic at-risk college 
students’ GPA, self-efficacy, and awareness of study habits and academic mindsets. The goal of this study 
was to identify potential implications for supporting the implementation of a non-cognitive and 
counseling-based program for academic at-risk college students. The three questions investigated were: 
(1) What is the effect of the STAR Program on the GPA of academically at-risk students? (2) What is the 
effect of the STAR Program on self-efficacy scores of academically at-risk students?; and (3) What is the 
effect of the STAR Program on learning and study strategies scores of academically at-risk students?  	
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Methodology	
	
Procedure and Participants	

Researchers at UNCP conducted the current study during the Fall 2015 semester. Researchers 
obtained approval to conduct the study from the UNCP Institutional Review Board (IRB). Students who 
had been academically suspended or first-year students (either freshmen or transfers) earning below a 1.5 
GPA in their first semester participated in this study as they were offered an option to participate in the 
STAR Program. Students who participated in the STAR Program were introduced to the study and 
provided with the informed consent and intake forms. They completed the CSEI and LASSI pretest online 
at the beginning of the program and the posttest at the end of the program. Participants’ GPAs were 
provided by the university through the request of the researchers. 	
 Probation and suspension students are informed about the STAR Program requirement during 
appeals and/or readmission meetings with Academic Support Center staff. This requirement is also 
outlined in the “Academic Procedures and Policies” section of the UNCP Academic Catalog (University 
of North Carolina at Pembroke, 2015). The minimum requirement for these students is to complete the 
STAR Program intake process. Students who do not schedule a STAR Program intake appointment by 
midterm will have a registration hold placed on their account, and it will not be removed until they have 
completed the intake process. Intake appointments are not scheduled beyond the 12th week of the semester 
(out of 16 weeks). After this point, students must meet with the STAR Program Coordinator in order to 
have the registration hold removed.	
 STAR Program participants are identified at the beginning of the semester. The STAR Program 
Coordinator compiles a contact list from various sources.	

● A database of all students who submitted academic and/or financial aid appeals who are 
academically eligible to return to UNCP, which is maintained by Academic Support Center staff 
and readily available. Enrollment in courses for the current term is verified before contacting 
these students.	

● A database of all first year undergraduate students (freshmen and transfers) earning below a 1.5 
GPA during the first enrolled semester, requested from UNCP’s Office of Institutional Research.	

● A database of all enrolled undergraduate students who are on academic probation, requested from 
UNCP’s Office of Institutional Research.	

Students who are required to participate in the STAR Program are contacted by phone and campus email 
during the first three weeks of the semester. After the third week, they are sent weekly reminders by 
campus email. All students on academic probation are informed about STAR Program services and are 
provided with the option to participate voluntarily.	
	
Intervention	
 The STAR Program operates during the fall and spring semesters. Staff includes a program 
coordinator, six-eight counselors, and a research assistant. The STAR Program Coordinator is a Licensed 
Professional Counselor (LPC) in North Carolina and has been approved to provide clinical supervision 
for graduate students enrolled in the Clinical Mental Health Counseling Program by the program faculty. 
STAR Program Counselors are students enrolled in either Counseling Practicum (CNS 6100) or Clinical 
Mental Health Counseling Internship (CNS 6120). The STAR Program Research Assistant is typically a 
psychology or counseling major and has expressed interest in working in a higher education setting after 
graduation. All student staff are selected one semester in advance. 	
 Intake appointments are scheduled for 60-90 minutes. During that time, the student meets with a 
STAR Program Counselor to review the intake paperwork, set goals for the semester, and complete the 
LASSI and CSEI pretests. At this time, students decide how involved they want to be with the STAR 
Program. 	

STAR Program participants may choose individual meetings or groups, or they may request to 
participate in both. Students who choose to attend individual sessions in addition to or instead of 
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participating in a group sessions will be expected to attend a minimum of eight individual sessions before 
the end of the semester. Students who select groups are sorted based on areas that need improvement and 
matching availability. Groups meet for one hour each week (same day/time). Past group topics include 
time management, motivation, general study skills, and personal issues. All participants complete the 
LASSI and CSEI posttests at the end of the semester.	

Students may also opt out of participating in STAR Program activities (individual meetings or 
groups). Those who opt out are required to return to complete the LASSI and CSEI posttests at the end of 
the semester, but are given the option to return at any point in the semester if they need assistance. These 
students are informed that this selection could have a negative impact on any future academic or financial 
aid appeals submitted at UNCP.	
	
Instruments	

Students are provided with a STAR Program Intake Packet at the time the intake is scheduled and 
are asked to complete as much of it as possible on their own prior to the appointment. The packet includes 
nine sections to be completed by the student.	

1. Student Information  
2. Course Schedule and Availability  
3. Requirements for Students on Academic Probation  
4. Assessment of Factors Limiting Success  
5. Analysis of Academic Performance  
6. Academic History 
7. Semester Goals and Action Plan 
8. Academic Support Resources 
9. STAR Program Options 

The packet primarily focuses on academic concerns, but includes some questions regarding any 
other factors that may have impacted the student’s ability to be successful during the previously enrolled 
semester.	

The College Self-Efficacy Inventory (CSEI; Solberg et al., 1993) was used to measure students’ 
confidence in performing academic related tasks associated college success.  The 20-item CSEI consists 
has four factors: course, social, roommate, and social integration self-efficacy. 	

The Learning and Study Strategies Inventory (LASSI; Weinstein & Palmer, 2002) was used to 
assess “students’ awareness about and use of the learning and study strategies related to skill, will, and 
self-regulation components of strategic learning” (p. 4). The LASSI has 10 scales (i.e., Information 
Processing, Selecting Main Ideas, Test Strategies, Anxiety, Attitude, Motivation, Concentration, Self-
Testing, Study Aids, and Time Management) and consists of 80 items using a 5-point Likert scale from 
(a) not at all typical of me to (e) very much typical of me.	
	
Data Analysis	
 A pre- and posttest control group design was selected for this study.  After the intervention, the 
data were collected and entered into a database and analyzed by Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences (SPSS; Version 23) using pair-sample t-test and one-way ANCOVA test.  The dependent 
variables were the GPA differences, overall CSEI scores and its subscales, and 10 LASSI scales and the 
independent variable was the STAR intervention. 	
	
	
Results	
	
Participants	

For Fall 2015, 222 students were offered to participate in the STAR program and 66 students 
decided to not participate. Also, 14 students opted out or participated late in the program and were 
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therefore excluded from this study, leaving 142 students who participated in the program. Of the 
participants, only 68 students (48%) completed more than five individual counseling sessions. These 
students were used in comparing previous and current semester GPAs. The students (n = 62) who decided 
not to participate in the STAR program served as a control group. Four students were excluded because 
they had a zero GPA from their previous semester. The control group (n = 62) participated in other 
university programs (e.g., Tutoring, Resource Learning Lab, UNV 1100, PALs, Emerging Scholars, 
HAWK Alert, and Braves Come Back) to help improve their GPAs. 	

Out of the students who participated in at least six individual counseling sessions (n = 68), 
70.59% (n = 48) completed both pre and posttest of the CSEI. For the LASSI, 83.82% (n = 57) of the 
students completed both tests. 	

Seventy-three participants were female (56.2%) and 57 were male (43.8%).  Participants were 
asked to self-identify their ethnicity or race as African American (n = 73, 56.2%), American Indian or 
Alaska Native (n = 28, 21.5%), White (n = 20, 15.4%), Hispanic/Latino (n = 4, 3.1%), Asian Pacific 
Islander (n = 1; 0.8%), and others (n = 3, 2.3%). There was one participant who selected not to disclose 
his or her ethnicity or race. Table 1 shows demographic information for both groups. 	

	
Table 1: Demographic information of treatment and control groups	

 	 Control Group (n = 62) Treatment Group (n = 68)

Gender	 Female	 31 (50.0%) 42 (61.8%)	

Male	 31 (50.0%) 26 (38.2%)	

Ethnicity	 African American	 31 (50.0%) 42 (61.8%)	

American Indian	 18 (29.0%) 10 (14.7%)	

White	 8 (12.9%) 12 (17.6%)	

Hispanic/Latino	 2 (3.2%) 2 (2.9%)	

Asian/Pacific Islander	 1 (1.6%) 0 (0.0%)	

Others	 2 (3.2%) 1 (1.5%)	

      	
Academic Performance	
 A one-way ANCOVA was conducted in order to determine whether STAR program intervention 
has significant contribution in increasing students’ GPA in comparison with participants who did not 
participate in the STAR program.  The independent variable was the STAR program intervention and the 
dependent variable was the difference between previous and current semester GPA.  The previous GPA 
was used as the covariate. 	

Preliminary checks were conducted to find any violation of the assumptions of normality, 
linearity, homogeneity of variances and homogeneity of regression slopes.  The Levene’s test for 
homogeneity of variances was not significant (p > .05) indicating that the data do not violate the 
assumption of equality of error variance.  As shown in Table 1, the result indicated that there is a 
significant difference between groups on the differences in GPA after controlling for previous GPA, F(1, 
127) = 4.13, p < .05, partial eta squared = 0.03, with a small to medium effect size. The mean scores 
indicate that students in the STAR program (M = .23) obtained a GPA difference significantly larger than 
the control group (M = .14) as shown in Table 2.       	
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Table 2: Summary of tests between-subjects effects	

 	 df	 Mean Square F Sig. Partial Eta 
Squared

Previous GPA	 2	 1.44 13.65 .01 .10

Group	 1	 .44 4.13 .04 .03

Error	 127	 .11  	  	  	

 	
Table 3: Group GPA differences descriptive statistics	
Groups	 N Mean SD	

STAR program	 68 .23 .35	

Control	 62 .14 .33	

Total	 130 .19 .34	

      	
Self-Efficacy	
         The CSEI was used to obtain students’ self-efficacy scores.  The CSEI pre and posttest scores of 
the participants (n = 48) are presented in Table 3.  A paired-sample t-test indicated that the participants’ 
total scores increased significantly from the initial assessment to the posttest, t(47) = -5.25, p< .01.  The 
four CSEI subscale scores also significantly increased: course self-efficacy [t(47) = -6.08,  p < .01]; social 
self-efficacy [t(47) = -3.14, p < .01]; roommate self-efficacy [t(47) = - 2.09, p < .05]; and social 
integration [t(47) = -4.74, p < .01].   The CSEI total and subscale scores did not have statistically 
significant relationships to gender, ethnicity, and hours earned.	
	
Table 4: CSEI descriptive statistics	

 	 Total	 Course Social Roommate Social Integration

STAR 
students 
(n = 48)	

Pre	 Post Pre	 Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre	 Post

M	 74.71	 82.58	 25.54	 29.17 23.17 25.06 16.23 17.13 9.77	 11.23

SD	 11.88	 10.20	 4.05	 3.60 4.90 4.27 3.24 2.05 2.60	 2.57

 	
Learning and Study Strategies	
         The LASSI was used to measure students’ awareness and use of learning and study strategies. 
The pre and posttest of LASSI scores of the participants (n = 57) are presented in Table 4.  A paired-
sample t-test were used to identify whether participants’ study skills were improved after the program.  
The results revealed a statistically significant increase in the posttest scores for all 10 scales of the LASSI.  
This result indicates that participants’ awareness and use of study strategies assessed on the LASSI 
improved by the end of the semester.    
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Table 5: LASSI descriptive statistics	

 	 Pre Post	

STAR students (n = 57)	 M	 SD M SD	

Anxiety	 19.25	 7.71 24.53 8.56	

Attitude	 32.61	 4.42 34.63 3.65	

Concentration	 25.61	 5.88 29.61 5.24	

Information Processing	 26.74	 5.67 29.96 5.96	

Motivation	 29.81	 5.43 33.61 4.48	

Self-Testing	 22.84	 6.60 27.46 7.23	

Selecting Main Ideas	 26.65	 6.28 30.32 5.50	

Study Aids	 23.56	 6.27 27.72 6.08	

Time Management	 23.19	 6.28 28.82 6.35	

Test Strategies	 26.40	 5.75 30.47 5.05	

	
 
Conclusion	
 	

This study was conducted to address whether the non-cognitive and counseling-based STAR 
Program would improve academic at-risk college students’ academic performance, self-efficacy, and 
awareness of study habits and academic mindsets. The findings indicated a significant increase in the 
participants’ GPA (M = .23, SD = .35) comparing to the non-participant group (M = .14, SD = .33). This 
suggests that the STAR Program does support students’ academic performance. The STAR Program 
helps students to understand the underlying issues regarding poor academic performance. As students 
identify their issues or problems, the counselors provide emotional support to deal with academic stress 
and work with the students to create an individualized strategic plan to improve their grades. Zajacova et 
al. (2005) reported that college-related stress was inversely related to academic performance. One of the 
main missions for STAR Program Counselors is to provide a safe and supportive environment for 
students to talk freely about their stressors and challenges in college.  

The STAR Program participants also indicated a significant increase from their pretest CSEI 
scores (M = 74.71, SD = 11.88) to their posttest scores (M = 82.58, SD = 10.20), which suggests that the 
program helps students improve their beliefs about their ability to complete college-related tasks. 
Research has shown that academic self-efficacy is positively related with academic performance. The 
STAR Program Counselors help students identify their strengths and increase motivation and persistence 
to complete academic tasks. Additionally, all LASSI scales indicated a significant increase in the posttest 
scores, suggesting that the program helps students learn new and effective ways of studying. Counseling 
interventions were effective in improving the students’ awareness about and use of study habits and 
learning strategies. Areas such as attitude, motivation, time management, and anxiety are consistently 
discussed within the STAR counseling sessions. The current study demonstrated the effectiveness of the 
STAR program as a non-cognitive and counseling-based intervention for academically at-risk college 
students.  	 	
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Abstract: This paper empirically demonstrates that academic engagement is positively linked to 
satisfaction. Although research shows that engagement improves students’ outcomes, little is known 
about the mechanisms through which engagement leads to satisfaction and vice versa. It is known that 
satisfaction plays an important role in engagement; however, this has not been adequately 
demonstrated in the current literature. Moreover, a majority of current research in this area typically 
gives the estimated contemporaneous relationship between engagement and overall satisfaction once 
academic and social related variables are controlled for. Unfortunately, since academic and social 
related variables are themselves a function of satisfaction, merely running single equation models in 
which both satisfaction and other student outcomes are entered as exogenous variables, gives us very 
little information about the importance of the different pathways through which satisfaction influences 
engagement and vice versa. Hence, the role of motivation and satisfaction in engagement remains 
imperfectly understood. The analysis finds that there is a positive and significant bidirectional 
relationship between satisfaction and engagement even when the model specifications are altered. The 
hypothesis of exogeneity for the two variables is also rejected even when the different samples are 
segmented by demographic groups and with different covariates. 
 
 
Introduction 
 

Undergraduate student success including, graduation and retention is a complex phenomenon that 
has been researched at great length (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004; Tinto, 1993). Different theories 
have been advanced to explain the interactions between students and their decisions to either stay or drop-
out (Braxton et al., 2004). However, researchers have for most part focused almost exclusively on Tinto’s 
(1993) retention model (Braxton et al., 2004). The focus on just one theory to explain student success may 
be inadequate given its application has seen little historical improvement in student outcomes. The average 
rates for retention still remain at a paltry 77%, while six-year graduation rates still remain at about 55% (US 
Department of Education, 2016). This issue is further compounded by the demographic shifts currently 
underway in the college-going population in the country. This problem demonstrates the acute need to 
reconsider the different pathways influencing student persistence in college. Several theories of persistence, 
including psychological ones centering on student characteristics and institutional climate, have been 
advanced to revise Tinto’s models.  

However, a majority of these theories have seldom been derived empirically which presents an 
opportunity to empirically test persistence models that address the psychological dimension to the student 
success puzzle. Authors such as Bean and Eaton (2001) include students’ coping strategies and self-efficacy 
as important predictors of success. Hence, a given student’s background, social support during the college 
years, and engagement on campus could be key in shaping how that student perceives her satisfaction with 
her entire college experience. It is conceivable that when new students arrive in the academy they bring 
with them more than their high school records and ACT or SAT test scores. They also bring along disparate 
levels of satisfaction, happiness, personality traits, social, and other background characteristics that together 
shape or predict engagement and other outcomes. These characteristics in and of themselves may also be 
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predictors of satisfaction. There are many other considerations including a combination of a student’s 
background and early college experiences as important ingredients of college student success. Although the 
literature on this is scarce, there is no doubt that positive emotions1 can lead to better social engagement and 
predict achievement.  

This is backed up by expectancy-value theory which can be used to explain the link between 
institutional climate and students’ self-beliefs. According to expectancy-value theory, student achievement 
as well as engagement in the academic aspects of their lives are psychologically influenced (Wigfield, 
1994). This relationship is obvious given it is conceivable that students who are the most likely to engage in 
their learning place higher value and have more confidence in their academic abilities than those who do 
not. Drawing on expectancy-value theory, therefore, engagement is a product of various forces including 
environmental, social and motivational that revolve around the student, thus influencing that student’s 
choices and outcomes. Academic engagement2 is conceptualized as consisting of multiple distinguishable 
features that relate to cognition. Some studies, most notably Kuh (2009) and Pace (1980), explain it as the 
effort or time invested in purposeful activities related to studying and on-campus social interactions. 
Changes in student mood or behaviors affecting cognitive achievement can be linked to satisfaction, 
feelings of wellbeing or even happiness. The relationship is definitely not far-fetched considering that 
happiness has been shown to precede problem solving and creativity in adults. It has been empirically 
demonstrated that satisfaction and its proxy—happiness—increases the quality of work (Lyubomirsky, 
King, & Diener, 2005) and is responsible for increasing cognitive resources and functioning.  

Thus we can reasonably surmise that satisfaction or positive emotions can be expected to boost 
college student academic performance. The main argument here is that a student’s personal experience as 
an individual can be linked to perceptions and feelings. Research in related areas has shown that overall 
levels of satisfaction can be a strong predictor of positive outcomes in many aspects of an individual’s life. 
For instance, individuals with high levels of satisfaction show greater success in occupational, interpersonal 
and physical functioning, hence, satisfaction is generally perceived as a proxy for positive emotions 
(Lyubomirsky, Sheldon & Schkade, 2005). The current research determines whether happiness or 
satisfaction predicts engagement and achievement, by linking college student overall levels of satisfaction 
and academic engagement. Implications for strengthening academic achievement and increasing student 
satisfaction are further discussed. This paper identifies characteristics that contribute to important outcomes 
for institutions and for students to experience gains in achievement, academic engagement, and satisfaction. 
A major advantage of this study is the use of data from a longitudinal analysis over several cohorts, which 
provides reliable insight into the key variables that are most strongly at play for each of the outcomes that 
are investigated.  

Why are these results important? First, if the aim of institutions is to maximize satisfaction and 
engagement—known proxies for academic success and overall student experience—it becomes important to 
quantitatively demonstrate the relative influences of engagement on satisfaction and vice versa. It has been 
shown that academically engaged students are more satisfied; however, the engagement-satisfaction and 
engagement-motivation nexus has rarely been explored in previous higher education literature. One of the 
motivations behind this study is the fact that most often we are concerned with student success and ignore 
the real drivers of that success which may be affected by motivation, satisfaction, and their antecedents. 
This analysis, therefore, starts from this premise that there exists a critical need for research that addresses 
the psychological factors that predict engagement. Therefore, we present insights into understanding factors 
that predict outcomes, and suggest ways that future research might improve this discussion. The research 
analysis addresses the following: what is the impact of engagement on satisfaction, how do other covariates 

                                                            
1  Positive emotions can be responsible for increasing the scope of one’s cognition by facilitating memory and learning. This 
can be done through a process where creative thinking is positively affected when positive affect “loosens” information processing 
thus allowing expanded memory and myriad thinking strategies. Some studies including Lyubomirsky, Sheldon et al., 2005 and 
Fredrickson, 1998, have found evidence linking positive affect to cognition.  
2  Engagement when first theorized by Alexander Astin (1984) in his developmental theory was referred to as the amount of 
physical and psychological energy students devote to their academic experience. The concept has undergone a few changes and is 
now generally conceptualized as the time and effort students invest in educational activities that can be empirically linked to desired 
outcomes (Kuh 2009).  
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mediate this relationship, and do higher levels of satisfaction lead to higher levels of engagement and vice 
versa?  
 
 
Literature review 
 

The importance of psychological wellbeing, including satisfaction and its relationship to 
engagement, has received very little to no attention in higher education research. Existing research shows 
that higher levels of student engagement leads to higher levels of academic achievement (Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 2005). Just like engagement, student satisfaction can be driven by environmental and social 
factors. Higher education literature shows that what matters most in student learning and personal 
development is what the students do in college (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Many factors 
including achievement, satisfaction, and motivation promote or hinder student success (Lamport, 1993; 
Hatcher, Kryter, Prus & Fitzgerald, 1992; Klein, 1990). It is common knowledge that student perceptions of 
the college experience as either positive or negative, can have a direct bearing on attrition and persistence 
(Hatcher et al., 1992; Lamport, 1993). Research has increasingly also shown that satisfaction has a strong 
effect on continued motivation of students as they navigate their college experience (Klein, 1990). Bean and 
Bradley (1986) demonstrate that satisfaction is an important predictor of academic success. These findings 
on the benefits of satisfaction are also consistent with Chickering and Gamson's (1987) Principles for Good 
Practice in Undergraduate Education.  

These principles of good practice can be linked to higher levels of cognitive development and 
engagement (Cruce, Wolniak, Seifert, & Pascarella, 2006; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Bean and Eaton’s 
(2000) model demonstrates the important role that the campus environment plays by showing that 
satisfaction has a direct bearing on students’ psychological processes and outcomes. A study by Frisch et al. 
(2005), finds that satisfaction plays an important role in attainment. This study finds that grade point 
average and satisfaction, independently and together, predict retention. A longitudinal study by Ou (2008) 
in Chicago investigating outcomes of inner city minority children finds that those who had high school 
diplomas compared to their GED counterparts or those that dropped out reported higher levels of 
satisfaction when all covariates including income were controlled for. Similar findings using a sample of 
African American youth is also reported by Zimmerman, Khoury, Vega, Gil, and Warheit (1995) using data 
from several inner cities. Many of these studies find that that satisfaction appears to play an important role. 
Other research also shows that life satisfaction is a strong predictor of future levels of engagement in school 
among college students (Frisch et al., 2005). This finding aligns with Fredrickson’s (2001) Broaden and 
Build Theory of Positive Emotions – recommending that satisfaction can lead to more broad thinking and 
increased cognitive as well as behavioral engagement (Lyubomirsky, Sheldon et al., 2005).  
 
 
Data 
 

The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) data3 that is used in this study covers the 
period between the 2002 and 2011 survey years. We test the relationship using data from a public university 
in the North East that includes measures designed to measure students’ satisfaction and engagement using 
NSSE benchmark scores. The data is modified to represent two time periods for students who took the 
survey more than once, in the majority of the cases, as freshmen in the first time period and then later as 
seniors in the second time period. The study assesses both satisfaction and engagement at the time of the 
survey (See the Appendix). The variables used in the study were a combination of data obtained from the 
survey and institutional student records. We took advantage of student unique IDs to link the NSSE data to 

                                                            
3  The NSSE is a product of several decades of development that was based on evolving theories defining and measuring the 
activities that influence undergraduate students’ success. It is based on Engagement Theory which suggests that students who 
participate in educationally effective activities have better outcomes (Harper, 2009). Engagement theory is a proxy for the latent 
construct embedded in student activity that drives student success, and that is how the two variables are treated in this analysis. 
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institutional data available to the Institutional Research (IR) office. Measures of students’ satisfaction 
gauging perceptions and attitudes were taken from survey data. Measures of students’ academic 
performance or achievement were obtained from institutional student records. Satisfaction4 was measured 
using factor analysis and loading the variables that are provided in the table to create the construct (see the 
Appendix).  

 
 

Methods 
 

This study hypothesizes that students who report high levels engagement will have the strongest 
academic performance and report greater satisfaction with their college experiences. More importantly, it is 
reasonable to expect that engagement is a strong predictor of not only academic performance, but also 
satisfaction. We hypothesize that satisfaction and student engagement have a bidirectional relationship. The 
study also further intimates that satisfaction will also predict engagement and the quality of the academic 
experiences. In a nutshell, this study identifies the unique contributions of satisfaction and engagement in 
the relationships as represented in the identities below. The analysis then estimates a structural equation 
model that allows for the simultaneous5 comparison of the relative indirect and direct associations between 
engagement and overall satisfaction through various different channels. Furthermore, the analysis also seeks 
to establish the pathways through which satisfaction and engagement influence each other, and are mediated 
by covariates, including student demographic characteristics. The main objective is to test the hypothesis 
that the combined indirect and direct effects of engagement and satisfaction are large in magnitude, positive 
and statistically significant. To achieve this, structural equation modeling techniques are used to evaluate 
the relationship using panel data to control for individual heterogeneity6. Furthermore, the analysis also 
takes advantage of panel data to control for unobserved heterogeneity. The models are derived as utility 
functions of both satisfaction, , and engagement, . 
 

	 	 	 	 						 1.1  

 

	 	 	 	 						 1.2  

 
The models 1.1 and 1.2 above belong to a single simultaneous structural framework where 

1, 2, 3… . . , ; and  denotes the student ’s level of satisfaction,  is likewise student ’s level of 

                                                            
4  The measure is scaled with scores varying between 0 and 100 with 100 indicating greater satisfaction and 0 indicating 
strong dissatisfaction. This scale comprises four responses per item to gauge the individual’s satisfaction where agreement is sort on 
a scale from 1 – Very little agreement to 4 – Very much in agreement. The academic engagement measure is the same one 
constructed by the NSSE survey covering all items related to academic challenge. The Academic Engagement scale included eight 
items that measure the extent to which students are involved in academic purposeful activities while enrolled (See NSSE, 2014). 
These measures are also constructed using factor analysis and are based on the institutional benchmark measures that are well 
established, and been in existence for a long time. The NSSE scales have been shown to have strong psychometric properties, 
including internal consistency, convergent and divergent validity, and measurement invariance across different US contexts and 
across different demographic groups. The measure has been appropriately scaled from 0 to 100, where the scores closer to the latter 
indicate higher levels of engagement and those closer to zero indicating low levels of engagement.  
5  There is an identification problem that precedes the problem of estimation. This identification problem establishes 
whether a unique numerical estimate of the structural coefficient from the estimated reduced form coefficients can be obtained. The 
equations are all identified in this case and therefore this problem is solved. 
6  One major concern when estimating the relationship between overall levels of satisfaction and academic engagement is 
that this relationship may be bi-directional. This would result in biased estimates due to this endogeneity and hence the analysis 
employs a simultaneous equation model that controls for endogeneity due to reciprocity in the satisfaction-student engagement 
variables.  
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engagement and  represents the vector of controls and other exogenous 7variables which include student 
characteristics and other demographic linked covariates. The error terms  and  are assumed to be 
randomly distributed and allowed to be correlated across the two equations. It is necessary to allow this 
interdependence to avoid a benign situation where the correlation between residuals may lead to the 
existence of a confounding relationship with the exogenous variables. 

The second and third part of our models, 2 and 3 use Hayes’ (2009) multiple mediation analysis 
method to derive the indirect effects of satisfaction on academic engagement and the latter on the former. 
The following structural equations are estimated: 
 

	 	 	 	 						 2.1  

 
	 	 	 	 																																				 2.2  
	 	 	 																																					 2.3  
	 	 	 	 																																				 2.4  

	 	 	 	 							 3.1  

	 	 	 	 																																				 3.2  
	 	 	 																																					 3.3  
	 	 	 	 																																					 3.4  

 
In the above  is a vector of covariates, but in equation 2.2 to 2.4 represents the different 

pathways that Engagement affects Satisfaction, and likewise 3.2 to 3.4, represents the potential pathways 
that Satisfaction affects Engagement. In order to appropriately estimate the effects in our models, we 
control for correlations in outcomes with the unobserved individual specific component . This term will 
include the usual unobserved variables which might include factors such as motivation, specific personality 
traits, ability and so on. We can thus assume that any estimates that fail to appropriately control for these 
heterogeneity are biased (Ferrer-i-Carbonell & Frijters, 2004). One of the ways that this can be controlled is 
using fixed effects models however this will not necessarily suffice in this setting given fixed effects focus 
on the within person variation, and as a result drops any variables that do not have any within person 
information including gender, race and so on (Plumper & Troeger, 2007). To correct for this problem, the 
analysis will employ the Plumper and Troeger’s (2007) fixed effects vector decomposition (FEVD) model8.  
This model will allow us to estimate a fixed effects model without losing information on variables that have 
little or no within person variation. 
 
 
Results 
 

To represent our analysis, we present various direct and indirect structural relationships and, for 
comparison, single equation models. We control for various attributes of the student including gender, age, 
on-campus residence, term time employment, achievement as measured by grade point average, co-
curricular involvement, and weekly commuting time. Looking at the estimates of the full sample of both 
full- and part-time students, we see that achievement is positively related to academic engagement in the 

                                                            
7  Simultaneous equation models deal with two types of variables – endogenous and exogenous variables. The latter are 
determined by an economic model and the former are treated as possible covariates determined from outside. Endogenous variables 
are considered to be ‘jointly determined’ whereas exogenous variables are ‘predetermined’ (Maddala, 1992). 
8  This is an alternative model that allows for the estimation of time-invariant variables while guaranteeing more efficient 
estimates when some of the exogenous variables have little variance over time. 
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first model. Additionally, all six models indicate a strong relationship between satisfaction and engagement. 
Age is also positively and significantly associated with satisfaction. Full-time student status is positively 
and significantly associated with engagement in the second model. Being a full-time student is associated 
with a 4.1 point increase on the engagement scale. These same results are replicated when the sample is 
split between full- and part-time students. Student satisfaction indeed varies by age; as the student’s age 
increases by a year, we expect a commensurate one percentage point rise in the student’s satisfaction score. 
In addition, residing on campus for these students leads to a four point increase in satisfaction. 

 
Table 1: Dynamic structural equation panel regression estimates – All students 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
 AE AE AE Satisfaction Satisfaction Satisfaction 
Satisfaction 0.900*** 0.799*** 0.629***    
 (0.138) (0.104) (0.107)    
Grade point average 2.940* 2.854* 2.865* 2.378* 3.547* 3.576 
 (1.607) (1.628) (1.896) (1.486) (1.353) (2.859) 
SAT Math 0.011*** 0.010 0.010 0.002 -0.003 0.003 
 (0.003) (0.017) (0.028) (0.047) (0.050) (0.085) 
SAT Verbal 0.149* 0.209** -0.009 2.027*** 0.729*** -0.029 
 (0.079) (0.091) (0.157) (0.065) (0.069) (0.118) 
Female 3.499* 1.541 1.575 0.891 0.785 0.871 
 (1.536) (3.518) (6.568) (7.614) (7.759) (13.902) 
First Generation  -0.996* -0.124  0.108 0.139 
  (0.427) (0.631)  (0.568) (0.890) 
Age  0.061 0.053  -0.149 -0.152 
  (0.381) (0.686)  (0.151) (0.188) 
Black  0.140 0.203  1.417 1.507 
  (4.259) (7.862)  (2.219) (4.150) 
Asian  0.011 -0.004  -0.798 -0.802 
  (2.346) (4.053)  (0.987) (1.485) 
Hispanic  -0.875 -0.868  0.092 0.126 
  (0.958) (1.030)  (4.061) (6.785) 
Other race  0.129 0.152  -0.832 -0.804 
  (2.320) (3.827)  (0.568) (0.546) 
Fulltime  0.046 3.048**  2.314* 2.245** 
  (6.685) (1.296)  (1.382) (0.982) 
Resides on-campus  -0.106 -0.148  6.517 6.396 
  (8.594) (31.753)  (5.461) (8.968) 
Works on-campus   0.277   0.546 
   (3.303)   (3.370) 
Works off-campus   -1.615   -0.342 
   (4.078)   (13.432) 
Co-curricular    14.925*   4.599 
   (5.698)   (22.617) 
Long commute   -1.785   -6.773 
   (36.409)   (25.056) 
Academic Engagement(AE)    6.279*** 5.284* 6.281*** 
    (1.280) (2.308) (1.504) 
_cons 43.230*** 42.243*** 42.030*** 47.050*** 49.725*** 49.333*** 
 (8.967) (6.888) (5.526) (8.574) (8.126) (2.299) 
N 7190 7190 7190 7190 7190 7190 

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
Robust Standard errors are in parentheses and all the above regressions allowed for clustering at individual level and all variables are 
standardized with a mean of zero and standard deviation of one. 

 
Table 1 presents estimates obtained from the dynamic structural equation models that are specified 

in the previous section. The first and fourth panel of Table 1 presents estimates using pre-enrollment 
factors, test scores, achievement and gender, the second and fifth panel include firs- generation status, age, 
race, a full-time enrollment dummy and a dummy variable indicating on-campus residence. The third and 
sixth panels include on and off-campus employment variables, co-curricular involvement and long 
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commute dummies. The six equations show variations in the different effects of the bidirectional 
relationship between satisfaction and academic engagement as explained by the different covariates 
included. The strength of the relationship between academic engagement and satisfaction is clear. For 
instance, in the first panel, satisfaction is clearly related to academic engagement. A unit increase in 
satisfaction leads to a commensurate one point increase in the engagement score, holding all else constant. 
An increase in grade point average is also positively and strongly associated with academic engagement, 
and so are two pre-enrollment factors—SAT test scores—both verbal and math. Another important variable 
exhibiting a positive and significant relationship with engagement is full-time status as well as curricular 
engagement. We also note that first-generation student status is associated with a one point drop in 
engagement. 

Spending more than twenty hours of co-curricular engagement a week is associated with a large, 
almost 15 percent rise in the engagement score. Satisfaction can also be explained in a much similar way in 
model 4 to 6. Higher levels of academic engagement lead to higher levels of satisfaction. For instance, a 
standard deviation increase in engagement leads to a greater likelihood of students reporting higher levels of 
overall satisfaction. It is also clear from these results that as grade point averages experience a standard 
deviation increase, there is a commensurate rise in satisfaction and that relationship like the previous one 
holds regardless of model specification. When the sample is split by full- or part-time enrollment, we can 
see that being a full-time students leads to a 2.3 point increase in satisfaction for full-time students. So full-
time status appears to be a good predictor of satisfaction. Finally, we combine all the above estimates and 
derive the indirect effects of engagement on satisfaction and vice versa. These indirect effects are reported 
in Table 2. Looking across all the columns in Table 2, we can see that satisfaction and engagement are both 
strong predictors of each other. 

It is also clear in Table 2 that test scores and achievement as measured by grade point average are 
strong predictors of both engagement and satisfaction. It appears that only the relationships between 
satisfaction and engagement has indirect associations that go through grade point average, SAT math, SAT 
verbal and gender, and are statistically significant. Similar results also emerge when we compare full- 
versus part-time students. The largest indirect association between satisfaction and engagement and vice 
versa is gender, followed by grade point average, and finally pre-matriculation SAT test scores. 

Additionally, to deal with potential heterogeneity bias and to include the excluded time invariant 
variables that were dropped out of the single equation fixed effects models above, the analysis adopts the 
Plumper and Troeger’s (2007) fixed effects vector decomposition (FEVB) model, and employs it in a 
structural equation specification framework. The advantage of the fixed-effects vector decomposition 
procedure is that it offers a solution to the obvious problem of including time-invariant variables in a panel 
framework when at least one of these variables is correlated with the unobserved unit effects. The Plumper 
and Troeger (2007) fixed effects vector decomposition9 method involves a three-stage procedure for the 
estimation of time-invariant and rarely changing variables in panel data models with unit effects. The 
estimates obtained from the FEVD framework are reported in Table 3. As can be seen, similar associations 
are obtained using the indirect effects given it is clear that achievement as measured by grade point average 
is an important mediator in the bidirectional relationship between satisfaction and engagement. Another 
mediator is full-time, on-campus residence and working off campus which has a negative and significant 
effect in the relationship. The FEVD estimates also show that gender is an important mediator between the 
two variables, as is having a long commute to school, albeit in a negative sense. 
                                                            
9  The FEVD technique involves three steps: The first step estimates the unit fixed effects by the baseline panel fixed effects 
model while excluding the time-invariant exogenous variables. In the second stage, a regression of the fixed effects vector on the 
time invariant exogenous variables is run using an ordinary least squares regression to decompose the unit specific effects into a 
part that is explainable by the time invariant variables and a second part that is unexplained. In the third and last stage, the 
estimation uses a pooled ordinary least squares model by inclusion of all explanatory time-variant variables. This final stage re-
estimates the first stage with or without autocorrelation correction and with or without panel-corrected standard errors. It includes 
the time invariant variables plus the error terms from the second stage. This in turn accounts for the unexplained part of the unit 
effects. Its authors note that FEVD is inconsistent if and only if the time invariant variables are correlated with the unit effects 
which is not the case in this analysis. In our case we can assume that the time invariant variables are orthogonal to the unobserved 
unit effects, rendering this method consistent.  
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Table 2: Indirect effects – Dynamic structural equation panel regression estimates – All students 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
 AE AE AE Satisfaction Satisfaction Satisfaction 
Grade point average 2.677* 1.709 2.914* 3.010** 2.411* 1.096 
 (1.602) (0.623) (1.893) (1.481) (1.347) (2.856) 
SAT Math 0.201*** 0.021 0.033 0.018 0.023 0.013 
 (0.002) (0.017) (0.028) (0.047) (0.049) (0.015) 
SAT Verbal 0.906*** 0.407*** 0.507*** 0.204** 0.604*** 0.204* 
 (0.079) (0.091) (0.157) (0.065) (0.069) (0.118) 
Female 3.277** 2.258 1.277 5.496*** 2.511 1.520 
 (1.523) (3.505) (6.561) (1.603) (7.749) (13.896) 
First generation  0.217 -0.722*  -0.122 -0.229 
  (0.251) (0.329)  (0.356) (0.772) 
Age  -0.028 -0.029  0.009 0.007 
  (0.379) (0.685)  (0.142) (0.181) 
Black  0.308 0.330  0.127 1.150 
  (4.181) (7.821)  (1.948) (4.011) 
Asian  -0.168 -0.170  -0.045 -0.049 
  (2.284) (4.020)  (0.698) (1.311) 
Hispanic  -0.033 -0.025  -0.258 0.251 
  (0.506) (0.632)  (3.922) (6.703) 
Other race  -0.168 -0.161  -0.011 -0.003 
  (2.284) (3.806)  (0.214) (0.146) 
Fulltime  0.492 0.677**  0.653* 0.747 
  (0.671) (0.288)  (0.319) (0.945) 
Resides on-campus  1.370 1.342  0.358 0.335 
  (8.501) (31.752)  (5.446) (8.959) 
Works on-campus   0.132   0.335 
   (3.130)   (8.959) 
Works off-campus   -0.168   -0.501 
   (3.985)   (13.386) 
Co-curricular    1.085   0.846 
   (2.684)   (22.592) 
Long commute   1.536   0.933 
   (36.354)   (24.928) 
Total Indirect effects 7.061*** 6.385*** 7.881*** 8.728*** 5.607*** 6.655*** 
 (0.150) (0.162) (0.280) (0.211) (0.218) (0.045) 
N = 7190       

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
Robust Standard errors are in parentheses and all the above regressions allowed for clustering at individual level and all variables are 
standardized with a mean of zero and standard deviation of one. 
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Table 3: Structural equation dynamic FEVD panel regression estimates 
 Full-time All 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 Satisfaction AE Satisfaction AE 
Academic Engagement (AE) 0.927***  0.884***  
 (0.227)  (0.140)  
Grade point average 6.900** 8.387** 5.640** 4.307*** 
 (2.402) (4.0685) (2.925) (1.204) 
First generation 1.931 -4.282* 1.212 3.007 
 (5.320) (2.056) (3.188) (2.524) 
Age 0.002 -0.031 0.981 0.747 
 (0.777) (0.606) (0.710) (0.599) 
Fulltime 5.607* 0.150 6.699* 0.019 
 (2.941) (3.134) (3.400) (3.127) 
Resides on-campus 17.248** 3.274 6.940** 3.317 
 (7.139) (10.097) (2.502) (3.066) 
Works on-campus (long) 16.565 -6.988 6.806* -2.944 
 (17.246) (13.544) (3.583) (4.163) 
Works off-campus (long) -10.022** -34.675*** 1.796 -14.099*** 
 (4.346) (3.434) (9.734) (3.981) 
Co-curricular 0.090 -0.070 18.437* 2.770 
 (26.041) (20.668) (8.160) (8.557) 
Long commute -0.106*** -0.038*** -30.724** 8.906 
 (0.013) (0.009) (14.157) (14.304) 
SAT Math -0.025 -0.021 0.007 -0.002 
 (0.016) (0.012) (0.008) (0.007) 
SAT Verbal 3.265 1.103 0.019* -0.003 
 (3.168) (2.402) (0.008) (0.007) 
Black -1.262 0.381 0.006 -1.577 
 (1.338) (1.055) (2.112) (1.765) 
Asian -1.555 0.123 -1.062 0.108 
 (3.033) (2.335) (1.194) (1.008) 
Hispanic 0.086 0.504 -2.356 -1.930 
 (1.047) (0.805) (2.195) (1.858) 
Other race 2.517 1.395 -0.318 1.082 
 (1.729) (1.352) (1.003) (0.840) 
Female 1.200*** 1.009*** 2.315* 2.666** 
 (0.011) (0.214) (1.082) (0.913) 
Satisfaction  0.966***  0.542*** 
  (0.137)  (0.106) 
_cons 59.567** 57.335*** 51.149*** 56.929*** 
 (17.557) (12.761) (12.305) (11.543) 
N 4110 4110 4691 4691 
R2 0.127 0.122 0.190 0.194 

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
Robust Standard errors are in parentheses and all the above regressions allowed for clustering at individual level and all variables are 
standardized with a mean of zero and standard deviation of one. 

 
  

Discussion 
 

This analysis empirically demonstrates that satisfaction influences engagement and vice versa 
through a variety of channels. We find that there was an increase in engagement and satisfaction over the 
enrolled period from freshman class to senior class. This indicates that as students spend more time within 
the academy it does seem that they get more involved in a number of activities that are associated with 
higher levels of engagement and at the same time, these increases can be attributed to satisfaction with 
various aspects of their lives as it relates to their college experience. Thus it seems that perhaps as students 
mature and spend more time on campus, they gain proficiency in social, academic and other aspects of their 
lives (Bidjerano & Dai, 2007) which in turn boosts engagement and satisfaction. Although test scores 
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remain important and are significant predictors of both satisfaction and engagement, at least in the indirect 
effects models, the relationship is much stronger and across the board for verbal than for math SAT test 
scores. Another important mediation was the effect we can attribute to student achievement as measured by 
grade point average. This exploration adds to mounting evidence that academic performance does have an 
impact on satisfaction and academic engagement. In many ways we also find that full-time enrollment has 
particular advantages for undergraduate students.  

It appears that students who were enrolled full-time have a greater propensity for satisfaction with 
their overall experience in college. Hence, it appears that a propensity for satisfaction is therefore not just a 
trait that governs one’s contentment with their college life and circumstances surrounding it, but can easily 
translate into engagement and therefore predict student success. It is thus reasonable to assume that some 
students have higher amounts of satisfaction than others, which in and of itself may account for more time 
of involvement in educationally purposeful activities for these students. Other than the variance accounted 
for by satisfaction in the engagement models, other factors known to influence engagement were gender, 
first-generation status, time spent on work—both on and off campus—as well as time spent commuting. 
Although underrepresented in this sample, students with long commutes reported lower levels of 
satisfaction and engagement. This might be due to various reasons; for instance, a majority of institutions 
provide students with opportunities to be involved in campus activities, including organizations, clubs or 
intermural sports for a good reason. These opportunities for greater involvement in campus life may in fact 
be responsible for higher levels of satisfaction as the FEVD model demonstrates. The opposite might be 
true for students who spend a long time commuting. Hence, as these models show, academic engagement 
beyond the classroom, including emersion into social activities that are proxied by co-curricular 
involvement and on-campus residence, are strong predictors of satisfaction.  

Students involved in longer hours in co-curricular activities reported higher levels of satisfaction. 
More importantly, these results show that when students reported that they were satisfied they also made 
significant gains in academic engagement. Some researchers have found opposite relationships utilizing 
different samples. For instance, Okun, Levy, Karoly, and Ruehlman (2009) find no relationship between 
happiness and achievement. The measures used in this paper, though, unequivocally show that satisfied 
students are not only committed to their learning and institution, but are on average higher academic 
achievers than dissatisfied students. Hence, at least based on these findings, it is clear that achievement can 
be linked to satisfaction and these two have a positive relationship. These findings illustrate in a better sense 
the finding from previous studies that students bring characteristics such as contentment and satisfaction 
with them when they matriculate. Thus, when students show higher levels of conscientiousness and life 
satisfaction, this more than likely lays the ground for better achievement and engagement outcomes. This 
means that when promoting success and other measures such as persistence and graduation, institutions may 
need to focus on promoting student satisfaction or subjective well-being, just as the focus has been on 
engagement.  

In fact, most researchers agree as much that persistence has almost become synonymous with 
student success, and engagement is considered the most important pathway to success (Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, 
Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2008). Higher levels of engagement are among the top indicators of college persistence 
and educational attainment (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). It is important to understand that the conditions 
that lead to student persistence including satisfaction with campus climate and engagement are much more 
complex. This study’s results show that student satisfaction and wellbeing has a significant and positive 
effect on academic engagement. The study has empirically demonstrated that various pre-enrollment 
characteristics including demographic information such as ethnicity, gender, first-generation status, high 
school achievement and test scores, mediate the relationship between satisfaction and engagement, and 
vice-versa. The psychological dimension shared by the models presented show that there exists indirect and 
direct linkages between students’ perceptions about satisfaction, and engagement. Therefore, student levels 
of satisfaction predict engagement and vice versa. Moreover these results also demonstrate that, over the 
college years, many other factors impact student engagement and these vary over the enrollment time 
period. Given the ever-growing body of evidence showing that college impact models differ across a range 
of individual background characteristics (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), our findings add support for 
examining positive psychology research models when explaining college outcomes.  

495

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



 

In particular, our findings indicate that the satisfaction effects on engagement are conditional on 
gender, enrollment status and other variables. The current study shows that institutions have a critical role 
to play in creating a positive climate which can help influence perceptions of satisfaction. Institutions can 
promote engagement by creating a supportive climate that stresses and provides opportunities for students 
to feel satisfied with their educational experiences. Such a supportive climate will enable students to 
succeed in their academic and social tasks, while ensuring that students develop better linkages between 
their coursework and the realization of personal interests, goals and values. Given student satisfaction may 
mean the degree to which a students’ expectations match their observed experience, institutions play an 
important role in ensuring success simply by seeking to improve that experience (Demaris & Kritsonis, 
2008). Student expectations are broad based and may include anything from the visual condition of the 
campus environment and safety, to perceived expectations related to advising, faculty, and student services. 
These findings show that satisfaction may have implications for student motivations to participate in 
educationally purposeful and effective activities, which in turn drives student success.  
 
 
Limitations, Robustness and Falsification checks  
 

There are a number of limitations to this study. First, the study was conducted on a sample that is 
not universally representative of the average American institution with respect to racial, ethnic, and 
socioeconomic aspects. It will be important for other studies to replicate this study with a more 
representative population where these social, economic and demographic factors are accounted for. 
Secondly, student self-reports to understand perceptions and feelings, including reports involving academic 
related activities, can be subject to bias and raise important validity concerns. It is therefore important for 
future research to include multiple sources of information. Third, it would also be important to investigate 
evidence of the instrument’s relationship to actual indices of engagement. In order to improve this measure, 
further research may gauge if the engagement instrument can be linked to engagement related activities that 
are objectively measured, such as real observed participation in class discussions, interactions with peers, 
campus activities and so on. Finally, future research may use experimental methods to test interventions 
designed to target satisfaction and engagement in order to make stronger causal inferences which this 
observational study cannot do.  

Furthermore, given that the endogenous variable in one equation is an explanatory variable in the 
second equation and vice versa, we test for simultaneity to see if the regressor is correlated with the error 
term. Additionally, to test whether the specifications would pass a robustness check, we subjected them to a 
few changes to see if they were sensitive to those changes. For instance satisfaction was replaced with 
another NSSE variable representing student’s evaluation of their entire educational experiences. The 
estimates effectives from this model show that they are close to the estimates obtained above. 
 
 
Conclusions and Implications 
 

This study has investigated the relationship between academic engagement and overall college 
student satisfaction. The study supports the notion that attending to the psychological needs of the student, 
including her academic and social domains, is important in influencing perceptions, which in turn promotes 
engagement and success. Furthermore, these findings extend the positive psychology dimension to the post-
secondary education literature which has been neglected by previous studies. We argue that a thorough 
understanding of how the different aspects of a student’s life may influence the emotional, behavioral, and 
cognitive aspects of a student’s life, institutions will be better able to put in place practices that foster 
learning and prevent disengagement. As student success continues to become a central issue in higher 
education, institutions are increasingly paying attention to two issues that directly bear on student success—
persistence and engagement. Addressing academic engagement as a multidimensional construct that is 
influenced through the interaction between the individual and other psychosocial factors has identified 
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characteristics that may foster or undermine student success. The study has highlighted the psychological 
mechanisms through which satisfaction and engagement rely on each other, and together influence student 
outcomes.  

Empirical examinations of the effects of engagement on student outcomes have largely excluded 
the role of satisfaction. Hence, in order to understand how satisfaction affects engagement and other 
outcomes including persistence, this study was warranted. The study finds a statistically significant 
bidirectional relationship between satisfaction and academic or cognitive engagement. The results from this 
study show that student academic engagement and overall satisfaction play distinct and active roles in 
influencing each other as well as student outcomes. Furthermore, the effects of these two endogenous 
variables are mediated through various channels. These findings provide important evidence of the role of 
satisfaction in student engagement.  

Implications for future research include building on these findings by examining how academic and 
social dimensions of student engagement may contribute to satisfaction and how students from different 
backgrounds and characteristics benefit from these measures differently. The relationships between student 
engagement and satisfaction that are demonstrated in this study have implications for research, practice and 
policy and contribute to the development of theories that explain engagement and its antecedents. This 
study ultimately provides evidence to improve our broad understanding of how the academic engagement of 
students translates into satisfaction and vice versa. It may also contribute to the dialogue surrounding the 
value of satisfaction as a morale booster for students.  
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Appendix 
 
Table A1: Summary Statistics 

Variable Observations Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 
Academic Engagement 6670 53.537 13.282 0 100 
Satisfaction 6432 56.286 16.966 0 100 
Grade point average 6111 3.420 0.514 1.75 4 
First generation status 7190 0.222 0.416 0 1 
SAT Math 5325 608.372 77.696 300 800 
SAT Verbal 5326 590.672 77.399 260 800 
Age 7190 20.115 3.740 0 84 
Black 7190 0.035 0.184 0 1 
Asian 7190 0.079 0.270 0 1 
Hispanic 7190 0.032 0.176 0 1 
Other race 7190 0.145 0.352 0 1 
Female 7190 0.615 0.487 0 1 
Fulltime 7190 0.854 0.353 0 1 
Resides on-campus 7190 0.328 0.470 0 1 
Works over 20 hours on-campus* 7190 0.017 0.129 0 1 
Works over 20 hours off-campus* 7190 0.026 0.159 0 1 
Co-curricular activities over 20 hrs* 7190 0.028 0.164 0 1 
Commute is long* 7190 0.005 0.069 0 1 

*Based on number of hours spent on these activities each week 
Table A1 presents a summary of variables used in our analysis. It is important to understand the role of pre-enrollment factors in 
student persistence and general satisfaction with the campus climate. 
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Table A2: Variables included in the satisfaction construct. 

The extent to which a student was satisfied with how the institution handled the following: 

Spending significant amounts of time studying and on academic work 
Providing the support you need to help you succeed academically 

Encouraging contact among students from different economic, social, and racial or ethnic backgrounds 

Helping you cope with your non-academic responsibilities (work, family, etc.) 

Providing the support you need to thrive socially 

Attending campus events and activities (special speakers, cultural performances, athletic events, etc.) 

Using computers in academic work 
The extent to which a student was satisfied with how the institution contributed to knowledge, skills and  personal 
development of the following: 

Acquiring a broad general education 

Acquiring job or work-related knowledge and skills 

Writing clearly and effectively 

Speaking clearly and effectively 

Thinking critically and analytically 

Analyzing quantitative problems 

Using computing and information technology 

Working effectively with others 

Voting in local, state, or national elections 

Learning effectively on your own 

Understanding yourself 

Understanding people of other racial and ethnic backgrounds 

Solving complex real-world problems 

Developing a personal code of values and ethics 

Contributing to the welfare of your community 

Developing a deepened sense of spirituality 
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Abstract: This meta-analysis features three studies related to student progress and degree 
completion. The researchers identified similar factors impacting student academic progress in 
community college transfer, doctoral dissertations, and first- to second-year undergraduate liberal 
arts courses. While student and institutional types can vary, effective "retention to degree 
completion" strategies can be adapted and adopted across degree and college and university 
programs. The studies' similar results focused on strategies strengthening student centric programs 
and activities, building cross-institutional relationships and communication, and enhancing support 
for student individual motivation and self-reliance. These strategies were linked to overcoming 
gridlock practices seen as thwarting student success. One qualitative research study addressed 
student self-reported transfer planning and preparation while enrolled at a two year/community 
college. Eighteen of 23 highly academically successful participants reported the transfer process to 
be challenging and offered several suggestions for making the transition easier. Qualitative research 
was also conducted to explore factors influencing dissertation completion at a research institution, 
and key success factors were identified through a detailed analysis. Finally, quantitative research 
analyzed the application of a redesigned first-year experience program at a four year residential 
institution. Results identified this innovative program improved institutional retention rates by 
12.81%. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 Our nation’s “college completion” agenda continues to bring attention to higher education's 
accountability for student success. College and university leaders have added an emphasis on student 
completion in balance with ongoing concerns for institutional access. In order to address the challenge of 
increasing college graduation, it is necessary to examine why students persist and why they depart. This 
meta-analysis features studies addressing key factors directly related to student progress and degree 
completion. Although the researchers did not reach identical conclusions, the three studies identified 
similar factors impacting student academic success: (a) early and proactive student centric academic 
advising, planning, and guidance; (b) first stage and ongoing relationship building between students, 
faculty, administration, advisors, and support staff; and (c) constant communication and tracking to 
establish and enhance student individual motivation and self-reliance. These factors are consistent in the 
studies' findings and offer strategies for supporting student completion. 
 The studies addressed three institutional sectors or student status categories: community college 
transfer track students; research university PhD dissertation students; and private, residential college first 
year students. While student and institutional types can vary, strategies can be initiated, evaluated, and 
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adapted across educational levels and student categories. The three research findings presented in this 
article focus on successful strategies for overcoming student and institutional gridlock that thwart student 
success at the undergraduate and doctoral levels in higher education.  
 
 
High Academic Achieving Community College Students’ Perceptions of the Transfer 
Process  
 

Research on transfer students has increased over the past few years and demonstrates a 
growing change between institution and student relationships. Studies have examined the various 
factors that affect the college selection process and how institutions should interact and communicate 
with transfer students. The current research study was built upon previously conducted research and 
knowledge of the key factors of transfer choice and strategies to enhance the transfer process. The 
study’s purpose was to interpret the perceptions of transfer students about the transfer process from a 
community college to a bachelor’s degree-granting institution. The analysis of the perceptions 
provided additional meaning to the previous research and further advanced the knowledge of how to 
best communicate with and assist the students in the transfer process.   
 
Background 

Transfer students have become the new majority of students enrolled in higher education 
(Shapiro, Dundar, Chen, Ziskin, & Chiang, 2012) with 45% attending community colleges (Dundar et al., 
2011). Community colleges have primarily been comprised of non-traditional students (New, 2014). 
Recently, increased numbers of high school seniors have chosen to enroll at community colleges (Dundar 
et al., 2011; Hossler et al., 2012). An overwhelming percent of community college students have 
aspirations of completing a bachelor’s degree (Alfonso, 2006; Handel, 2013; Horn & Skomsvold, 2011; 
Long & Kurlaender, 2009; Noel-Levitz, 2013). To achieve their academic goal, these students need to 
transfer schools. Knowing and understanding the perceptions used by potential transfer students in the 
transfer process assists community college and transfer school administrators as they attempt to create 
effective strategies to best serve the individual needs of transfer students.  

  
Methodology 
 The data collection was conducted in October of 2013 through descriptive interviews with high 
academically performing community college students who attended a leadership conference and 
volunteered to participate. Opportunistic selection occurred and resulted in a sample of 23 students from 
eight community colleges. The community colleges varied in location with representation from colleges 
located in rural areas, smaller urban areas, and in a major U.S. city. Only two of the community colleges 
enrolled fewer than 10,000 students with the average enrollment from all the colleges being 16,527 
students. The 23 participants were academically high achievers (3.5 GPA or better) and members of the 
Phi Theta Kappa, the international community college academic honor society. The participants were 
within one or two semesters of graduating and had completed or were in the process of completing the 
transfer process to a bachelor’s degree granting institution. Individual semi-structured interviews provided 
direct information from the participants while allowing the researcher to control the questioning.   
 
Results 

All of the 23 participants interviewed aspired to continue their education after completing their 
associate’s degree at their community college and were at various stages of completing the transfer 
process. Each of the participants perceived that the community college provided them with a quality 
education. The participants held various views about the transfer process.   

Five of the participants reported they had decided on the four-year college to which they would 
transfer prior to beginning community college and had learned about the transfer process while deciding 

503

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



 

 

on the college to attend. The five participants reported they had met with a counselor or recruiter very 
early during their enrollment at the community college, created a plan of study, selected their transfer 
institution prior to attending community college, knew the desired information about that institution, and 
were staying within their home geographic area.   

The other 18 participants viewed the entire transfer process from a community college to a 
bachelor’s degree institution as challenging and reported feeling overwhelmed when they began the 
process. They reported that having (a) busy lifestyles, (b) little free time to participate in various campus 
activities about the transfer process, (c) needing more information about the transfer process, (d) being  
unsure where to find additional information, and (e) a lack of knowledge about articulation agreements 
contributed to the feeling of being overwhelmed. The 18 participants indicated they had obtained 
information about the transfer process from the faculty advisor for Phi Theta Kappa, a transfer or career 
counselor, and information provided on their community college’s website.    

The 18 participants had a general plan to transfer to a bachelor’s degree granting school, but they 
lacked a purposeful and intentional strategy on how to transfer or where to transfer. The students reported 
that they perceived that the institution they attended did not have a cohesive process to provide them 
sufficient information or knowledge to easily complete the transfer process. The students wanted more 
communication from both members of the community college and transfer institutions to assist them in 
the transfer process. The lack or inadequate amount of knowledge was perceived by the students to be 
hindering their ability to be confident in their options and choice of transfer institutions. 
 
Implications  
 Community college students had confidence in their own academic abilities but required 
assurance that their goals could be reached. The students in this study requested that information about 
the transfer process be made more available and in an accessible and known location. They suggested that 
academic advisement and a first-year experience program could improve communication about the 
transfer process, which would increase their knowledge about transferring to a bachelor’s degree granting 
institution.  

Most of the students expressed a desire to have their academic advisor trained and educated in the 
basics of the transfer process. They suggested that a requirement to meet with an academic advisor 
regularly was important. They perceived that the academic advisor would serve as their best opportunity 
to gain knowledge with the transfer process, even if the communication was simply to inform the student 
about the resources available to them at the campus and where they are located. 

The participants indicated that incorporating information about the transfer process into a first-
year experience course would provide the essential information within the first semester of attendance at 
the community college. The course should include details about where to find the transfer information. 
The five participants who reported having guidance and knowledge about the transfer process early 
during their enrollment at the community college perceived they had been prepared to transfer. 

Five students had a purposeful and intentional transfer plan. Each of these students created their 
plan early in their studies at the community college. The planning only occurred after the students were 
advised on the transfer process by an individual at their community college or chosen transfer school.  
Each of these students had previously selected their transfer school and was provided with a type of 
articulation agreement that dictated exactly what courses were needed and how the credits would transfer. 
The early connection to discuss the transfer process and knowledge of where they planned to transfer 
alleviated the stress of the transfer process.  
 In keeping with the natural flow of enrollment build, the right communication at the right time is 
central to an effective yield. As a special population, communication is a key factor in assisting transfer 
students in reaching individual success. Transfer students had many concerns, including costs, credits, 
location, academic majors, faculty relations, and fitting in to their transfer institution. The earlier the 
information can be provided to students, the more prepared students will feel about the transfer process 
resulting in a stronger foundation with the institution. Successful transfer and subsequent graduation is 
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most effective when a student and institution collaboratively create a detailed plan that builds on 
individual strengths at the start of the community college experience.  

These findings concentrated on supporting the successful articulation and transfer process to 
enable degree attainment. The following study examined doctoral candidates' strategies for advancements 
through the dissertation process to degree completion. 
 
 
Doctoral Candidates’ Perspectives on Success Factors Contributing to Dissertation 
Completion 
 
 Historically, extensive research has been completed on undergraduate student retention.  
Graduate level research involving retention has recently gained momentum as leaders in higher education 
are working to determine the factors that influence doctoral degree completion. Doctoral programs have 
innate differences in environment, costs, socialization, and type of study required to complete graduate 
school that undergraduate retention theories do not address (Council of Graduate Schools, 2010; Gary, 
John, George, & John, 2006; Weidman & Stein, 2003). Therefore, successful completion of a doctorate 
degree is a unique experience that requires different relationships to be established within complex 
processes that are different from other degree level programs. 

The purpose of this study was to determine factors perceived as influencing PhD candidates to 
successfully complete the dissertation phase of the doctorate. The study was an in-depth evaluation of 
doctoral student perspectives at a single institution in order to identify factors perceived as influencing 
successful completion. The results aimed to generate new strategies to promote dissertation completion.     
 
Background 

Due to national reports about the unstable completion rates in graduate programs, institutions 
of higher education continue to be under pressure from educational leaders to increase access to 
higher education, enhance student learning, and increase graduation rates. Many experts and scholars 
in the field believe a strong learning environment is essential to successful learning, involvement, 
socialization, and student retention. Nwenyi and Baghurst (2013) stated “developing an effective 
campus environment is the responsibility of all higher education stakeholders” (p. 53). Individuals 
were more likely to succeed in environments that established clear and high expectations for success, 
provided support, and frequently assessed and provided feedback about performance (Tinto, 2012).  
Yet, it would be a challenge to claim that the university was in immediate control of identified 
attributes of students. The need to understand which factors contribute to successful completion of a 
doctorate degree has become critical as resources for higher education have diminished, costs related 
graduate education increased, and competition for funds between undergraduate and graduate 
programs increased.   

From the systemic or institutional level, research shows how institutions can promote 
retention of doctoral students during different phases of degree completion (Bowen & Rudenstein, 
1992; Council of Graduate Schools, 2008; National Research Council, 1996). Additionally, studies 
have demonstrated that the challenges students encounter post comprehensive exams contribute to 
attrition (Gardner, 2008; Golde & Dore, 2001; Lovitts, 2001, 2005, 2008; Nettles & Millett, 2006).  
However, the review of literature only found a limited amount of information regarding the specific 
factors that influence individual success to dissertation completion from the student perspective 
during the dissertation phase of doctoral programs. 
 
Methodology 

This research explored doctoral students’ perceptions of factors leading to dissertation 
completion in order to identify and generate strategies to promote dissertation completion. As a 
qualitative case study, the central research question addressed doctoral candidates’ perceptions about 
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factors related to successful dissertation completion. A purposefully selected convenience sample of 
participants completed individual, semi-structured interviews about what positively influenced 
completion of their dissertations. Doctoral students near dissertation completion or approved for 
graduation met participation requirements. A total of 13 participants from within a single college at a 
large Midwestern institution completed the interviews during the 2013 fall academic semester. 
 
Findings 

Due to the innate connection between student and institution within retention theories, it is 
important to note findings represent participants’ perceived success factors for dissertation completion. In 
addition, observations drawn from the study illustrate a dichotomous relationship between student and 
institutional performance issues. First, the center point of retention theories is the strength of the 
institution’s ability to facilitate successful faculty-student relationships (Tinto, 2012). Second and less 
commonly noted is the importance of the student to be a self-reliant or self-efficient learner. The two 
concepts are evermore juxtaposed at the doctoral program level and create the unique gap between 
student and institution, especially due to the perceived independence required during the writing of the 
dissertation. 

Conceptually, findings shed light upon success factors of dissertation completers through use of 
Tinto’s (2012) four conditions known to promote retention: expectations, support, feedback, and 
involvement. The results revealed student expectations regarding dissertation completion were not 
congruent with the experience due to personal life circumstances and lack of a clear path to completion.   
Regarding support, the majority of participants relied on three types of support described as family, peers, 
or academic/institutional in nature. The most frequently cited resource was family; yet, as analysis 
progressed, the data showed the most desired form of support resource was the institution. In general, 
participants indicated the condition of feedback as critical to individual progress and timely completion. 
With exception of a few participants, interview data consistently indicate feedback as a highly challenged 
area of concern. Finally, the condition of involvement revealed that regardless of the level of interaction 
with faculty, staff, or peers, participants regularly referenced a desire for more engagement with faculty. 
In general, the results showed participants were motivated to complete, but frequently encountered 
stumbling blocks based upon perceived expectations, support, feedback, and involvement.   

More specifically, interview responses revealed participants perceived time management, work 
ethic, determination, and motivation to be important factors associated with successful dissertation 
completion. Additionally, a detailed analysis of the responses identified the following as key success 
factors for dissertation completion: (a) excellent relationship with the dissertation chair; (b) topic 
selection that appeals to the candidate; and (c) individual organization skills as facilitated through 
individual motivation and commitment.   

Overall, the majority of candidates expressed the need for more time with the dissertation 
chair. Candidates with a positive experience with the chair perceived more timely progress towards 
completion. Topic selection was found to have a positive or negative impact on dissertation 
completion. The findings demonstrated topic selection was congruent to collaborative relationships 
with dissertation chair/committee and degree progress. The theme of individual organization skills 
perpetuated the theory that participants needed to be able to rely on institutional support, specifically 
from the dissertation chair. The primary concern within this area related to the difficult nature in 
breaking down the dissertation into smaller steps and appropriately allocating time to complete each 
step. The four conditions of institutional action are interwoven and the absence of one undermines the 
efficacy of the others (Tinto, 2012). Following the condition of involvement, expectations 
fundamental to student performance had a powerful effect on persistence. The results demonstrated 
the significance of deliberate institutional action that involved administrators, faculty, and staff in a 
deliberate focus on student success.  
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Implications 
There are several potential practices to consider that might facilitate dissertation completion 

stemming from developing strategies that help doctoral students know how to take ownership in the 
learning process. First, is to promote independent research skills by promoting research activities early 
during the course phase in preparation for the dissertation. Participants demonstrated a high level of 
motivation but required repeated introductions to the dissertation. The second finding was that an 
effective practice for departments might be to develop the dissertation structure so that students can be 
better partners in the process. The structure may be in the form of chapter rubrics, templates, manuals, 
maps, or dedicated support services. Providing students the tools to navigate the dissertation encourages 
self-sufficient learning. A third implication is to establish high levels of student engagement through 
program culture and structure. The doctoral program administrators might consider facilitating routine 
meetings with faculty via webinar or integrating technology (phone calls, Skype, web conferencing, 
community groups). A final consideration is to establish institutional accountability. Initiatives may 
involve the establishment of measurables to evaluate student programs at department and course level 
(faculty expectations, data on student successes and failures). Also, setting clear academic expectations of 
students and revisiting them periodically during coursework, comprehensive exams, and dissertation will 
serve to establish and maintain expected outcomes.   

Research indicates doctoral candidates experience a transition from course taker to independent 
researcher (Council of Graduate Schools, 2008; Golde & Dore, 2001; Lovitts, 2005, 2008). The candidate 
is often believed to immediately be able to assume great independence in the dissertation phase.  
However, for most candidates it is difficult to move into the independent research stage. Therefore, it 
becomes imperative that the institution provide doctoral candidates with similar early intervention 
techniques offered to at-risk and transfer student populations found in other degree level programs. 
Strategies to support the transition to a self-reliant learner may include advising support, early and 
frequently timed interactions, increased preparedness, and better information prior to entering candidacy. 
Rockquemore (2016) observed over 400 doctoral candidates and determined the biggest threats to 
dissertation writers were isolation, perfectionism, and procrastination. Therefore, the more deliberate 
approach or strategy an institution can do to point doctoral candidates in the right direction, the higher the 
probability the student will become a self-reliant learner.  

When comparing and contrasting various retention models, a common denominator is the self-
effort of students and faculty. Students need to be encouraged to develop and build academic skills to be 
self-reliant learners. Student success is enhanced when an institution provides many complimentary 
policies and practices to support students academically and socially (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2005).   
Therefore, institutions have to delicately monitor doctoral program levers as faculty and students work 
towards achieving various individual goals.   

This study focused on doctoral candidates' completion of the final degree requirement, the 
dissertation. Effective strategies—identified by the successful doctoral students—included early 
affiliation with faculty in order to build a strong foundation for dissertation research and final approval. 
Other strategies focused on student motivational development and consistent communication. The next 
study offers results of an institutional initiative to improve first- to second-year retention via selected 
interventions and related results data analysis. 
 
 
University of the Cumberlands Readiness and Engagement Program 
 

The purpose of the quantitative study was to determine the impact of the first-year-experience 
program initiatives on first-year student success, persistence and retention rates. The study reviewed first-
year fall-to-fall retention rates, fall-to-spring persistence rates, cumulative grade point averages, and 
success rates in select courses with high first-year student enrollment.   
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Background 
Student retention has been a topic of conversation at institutions around the country.  With 

demands for increased accountability in higher education, institutions have been analyzing student 
metrics with the intentions of developing strategies for successful early intervention measures. After 
seeing a decline in retention rates, the University of the Cumberlands (UC) followed the national trend 
and launched a new first-year experience program in the summer of 2014 titled UC PREP (Patriot 
Readiness and Engagement Program). This innovative first-year-experience program was grounded in 
student persistence theory, institutional data, and higher education best practices. The research, planning, 
implementation, and management of UC PREP were the direct collaboration of Academic and Student 
Affairs which made up the UC PREP team. Throughout UC PREP the common themes of incorporating 
early intervention strategies, first stage individual advising and purposeful relationship development were 
incorporated.  
 
Methodology  

UC PREP strategically encouraged collaboration between academic departments and student 
support offices through the following components: First-Year Interest Group (FIG) Advising, Summer 
Orientation Registration and Advising Program (SOAR), INSIGHTS, and the PASS 100 Student Success 
Seminar Series.   
 
First-Year Interest Group (FIG) Advising Model 

FIG’s and other learning community models provided targeted opportunities for social and 
academic integration and aided students in a successful transition academically, socially, and 
psychologically (Bean & Eaton, 2001; Sullivan, 1994). FIG models have been heavily researched with 
both qualitative and quantitative studies demonstrating the positive impact of program participation on 
student success and retention (Jaffee, Carle, & Phillips, 2008; Schroeder, Minor, & Tarkow, 1999). 
However, UC took a unique first stage individualized advising approach to the common FIG model, by 
advising an entire entering class, starting in the summer of 2014, using a FIG course placement strategy, 
rather than only a self-selecting student population. As a result, this strategy promoted the benefits of a 
first stage individualized FIG advising model across the University through the cohort style advising 
approach.  

 
Summer Orientation, Advising and Registration (SOAR) Program 

Extensive literature affirmed the impact of summer orientation programs on successful student 
transitions into higher education (Astin, 1993, Kuh et. al., 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 
1993). For many years, the University offered two weekend orientation sessions in the summer, plus a 
late orientation session in August as Welcome Week activities began. After a thorough review of this 
schedule, along with an evaluation of the assessments of parents, incoming students, faculty, and staff, a 
major revision of the orientation calendar and program was instituted in the summer of 2014 with the goal 
of increasing the development of personal relationships between students and various key offices across 
campus.   

With particular attention to the University’s high population of first-generation and otherwise at-
risk college students, the number of orientation sessions was increased from two to four, plus the late 
orientation session at the beginning of Welcome Week. Expanding the number of sessions and capping 
attendance in these sessions to 110 students increased the opportunities for one-on-one, personal 
interaction between students and their families with faculty and staff, and also deepened the quality of 
that communication and relationship. These changes have made possible a more extensive personal 
interaction between students and their first-year advisor (the faculty/staff leader of their INSIGHTS 
section). The changes have also allowed for individual appointments with financial aid and bursar 
representatives to increase financial literacy. Finally, these changes have provided more time for students 
and families to complete other registration activities before the beginning of classes, as well as facilitated 
a more substantive introduction to academic and student support resources. All of these improvements in 
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communication have reduced the stress experienced by incoming students and their families, enhanced 
the initial commitment of students to the University, and prepared students to be more engaged with all 
aspects of the university community. 

 
INSIGHTS Orientation Seminar 

A variety of studies have affirmed that targeted orientation seminars have a positive correlation 
with first-year student persistence and retention (Astin, 1993; Kuh, et. al., 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 
1991; Tinto, 1993). At the University, the first-year experience program titled INSIGHTS has been in 
existence for over 20 years. This credit bearing course introduces students to the unique culture of the 
University, helps build potentially stronger peer-to-peer relationships based upon shared FIG classes, 
strengthens student-faculty relationships through more comprehensive first-year advising, and through 
advising focuses more intentionally on career planning.  

  
Patriot Achievement and Support Seminar (PASS 100) 

PASS 100 blended components of the University’s convocation program with select seminars on 
College Survival Skills. Seminars were deployed beginning the third full-week of classes starting in the 
fall of 2014. Each week multiple sessions were available on a topic selected for its timeliness to the 
academic calendar and/or to challenges faced by first-term students. Topics included Active Reading and 
Textbook Comprehension, Note-Taking, Financial Planning, Basic Research Skills, Career Planning, and 
Preparing for Finals. These topics were deployed strategically throughout the term to make them a “just-
in-time” series of workshops when possible. Sessions were limited to no more than 50 participants to 
enable a hands-on engagement of students with the materials covered. PASS 100 carried academic credit, 
thus emphasizing the importance of participating in and completing the series. 
 
Impact 
Persistence and Retention Data 

Prior to the 2014 program implementation, the institution in 2013 reported a first-to-second year 
retention rate of 60.4%.  As shown in Table 1, the first-to-second year retention rate increased to 64.4% in 
2014.  

 
Table 1: First-to-Second Year Retention Rates 

Academic Year Original Size % Re-Enrolled 
2013-2014 488 60.4% 
2014-2015 408 64.4% 

 
Student Success 

UC PREP multifaceted approach had the goal of not only increasing student retention and 
persistence, but to also increase student success. The positive impact of the program and increase in first-
year student success was documented in multiple ways. More specifically, the data demonstrated 
increased student success in higher overall student grade point averages in the targeted courses shown in 
Table 2. The identified courses comparatively had higher failure rates for first year students in 2013 than 
in 2014 as evidenced by the percentage of students receiving a grade of A, B, or C. Table 2 shows the 
percentage of increased student success in the targeted courses.  

 
Table 2: Percentage of students receiving a grade of A, B or C 

 

  

Course Name Fall 2013 Fall 2014 
General Biology 43.14% 87.51% 
General Biology Lab 35.05% 68.09% 
World History 36.84% 52.94% 
General Psychology 71.81% 74.84% 
College Algebra 63.64% 76.64% 
College Math 56.52% 60.49% 
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UC PREP illustrated the institution’s commitment to increasing retention and, more importantly, 
student success among its first-year undergraduate students. UC PREP has provided an institutional 
foundation for other developing academic support programs. The University continues to fully fund this 
first-year experience, with programmatic changes anticipated for fall 2016:  

 Increased number of small group breakout sessions during SOAR 
 Development of customizable Student Success Plans for implementation with at-risk students  
 Increased targeted intervention measures throughout the fall and spring semesters 

From the point of admission to the University, strategic communication points have been put into place in 
order to purposefully begin the relationship development between the UC PREP team and the student.  
Through the individualized advising that occurred in the FIG model and early intervention components 
that have been interwoven throughout INSIGHTS and PASS 100, students have been set up for success.   
 
 
Meta-Analysis Summary and Conclusion 
 
 The three research findings presented in this article focused on successful strategies for 
overcoming student and institutional gridlock that thwarted student success at the undergraduate and 
doctoral levels in higher education. These three studies underlined the observations of Kelly and 
Schneider (2012) in Getting to Graduation: The Completion Agenda in Higher Education, "The recent 
flurry of [college completion] reform energy has, for better or worse, sent the nation's higher education 
system into unchartered territory” (p. 296). The studies found similar themes relating to student success 
factors. The themes drawn from student reports, institutional initiatives, and research analysis offered 
three key "student progress and completion" factors: (a) early and proactive student centric interventions, 
(b) purposeful relationship building development, and (c) support for student motivation and self-reliance. 
Gridlock can be caused by the individual student and/or institutional limitations. Unlocking this grid starts 
with strategies to ease these limitations with a combination of effective practices followed by students and 
institutions. 
 
 

510

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



 

 

References 
 

Alfonso, M. (2006). The tool box revisited: Paths to degree completion from high school through college. 
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Vocational and Adult Education. 

Astin, A. (1993). What matters in college: Four critical years revisited. San Francisco, CA: Jossey Bass. 
Bean, J., & Eaton, S. (2001). The psychology underlying successful retention practices. Journal of 

College Student Retention, 3, 73-89. 
Bowen, W.G., & Rudenstine, N. L. (1992). In pursuit of the PhD. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 

Press. 
Council of Graduate Schools. (2008). PhD completion and attrition: Analysis of baseline demographic 

data from the PhD completion project. Washington, DC: Author. 
Council of Graduate Schools. (2010). PhD completion and attrition: Policies and practices to promote 

student success. Washington, DC: Author. 
Dundar, A., Hossler, D., Shapiro, D., Chen, J., Martin, A., Torres, V., ... & Ziskin, M., (2011, July). 

National postsecondary enrollment trends: Before, during, and after the great recession 
(Signature Report No. 1). Herndon, VA: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. 
Retrieved from http://pas.indiana.edu/pdf/National%20Postsecondary%20 
Enrollment%20Trends.pdf 

Gardner, S. K. (2008). Student and faculty attributions of attrition in high and low-completing doctoral 
programs in the United States. Higher Education, 58(1), 97-112. doi:10.1007/s10734-008-9184-7  

Gary, R. P., John, C. S., George, D. K., & John, C. H. (2006). Educational expenditures and student 
engagement: When does money matter? Research in Higher Education, 47(7), 847-872. 
doi:10.1007/s11162-006-9018-3 

Golde, C. M., & Dore, T. M. (2001). At cross purposes: What the experiences of today's doctoral students 
reveal about doctoral education. Madison, WI: Wisconsin Center for Education Research. 

Handel, S. J. (2013). The transfer moment: The pivotal partnership between community colleges and 
four-year institutions in securing the nation's college completion agenda. New Directions for 
Higher Education, 162, 5-15. doi:10.1002/he.20052 

Horn, L., & Skomsvold, P. (2011). Web tables: Community college student outcomes: 1994-2009 (NCES 
Publication 2012-253). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education 
Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. Retrieved from 
http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2012/2012253.pdf  

Hossler, D., Shapiro, D., Dundar, A., Chen, J., Zerquera, D. & Torres, V. (2012, July). Reverse transfer: 
A national view of student mobility from four-year to two-year institution (Signature Report No. 
3). Herndon, VA: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. Retrieved from 
https://www.insidehighered.com/sites/default/server_files/files/NSC_Signature_Report_3.pdf  

Jaffee, D., Carle, A., & Phillips, R. (2008). Intended and unintended consequences of first-year learning 
communities: An initial investigation. Journal of the First-Year Experience & Students in 
Transition, 28, 53-70. 

Kelly, A. P., & Schneider, M. (2012). Getting to graduation: The completion agenda in higher education. 
Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Kuh, G., Kinzie, J., Schuh, J., & Whitt, E. (2005). Student success in college: Creating conditions that 
matter. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Long, B. T., & Kurlaender, M. (2009). Do community colleges provide a viable pathway to a 
baccalaureate degree? Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 31(1), 30-53. 

Lovitts, B. E. (2001). Leaving the ivory tower: The causes and consequences of departure from doctoral 
study. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield. 

Lovitts, B. E. (2005). Being a good course-taker is not enough: A theoretical perspective on the transition 
to independent research. Studies in Higher Education, 30(2), 137-154. 
doi:10.1080/03075070500043093 

511

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



 

 

Lovitts, B. E. (2008). The transition to independent research: Who makes it, who doesn't, and why. 
Journal of Higher Education, 79(3), 296-325.  

National Research Council (NRC). (1996). Path to the PhD: Measuring graduate attrition in the sciences 
and the humanities. Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press. 

Nettles, M., & Millett, C. (2006). Three magic letters: Getting the PhD. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins 
University Press. 

New, J. (2014, October 7). Repeat non-completers. Inside Higher Ed [online]. Retrieved from 
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2014/10/07/two-thirds-non-first-time-students-do-not-
graduate 

Noel-Levitz. (2013). The attitudes and motivations of college transfer students. Retrieved from 
https://www.noellevitz.com/papers-research-higher-education/2013/Attitudes-Motivations-
College-Transfer-Students  

Nwenyi, S., & Baghurst, T. (2013). Demographic and attitudinal factors influencing doctoral student 
satisfaction. Canadian Social Science, 9(6), 47-56. 

Pascarella, E., & Terenzini, P. (1991). How college affects students: Findings and insights from twenty-
years of research. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Pascarella, E., & Terenzini, P. (2005). How college affects students: A third decade of research (2nd ed.). 
San Francisco, CA: Jossey Bass.  

Rockquemore, K. A. (2016). How to finish your dissertation. Inside Higher Ed [online]. Retrieved from 
https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2016/08/03/advice-graduate-students-having-difficulty-
finishing-their-dissertations-essay 

Schroeder, C., Minor, F., & Tarkow, T. A. (1999). Freshman interest groups: Partnerships for promoting 
student success. New Directions for Student Services, 87, 37-49. 

Shapiro, D., Dundar, A., Chen, J., Ziskin, M., & Chiang, Y. C. (2012). Completing college: A national 
view of student attainment rates (Signature Report No. 4). Herndon, VA: National Student 
Clearinghouse Research Center. Retrieved from 
http://www.studentclearinghouse.info/signature/4/NSC_Signature_Report_4.pdf  

Sullivan, C. (1994). Creating a supportive environment for college freshman: Underlying dimensions of 
the freshman interest group program. Innovative Higher Education, 19, 83-97. 

Tinto, V. (1993). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures of student attrition. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press. 

Tinto, V. (2012). Completing college: Rethinking institutional action. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 
Press.  

Weidman, J. C., & Stein, E. L. (2003). Socialization of doctoral students to academic norms. Research in 
Higher Education, 44, 641- 656. 

 

512

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



Using Machine Learning Predictive Models to Inform 
Intervention and Communication Strategy During Key 

Socialization Phases to Improve Student Retention Outcomes 
 

Jacob Jenks 
Computer Systems Analyst,  

Allen Yarnell Center for Student Success 
Montana State University 
jacobjenks@gmail.com 

 

Chris Kearns 
Vice President, Student Success 

Montana State University 
ckearns@montana.edu 

 

David Singel 
Associate Provost 

Montana State University 
dsingel@montana.edu 

 

Carina Beck 
Director,  

Allen Yarnell Center for Student Success 
Montana State University 

cbeck@montana.edu 
 
Abstract: As the state’s land grant institution, Montana State University is fully committed 
to improving student outcomes and advancing educational access and opportunity. With this 
focus, we have recently developed a predictive model to fuse high-tech and high-touch 
intervention strategies to drive improved student outcomes critical to the land grant mission. 
Effective deployment of intervention measures to improve the odds of continued student 
enrollment require at minimum: 1) a detailed understanding of which students are most at 
risk; and 2) consideration of factors that relate to improving the students’ likelihood for 
success through targeted intervention strategies. To that end we created several models of 
first-time full-time student retention for fall semester at MSU that make use of as many of 
the available academic, social, and environmental factors that relate to retention as possible. 
These models utilize machine learning classification techniques to learn the relationships 
between these factors and student retention. They are broken into categories that make use 
of pre and post-semester factors, and provide a valuable predictor of student retention. They 
are now employed to inform targeted communication and intervention strategies during key 
phases of MSU’s student socialization process (pre-entry, entry, incorporate, influence, 
disengagement). 
 
 
Introduction 
 

The landscape of American Public Higher Education is increasingly focused on 
advancing access and excellence through improved outcomes often measured by retention and 
graduation rates (Crow & Dabars, 2015). While these measures may in some instances serve as a 
proxy for performance, there is no substitute for the effort, innovation, or interdisciplinary 
approach required to define, understand, and take on the important challenge of retaining and 
graduating more students (Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2008). The short, mid, and 
long-term benefits associated with improved student retention and graduation outcomes are 
widespread and generally not in dispute. For instance, 2012-2013 data from the National Center 
for Education Statistics (NCES) Condition of Education report places the first-year retention rate 
for four-year schools at 80% and the six-year graduation rate at 59.4% (Kena, Musu-Gillette, & 
Robinson, 2015). These statistics are associated with all public and private institutions, and is not 
controlled for SES, institutional admission standards, student preparation, etc. To improve that 
end, a broad cadre of associations, grantors, alliances, governmental agencies, for-profit 
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organizations, media, alongside progressive institutions are all giving voice and expectation to 
this topic. 

Developing interdisciplinary research and practice to better understand, respond. and 
develop appropriate solutions to mitigate the student departure puzzle (Braxton, Hirschy, & 
McClendon, 2011) is critical to advancing better student retention and graduation outcomes. This 
research must take into account many variables, including but not limited to institutional type, 
admission standards, SES, student status, preparation, course outcomes, engagement, etc. The 
sheer number of available attributes, particularly when segmented by socialization phases (pre-
entry, entry, incorporate, influence, disengagement) combined with the number of students within 
each incoming class and their interaction within the institutional environment require the use of 
computational practices to develop a model to determine who among students are the most at-risk 
for departure. This is an iterative process. As new computational models are developed they must 
account for interventions that occur as a result of these findings -- and the cycle continues. 
 
 
Background & Related Work 
 

We, at Montana State University (MSU), have made significant technological and human 
capital investments to better understand, predict, and intervene with the student departure puzzle. 
In addition to segmenting interventions by student socialization phase, we also have developed a 
broad form relational database tracking student engagement, advisor notes, student tutoring, 
student appointments, student intake questionnaire, student risk-flags, etc. The integration of 
high-tech and high-touch creates a dynamic response environment, where the advances in 
technology influence intervention efforts, and by association the “on the ground” interventions 
drives questions on how we can best leverage our knowledge set to better identify, through 
prediction, who is more likely to not graduate from MSU. What we present here constitutes a 
base-line for our efforts with respect to machine learning and retention modeling. 
 
Retention Modeling 

Post-secondary institutions have a strong interest in understanding their own enrollment 
patterns and the success of their students. However, data mining techniques for studying these 
phenomena have not always been readily available. For many decades schools have used 
statistical analysis and other traditional data analytic techniques to better understand student 
academic performance and demographics. The use of computational data mining is a much more 
recent extension of the work, and is a newly emerging niche of the data mining field.  

Educational data mining has received consistently increasing attention in the last decade 
as researchers have turned existing knowledge discovery techniques toward educational sources. 
The subject of student retention models has been addressed specifically in both statistical analysis 
and data mining contexts. Older models such as Tinto’s (1975) and Bean’s (Bean & Bean, 2001) 
focus largely on social and psychological student assessment. More recently, Yu, DiGangi, 
Jannasch-Pennell, and Kaprolet (2010) applied knowledge discovery techniques from neural 
networks, classification trees, and adaptive regression splines to predict student retention between 
the sophomore and junior years of enrollment. Ho Yu’s models were built from demographic 
information and pre-collegiate academic performance data. Wetzel, O’Toole, and Peterson (1999) 
proposed such a similar model that expanded Tinto’s (1975) original ideas to include broader data 
sets, including financial information. Critically, Wetzel’s work concluded that the factors 
affecting student retention are too numerous and varied to fully quantify, but found that 
demographic information was much more strongly correlated with retention than was a student’s 
financial status (Wetzel et al., 1999).  

Clustering and classification have been used in other educational knowledge-discovery 
settings. Merceron and Yacef (2005) applied such techniques to data gathered from an online 
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learning tool from a specific course over a series of years. A hierarchical clustering of students 
provided a platform for making a predictive model of exam scores, allowing the system to change 
its behavior towards certain groups of students in an attempt to create a more effective learning 
environment.  

Beck, McCormick, Lauriski-Karriker, Kujala, and Jenks (2013) have performed analysis 
on MSU student success data, primarily attempting to map a student’s overall engagement with 
campus resources to their academic success. The study utilized data from MSU’s on-campus 
engagement program called ChampChange, and demonstrated a positive relationship between 
student engagement and retention, indicating that environmental factors are a worthwhile avenue 
of investigation for student retention. 

 
Classification 

Classification techniques use statistical analysis of data to categorize it. The goal is to 
discover patterns in a dataset wherein the desired category labels are known, and then to 
extrapolate these patterns to arrive at the correct labels for unlabeled data. The accuracy of the 
model can be evaluated by dividing the dataset of labeled data into a training set, which is used to 
learn these statistical patterns, and a test set. The accuracy of the model on the test set is used as 
an indicator of the overall effectiveness of the model when applied to new data. 

There are many classification algorithms, and each has specific strengths and 
weaknesses. Since no technique is guaranteed to be better than any other, it is useful to examine a 
number of them and compare their effectiveness. In this paper several classification algorithms 
are used to model student retention. 

 
 

Methodology 
 
We expand on previous work done to attempt to model student retention by collating a 

dataset that fuses all available factors that we believe might relate to student retention in some 
way. We compared the performance of three classification algorithms on this dataset: alternating 
decision trees (ADTree), bayesian networks (BayesNet), and logistic regression. Each of these 
uses a different approach to categorize its data. Comparing more than one classification algorithm 
allows us to get a better sense of the overall learnability of this dataset, and allows us to compare 
the strengths and weaknesses of each model. Each of these models were trained to take a list of 
features about a student and to output a class label predicting that the student will be retained or 
not-retained from fall to spring semester. 
 
Dataset 
 Building an accurate model of student retention requires us to build a dataset that allows 
us to distinguish the difference between retained and not-retained students. It is certain that many 
factors influence a student’s decision to stay, and not all of them are knowable. Random life 
events, such as family emergencies or medical issues, might be the deciding factor, even for a 
dedicated student after a successful semester. However, as noted in the related work, previous 
study has indicated a number of factors that have some degree of correlation with student 
retention. The questions then become: to what degree can student retention be modeled? How 
many student retention factors are random and un-measurable, and how many can be quantified 
using data available to the university before the actual decision to persist is made? 

To study these questions we have compiled a dataset containing a large number of the 
available academic, social, and environmental factors that have either been previously 
demonstrated to influence retention, or seem to be a worthwhile avenue of investigation. The 
features in our dataset are described in Table 1, and are divided into several categories. Academic 
factors, such as GPA and test scores, relate directly to the academic success of the student. Social 
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factors, such as race and whether or not a student is from in-state, relate to the background of the 
student. We have defined environmental factors as those that relate to the activity and behavior of 
a student once on campus, such as how often a student attends events on campus. 

There are many more factors other than the ones studied in this paper that would certainly 
provide valuable insight into a student’s chances of success, such as the frequency with which 
they attend class. Unfortunately collecting such information is not yet feasible. We therefore had 
to choose factors that the university had already been collecting for enough time to have enough 
data to study. 

These available attributes are further divided into pre- and post-semester factors, 
indicating the time at which they become available during the semester. Pre-semester factors, 
such as high school GPA, are available before the first day of class. Post-semester factors, such as 
a student’s GPA for that semester, become available after the semester is over. Intuitively, post-
semester factors are likely to give us some of the strongest indicators of student persistence, since 
that information directly measures the success of a student’s semester. However, for our purposes 
we would like to know as soon as possible when a student is unlikely to succeed so that 
interventions to improve their chances of success can be designed. 

Some of these post-semester factors actually become available at some point during the 
semester. Designing an online model that continuously updates its prediction as the semester 
progresses would be very valuable, but would also be difficult. For this preliminary study we 
decided to build separate models for pre and post-semester factors in order to to establish the 
range of the quality of the models produced. 

 
Table 1: Dataset attributes 

Attribute Description Categorization Availability 

HS GPA High school GPA Academic Pre-semester 

ACT scores 
ACT english, math, reading, science, and composite 
scores 

Academic Pre-semester 

SAT scores SAT reading, math, and writing scores Academic Pre-semester 

College Which college the student is enrolled in Academic Pre-semester 

Transfer hours Number of transferred credit hours Academic Pre-semester 

Hours Number of credit hours enrolled in for fall semester Academic Pre-semester 

Barrier courses 
Number of courses with a high failure rate currently 
enrolled in 

Academic Pre-semester 

Application date 
Number of days before the start of the semester that the 
student applied 

Social Pre-semester 

Orientation date 
Number of days before the start of the semester that the 
student attended orientation 

Social Pre-semester 

Residence In-state or out-of-state Social Pre-semester 

Ethnicity Ethnic background of student Social Pre-semester 

Pell Whether or not the student was pell-eligible Social Pre-semester 

Scholarships Scholarship total dollar amount Social Pre-semester 
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Attribute Description Categorization Availability 

Work-study Work-study award total dollar amount Social Pre-semester 

GPA End of semester GPA Academic Post-semester 

EAL 
Number of times student was referred to Early Alert 
program by faculty 

Academic Post-semester 

Tutoring Total tutoring hours utilized Environmental Post-semester 

Success Total Office of Student Success hours utilized Environmental Post-semester 

ChampChange Total ChampChange on campus events attended Environmental Post-semester 

 
We limited the scope of our study to first-time, full-time (FTFT) freshmen for fall 

semesters from 2011-2015. The resulting dataset contains 10,166 student records representing the 
5 cohort years. Of these, 9,126 students were retained from their initial enrollment in fall to the 
following spring semester, and 1,040 opted to drop out (not continue to their second semester). 

 
Class Balancing 
 The class balance of this dataset makes the task of classification more difficult. Since the 
majority of students are retained from fall to spring semester, the naive approach for achieving 
high classification accuracy is to simply predict that all students will be retained. This is 
obviously not very useful, so it is worthwhile to make use of techniques to mitigate this type of 
‘cheating’ when building the model. The most straightforward approach is to sample equally from 
both of the classes in question to bias the classifier towards the smaller of the two. To do so we 
randomly selected 80% of the not-retained class, and then randomly selected an equal number of 
retained students to build a training dataset. The remainder of the data was then used as a test 
dataset. For experiments where class balancing was not used, 10 fold cross-validation was used 
instead of testing and training sets. 
 
 
Results 
 
 The results of our pre- and post-semester classification models are shown in Tables 2-5. 
The true positive rate (TP) for a class indicates the proportion of students who belong to that class 
and were correctly identified as belonging to that class by the model. The false positive rate (FP) 
for a class indicates the proportion of students who do not belong to that class who were 
incorrectly identified as belonging to that class by the model. 
 
Table 2: Pre-semester classification without class balancing 

Model type Accuracy Retained TP rate Retained FP rate Not-retained TP rate Not-retained FP rate

ADTree 90.82% 0.985 0.763 0.237 0.015

BayesNet 86.05% 0.903 0.514 0.486 0.097

Logistic 
Regression 

89.83% 0.990 0.910 0.09 0.01
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Table 3: Pre-semester classification with class balancing 

Model type Accuracy Retained TP rate Retained FP rate Not-retained TP rate Not-retained FP rate

ADTree 74.18% 0.742 0.255 0.745 0.258

BayesNet 75.04% 0.752 0.317 0.683 0.248

Logistic 
Regression 72.10% 0.721 0.284 0.716 0.279

 
Table 4: Post-semester classification without class balancing 

 
Table 5: Post-semester classification with class balancing 

Model type Accuracy Retained TP rate Retained FP rate Not-retained TP rate Not-retained FP rate

ADTree 87.61% 0.880 0.269 0.731 0.12 

BayesNet 77.84% 0.779 0.250 0.750 0.221 

Logistic 
Regression 80.11% 0.802 0.216 0.784 0.198 

 
Figure 1 shows the color scale for the classification threshold value used in the curve 

Figures 2 and 3 show several Receiver Operating Characteristic (ROC) curves, which help 
visualize the quality of a model. In each of these the false positive rate for non-retained students 
is shown on the x-axis, and the true positive rate is shown on the y-axis. These curves graph the 
classification threshold necessary to achieve all possible true positive and false positive rates. A 
ROC curve that was a straight line from (0,0) to (1,1) would indicate that the model is no better 
than random chance, while a ROC curve that goes straight up from (0,0) to (0,1), and then across 
to (1,1) would indicate that the model classifies its data perfectly. In general, the closer curve is to 
the upper left corner, the better the model. Only the ROC curves for the logistic regression 
models are shown, as the ROC curves for different models in the same category are very similar. 
 
  

Model type Accuracy Retained TP rate Retained FP rate Not-retained TP rate Not-retained FP rate

ADTree 92.00% 0.983 0.632 0.368 0.017

BayesNet 87.13% 0.903 0.409 0.591 0.097

Logistic 
Regression 91.90% 0.982 0.630 0.37 0.018
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Figure 1: ROC classification threshold color scale for all following ROC curves 

 
 
 
 

 

   
Figure 2: ROC curve for pre-semester logistic regression models without class balancing (left, AUC = 0.861) and with 
class balancing (right, AUC=0.864) 

 
 
 
 

   
Figure 3: ROC curve for post-semester logistic regression models without class balancing (left, AUC= 0.861) and with 
class balancing (right, AUC=0.864) 
 
 Confusion matrices show the specifics of how many students classified by the model 
were true positives, false positives, true negatives, and false negatives. The confusion matrices for 
the ADTree models are shown in Tables 6-9. The confusion matrices for the other models are 
omitted for brevity. 
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Table 6: Pre-semester unbalanced ADTree confusion matrix

Predicted not-
retained

Predicted 
retained

246 794 Not-retained

139 8987 Retained

Table 7: Pre-semester balanced ADTree confusion matrix

Predicted not-
retained

Predicted 
retained

155 53 Not-retained

2142 6152 Retained

Table 8: Post-semester unbalanced ADTree confusion matrix

Predicted not-
retained

Predicted 
retained

383 657 Not-retained

156 8970 Retained

Table 9: Post-semester balanced ADTree confusion matrix

Predicted not-
retained

Predicted 
retained

383 56 Not-retained

997 7297 Retained

Discussion 

Accurate retention modeling appears to be a tractable problem. The models we produced 
are able to predict retention with high accuracy. The models that were focused on high overall 
accuracy were able to successfully classify up to 92% of their data. The models that were focused 
on high classification accuracy for the non-retained class were able to achieve up to 80% overall 
accuracy, with a true positive rate of 78% and a false positive rate of 20%. 

The difference between the pre and post semester models were smaller than might be 
expected; the difference in overall accuracy between them only amounted to a few percentage 
points. Closer examination reveals that most of the gains provided by the addition of end of 
semester data went towards improving the accuracy of the not-retained class, in some cases 
improving the true positive rates by 20 percentage points. Since the non-retained class is so much 
smaller than the retained class, the overall accuracy is not greatly affected. However this behavior 
is exactly what we would hope to gain from the inclusion of this data, and it appears that doing so 
allows the model to rule out students it otherwise would categorize as at risk. Correctly 
identifying unsuccessful students is of much more interest than identifying successful ones. 

That is not to say that only models with high classification accuracy for non-retained 
students are valuable, just that each of these models is useful for different things. A program 
designed to generally monitor all at-risk students would be more tolerant of false positives than a 
high-touch intervention program with more limited resources. For example, a low-touch 
intervention program could make use of the balanced model to send out letters to all of the 
students identified as not-retained, inviting them to a seminar to help them improve their study 
habits. Many students who are not actually risk would receive the letter, but it would not 
substantially increase the cost of the program to invite them anyway, and the program could 
potentially reach some students who truly were at risk. A high-touch intervention program could 
make phone calls to students identified as not-retained to personally invite them to a one-on-one 
session with an advisor to check in and direct them to any resources they need to get through the 
semester. Such a program could closely monitor these at-risk students to attempt to be there to 
catch them when they fall, or to prevent them from falling in the first place. The confidence that 
these students identified by the model truly were at risk would make the higher cost of such a 
program a worthwhile endeavor. In the end the specific choice of model used will depend on the 
application. 
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A common theme throughout all of these models was the tradeoff for improving non-
retained detection. Any gains on improving the true positive rate for this class usually 
corresponded to equally dramatic gains in the false positive rate. It seems that fully separating 
retained and non-retained students is not possible using these models with these features. It is 
possible that more features would allow for the classes to be better distinguished. 

 
 

Future Work 
 
 Based upon this effort and the work of others (Chen, 2012; Yu et al., 2010; Merceron & 
Yacef, 2005), the study of student retention modeling seems ripe for further exploration. The 
success of these models provides strong motivation to explore other efforts to further improve 
data collection with regard to student retention. More detailed data provided at an earlier time will 
only improve the quality of these models, which can then be used to further improve student 
outcomes.  

Beyond this work, other possible data inputs include student grades, disciplinary 
sanctions, parking tickets, club activity records, dining patterns, payment and debt information, 
building access patterns, learning management use, etc.  These forms of data must be balanced 
between privacy, IRB, (Institutional Review Board) deductive disclosure of identity, and 
informed consent considerations. Beyond capability and the call-to-action to improve student 
retention and graduation rates, policy, pragmatics, and privacy must be central to the dialogue as 
student data science continues to evolve.  

A more sizable collection of these real-time factors would make the creation of a 
continuous model more robust. Further, this model could be updated by on-demand interval/ad 
hoc cycles necessary for the program in question to constantly evaluate students’ odds of success. 
Deploying this form of innovation allows for faster deployment of intervention resources and 
strategies particularly as this model is refined to consider student socialization phases and 
feedback from in-the-field practitioners. The potential associated with accelerating 
responsiveness within a new innovation cycle is critical, since many student retention measures 
are developed over an extended time-frame (semesters and/or academic years) and typically are 
associated with little responsiveness or assessment outside of key measurement dates or 
comparators.  
 Finally, there are more types of models that could be explored, and the existing models 
could be greatly expanded. Other algorithms, such as neural networks, might prove to be a better 
tool for this task. Determining the best algorithm for this problem will require further study. The 
models produced in this paper only cover FTFT retention from fall to spring semester. The next 
step is to consider and incorporate spring semester, part-time, and sophomore through senior 
students into the model to create a more complete picture of student retention. 
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Abstract: The 2015 National Symposium on Student Retention included a poster presentation on 
SAGE (Student Athletes Graduate and Excel), a retention program implemented at a small, rural, 
primarily two-year campus. At that time, there was historical data within which to contextualize the 
intervention model, but little data about the program itself, as it had been piloted for only one 
semester. We knew, for instance, that the average rate of ineligibility, according to university data, 
was roughly 25% over a five-year period; students were leaving the campus due to academic issues; 
faculty were losing faith in the value of athletics; and the campus community as a whole showed little 
support for an athletic program that seemed to hamper rather than help students to persist. The 
presenters will update the results of their initial study, which reported a 15% improvement in 
eligibility rates after the pilot semester and provided the content for the poster that earned the 2015 
CSRDE Best Poster Award. Results will include three semesters of data (broken down by semester 
cohorts), eligibility rates, academic support strategies, and GPAs for athletes, and will generate 
discussion about the collection of data, intervention model, and outcomes. 

Introduction  

Penn State, Fayette—The Eberly Campus is a small commuter campus associated with a large 
university. It is, in fact, one of roughly 20 regional campuses designed to create one geographically 
dispersed university across the state. Established prior to the expansion of community colleges, the 
regional campuses were originally focused on providing associate degrees that included the first two years 
of courses in a broad range of majors for students who would then complete their baccalaureate degrees 
after transferring to the Research I campus (the large Big Ten site with over 50,000 students that is 
perhaps most conjured to mind when someone says “Penn State”). Many students prefer to remain in the 
region rather than transfer to another area of the state, however. As a result, only seven percent of our 
students per year actually use the two-plus-two model to change campuses. The students who remain on 
campus matriculate through one of the seven associate or eight baccalaureate degrees offered on site.  

While the change-of-campus process results in a fairly consistent seven percent enrollment loss 
for Fayette per year, one that we can anticipate, that built-in attrition compounded by the two-year cycle 
of enrollment losses related to associate degree graduations creates significant pressure to not only attract 
new students, but to convert associate students into baccalaureate programs and to improve rates of 
retention. And that pressure has intensified over recent years given the local demographics that include a 
significant decline in high school graduates, a rural location that limits recruiting efforts to the commuter 
campus, and depressed economic conditions. In fact, the campus is located in the second poorest county 
in the state of Pennsylvania where just over 20% of the residents are deemed persons in poverty by the 
U.S. Census Bureau (2014); the median income for the county in 2014 was $38,879, whereas the national 
median income was $53,482, and the state median was $53,115. In addition to the economic pressures 
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associated with the region, the shifting racial demographics are also important to note. According to the 
U.S. Census Bureau (2014), the local population is 97% white; between Fall 1990 and Fall 2015, the 
campus demographic shifted from 92 to 70% white. To illustrate the impact of these conditions on Penn 
State Fayette, consider the following:  

 Fayette’s Fall 2009 headcount was 1095; the headcount in Fall 2015 was 704 (a drop of 36% 
over six years) 

 Four programs have been cut given the enrollment decline (the only two baccalaureate 
degrees in the humanities and two associate degrees) 

 Thirty to 40% of the Fayette students are Pell eligible (the Pell eligible students at the R1 
campus is closer to 10%) 

 The average unmet financial need per student is just below $7000, and 77% of the students 
have unmet financial need 

 First-generation students typically comprise over 50% of the campus enrollment 
 Fayette’s graduation rate is 50% (this is closer to 70% when accounting for students who 

change campuses and graduate from that new location and who transfer out of Penn State and 
complete baccalaureate degrees at neighboring institutions) 

 The students leaving Fayette do so for a variety of reasons, but 27% of the non-graduates 
have below the minimum 2.0 GPA required for graduation 

 
In Fall 2014, the campus organized a Retention Task Force to assess the enrollment fluctuations 

and to develop strategies for intervention, strategies that might leverage campus strengths to increase 
student persistence. Six strategies were developed during Fall semester 2014 for implementation during 
2015. One of these processes focused helping student athletes to graduate and excel, SAGE. Focusing on 
athletes, roughly 15% of the campus student population, SAGE was designed to address the fact these 
students were increasingly ineligible to compete in athletics, flagged for classroom absenteeism, and 
forced to leave the campus. 
 
 

Background: Attrition and the Struggles of Student Athletes 
 
 Historically, the campus discourse around athletics has consistently questioned the academic 
focus of the athletes, and anecdotally, even with the successful athletes who were certainly in the system, 
the many student athletes who struggled with balancing academic, athletic, and other responsibilities were 
constructed as the norm. While the dedication of athletes to their respective fields, courts, and teams was 
acknowledged, that commitment was often overshadowed by rumors about their classroom performance 
and conduct at the off-campus housing complex. Even on a small campus without scholarships or a 
football team or even much of an athletic culture, there was a persistent drumbeat that linked athletes to 
poor academic performance, even when it was not necessarily true on the individual level. So even before 
the Retention Task Force began to assess data and patterns of persistence, we were influenced to associate 
student issues and the athletic program.  
 This persistent concern was due, in part, to a weak relationship between the Director of Athletics 
and the faculty. Unless faculty went to a sports event, they might only rarely come into contact with that 
Director—keep in mind, this is on a small campus with five main buildings, roughly 40 full-time faculty 
members, and a rather large entourage of employees who often ate lunch together in the campus cafeteria. 
Athletics often felt tangential in this context unless something negative brought it to the forefront. Thus, 
even when the rate of ineligible athletes was in the low single digits, discussion tended to focus on 
negative experiences or incidents.  
 When athletics became a tool for recruiting out-of-state students capable of boosting campus 
enrollment, issues intensified. As a commuter campus with one apartment complex particularly close by, 
the athletes who re-located to this rural region with few evening entertainment venues tended to 
congregate in that one location. Employees and students living in a county with an overwhelmingly 
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Caucasian population (97%) were interacting with these new recruits, a significant number of whom were 
athletes of color who often reported feeling bored, socially isolated, and culturally displaced. Complaints 
about noise and partying were commonplace in the apartment complex, as were class attendance issues 
and other conduct concerns. Efforts to reinforce the importance of academics were often thwarted by 
students (such as through forging faculty signatures on attendance records), and an adversarial 
relationship developed between some of the students, student athletes, faculty, and the Athletic 
Department. Assumptions about the “athletic problem” eventually turned into data-supported realities.  

Over a period of three academic years, the number of student athletes on campus dropped by 
32%, from 114 to 77. This loss of 37 students represented one quarter of the total students lost on campus 
during that same period. In addition to this rate of attrition, the athletes remaining on campus were 
struggling to remain eligible for competition: ineligible players spiked from six percent in Fall 2012, for 
instance, to 19% in Fall 2013—a rate that remained fairly consistent for four semesters. Some sports even 
had to go dormant for a season because they were unable to field a team due to grade issues (60% of 
wrestlers were ineligible in one term, for example). Interest in supporting campus sports declined beyond 
lack of attendance at events; even campus listservs once routinely used to share successes no longer even 
reported results from competitions. And anecdotal evidence from the student conduct officer reflected a 
serious rise in drug and alcohol issues as well as other behavioral issues among athletes.  

While multiple factors were at play, certainly, the campus was experiencing a perfect storm of 
sorts when it came to athletics: issues of race, culture, and academics were converging to threaten the 
success of athletes, and the campus was experiencing declining enrollments, cut programs, lower 
graduation rates, and the possibility of employment furloughs. 
 
 

Literature Review  
 

While many within academe use student-athlete to emphasize the importance of academics, it is 
important to note that it is always already a contested term. When thinking about student-athletes, some 
may envision early morning workouts before classes begin and late-night study sessions after official 
practices conclude. Others may think about victory laps or the establishment of life-long friendships 
forged during competition. Others may think about less flattering things, like sexual assault scandals, 
widespread cheating, or grades given to students who never actually attended classes. As a semiotic sign, 
“student-athlete” has a rich chain of signification.  

Historically, when the NCAA was formed in 1906, Theodore Roosevelt’s intent was to ensure the 
safety of students who participated in organized college sports. The term with which college staff are so 
familiar given its use to focus attention on the academic mission, “student-athlete” was not officially 
adopted until the 1950s. Yet while ideologically useful, the academic focus with which we associate the 
nomenclature seems to have been a smoke screen, a philosophical façade that used the notions of 
amateurism and academic opportunity to obscure the material reality that athletes served an economic 
function for their institutions. According to the NCAA’s long-standing Executive Director, the use of 
“student-athlete” was, in fact, a politically calculated reaction to the very real historical threat that 
“athletes could be identified as employees by state commissions and courts” (Byers 1995, p.69).  
 Much like academic success or retention, terms that have been unpacked by scholars to illustrate 
how factors like race, gender, and class differentially influence the potential success of intervention 
models, the construct of the student-athlete is dynamic and multifaceted. Student-athletes are not all the 
same, nor are their contexts and experiences. So even though being involved in organized athletics is one 
factor that appears to increase first-year retention, participation also includes a range of risk factors that 
can impact persistence, including increased pressures to effectively manage time, emotional conflicts, and 
physical conditioning (Broughton & Neyer, 2001; Pinkney, 1991). Research has even suggested that 
athletes may benefit from counseling at a higher rate than their peers. While Gallagher’s (2005) analysis 
of the National Survey of Counseling Center Directors reports an overall student average of eight to nine 
percent, Watson relies on the work of scholars such as Hinkle (1994), Murray (1997), and Parham (1993) 
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to assert a greater need for counseling within the specific subculture of athletics: “approximately 10% to 
15% of college student-athletes experience psychological issues that could warrant professional 
counseling” (Watson, 2007, p.153). Thus, while a range of factors influence student persistence, being a 
student-athlete can simultaneously create community and investment in a college while also producing a 
range of serious stressors. Hyatt reminds us in the face of such complexities to pay attention to context. In 
order “to be effective, programming and intervention strategies must be founded on a basic understanding 
of the characteristics of the institution as well as the characteristics of the student or subgroups of 
students” (2003, p. 260).  

Such comprehensive analysis requires being attentive to the corpus of work presented by scholars 
such as Tinto (1993), Astin (1999), and Sedlacek (1987) by fleshing out the cognitive, the non-cognitive 
motivational influences, and the environmental factors that impact persistence. Including internal and 
external factors to move beyond addressing only the limited intellectual (cognitive) needs of student-
athletes can generate a more holistic approach that seeks to understand the student-athlete as a “total 
person” by adopting a wellness approach that concerns itself with the intellectual and emotional 
development, the physical and psychological needs, and the material and emotional realities associated 
with the entire student experience (Danish & Hale, 1981; Ferrante, Etzel, & Lantz, 1996; Whalen et. al, 
2007; Watson & Kissinger, 2007). 

Fayette is a Division 3 school that is shielded from some of the stressors of college athletics 
because it offers no scholarships, charges no fees for attendance at games, and banks no monies for 
making it to division playoffs. However, the academic preparation of incoming students, the financial 
profile of the region and the average student, and the racial demographics impacting the campus create a 
particular need for a broad range of services in order to develop a holistic approach capable of better 
supporting student athletes.  
 
 

Methodology: A Model to Support the Success of Student Athletes 
 

To facilitate the persistence of student athletes and improve campus retention, the project focused 
on three primary methods of support: academic, emotional, and social as outlined in Tables 1, 2, and 3.  

 
Table 1: Academic support for athletes 

Supplemental Support Reports on Progress Advising and Additional Support 
 Students required to attend 

supplemental support sessions in 
the Learning Center for 2 hours per 
week (pilot semester: all students 
at or below a 2.5 GPA from prior 
semester; second semester and 
beyond: all students at or below 2.5 
GPA from prior semester and all 
newly admitted first-year and 
transfer students) 

 Welcome meeting for athletes in 
the supplemental support program 
& meeting signups occur on the 
first day of the fall and spring 
semesters. At this meeting, 
students sign their contacts 
agreeing to the terms of the 
program. 

 The Student Success Center 
provides weekly reports at the 
beginning of each week on the 
previous week's attendance at the 
supplemental support sessions 

 Systems of tracking and reporting 
performance in classes and 
supplemental support generated 
that involve communication 
between SAGE Team, athletes, 
faculty, Athletic Director and 
coaches 

 Faculty complete regular academic 
progress reports on each athlete 
enrolled in their courses to supply 
feedback about attendance, in-class 
behavior, and success with course 
assessment tools 

 The SAGE team members, Student 
Success Center staff, and coaches 
check in with the students after 
receiving progress reports to 
provide kudos or encourage 
improvement in class attendance 
and performance 

 Each sport assigned an academic 
liaison to oversee academic 
progress of athletes in that sport 
and to assist students to navigate 
the relationship between athletics 
and academics  

 Advising sessions for athletes 
established in order to discuss 
academic progress as well as 
course scheduling  

 All freshman athletes encouraged 
to take the section of first-year 
seminar specifically for the athlete 
cohort, where they can discuss 
athlete-specific information and 
common challenges throughout 
their first semester of college 
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Table 2: Emotional support for athletes 
Assessment & Service 
Recommendations 

Safe Zones  Peer Support 

 Intake interviews for all athletes 
required to participate in 
supplemental support 

 Assessments included academic, 
emotional, and psychological 
components 

 Students filtered to services based 
on assessments as well as follow-
up assessments with other team 
members in order to create more 
comprehensive information about 
each athlete  

 

 Den Parents established to 
provide safe zones for students 
seeking information from people 
other than faculty and coaches; 
parents selected based on previous 
students identifying them as 
reliable, non-judgmental, 
welcoming resources who could 
talk about a range of issues 
honestly 

 

 Team captains leveraged to 
encourage peers and participation 

 

 
Table 3: Social support for athletes 

Publicity Efforts Support and Celebrations 
 All athletes asked to participate in public relations 

sessions that included interviews and photos for website 
and Athletic Center PR 

 Photos displayed, by athletic season, in the halls of the 
campus Community Center & Athletic venues, 
including “Fathead”/life-size images in dining area 

 Athletic website showcased “Student Athlete of the 
Week”  

 Local schools invited for pizza parties that took place 
before game 

 Senior night celebrations built into festivities of last 
home games for some sports 

 Den Parents (3) and SAGE members (10) attend games 
to support athletes 

 SAGE team members meet with each team at the 
beginning of their main season semester to introduce 
themselves, inform how they can help, show enthusiasm 
for the athletes, and discuss the various components of 
the SAGE program. At these meetings, athletes receive 
their letters for faculty with their schedules and sign a 
code of conduct.  

 Retention is a campus priority message shared with 
encouragement for everyone to attend at least one game 
per year 

 

 
To support students academically, emotionally, and socially, the comprehensive support model 

brings together the Director of Athletics, Advising Manager, and Learning Center Coordinator, various 
liaisons to each sport, Den Parents, faculty, and the coaches in order to generate a more holistic discussion 
of each athlete and their experiences on campus. While some were drafted for the SAGE team given their 
administrative roles (such as their oversight over tutoring and athletic services), all others were asked to 
participate given their particular skill sets, previously demonstrated commitment to student success, and 
history of being “go to” employees for former student athletes. The expertise of participants cuts across 
campus divisions to include academic affairs, finance, career preparation, and counseling, and two team 
members are particularly well known on campus for their training in social work and for being champions 
of diversity invested in openly addressing issues of social justice and facilitating structural changes to 
generate equity. 

 In addition to gathering a team of employees dedicated to and capable of communicating across 
areas to create a more holistic approach to understanding and supporting students, the comprehensive 
model also makes more overt the responsibilities of athletes to commit to their academic success. While 
the SAGE team asks faculty to report data associated with student attendance, behaviors, and 
performance, the athletes themselves are expected to participate in assessment/intake interviews, to 
identify areas of potential intervention and development, to communicate more professionally with 
faculty about travel requirements and coursework, and to participate in various forms of support each 
week, whether that be tutoring, first-year seminar activities, counseling, or additional studying based on 
the identification of needs in which they took part.  
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Accountability is built into the system in three primary ways: faculty are expected to report 
information about students, and participation can be included in their annual review process; athletes are 
allocated “strikes” for lack of participation, which threatens their ability to compete in games; and 
coaches are expected to encourage participation and uphold penalties by limiting the play of athletes not 
meeting their responsibilities as a member of the SAGE program. To this end, an accumulation of strikes 
results in “time outs”—games in which the students are not allowed to participate. After earning three 
strikes, an athlete will sit out the next game. To encourage students to academic progress as ongoing 
rather than a discrete concern limited to a semester or even a single academic year, strikes carry over to 
the next semester and are enforced in the next season of play. To motivate and award academically 
successful student athletes participating in SAGE, however, strikes are eliminated at the end of a semester 
based on final course grades: final grades of A will eliminate two strikes for an athlete, and grades of B 
will remove one strike.  
 
 
Results & Discussion 
 

SAGE was implemented in Spring 2015 and included 43% of the campus’ athletes. This 
percentage represented a total of 28 of the athletes who had fallen below the threshold of a 2.5 Grade 
Point Average (GPA) for the previous semester. Of these 28, nearly 50% were ineligible for official 
competition. During the first semester of SAGE, the athletes logged over 291 tutoring/study hours at the 
Learning Center to improve their academic performance, and 100% of faculty asked to track student 
performance did so by sharing information with the liaisons. At the end of the Spring 2015 semester, the 
average GPA of all SAGE participants increased from 1.95 to 2.38; the average GPA of SAGE 
participants who were ineligible for competition increased from 1.38 to 2.12. Consequently, all 28 
athletes improved their academic standing, many becoming eligible again. During the pilot semester, 47% 
of these SAGE participants were ineligible; the following semester, 12% had re-gained eligibility.  

Over successive semesters, as the charts below illustrate, the original 28 participants continued to 
progress academically by improving their semester and cumulative GPAs (CGPA). As the snapshot in 
Figure 1 illustrates, the average GPA of athletes in SAGE who were ineligible for competition has risen 
by nearly 60%, averaging 1.38 prior to the pilot semester and 2.20 at the end of the third semester. 
 

Figure 1: GPAs on the rise: Snapshot for the original group of SAGE’s ineligible athletes 
 

From the Spring 2015 pilot semester through subsequent semesters, athletes who earned a GPA 
of 2.5 or below in their prior semester partook in the supplemental academic support component of SAGE 
where they engaged in two hours of tutoring/study hours per week. As illustrated in Figure 2 below, the 
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average GPA of students who participated in this component—both those who were eligible and 
ineligible to compete—has also increased.  
 

Figure 2: Average GPA for athletes in supplemental academic support component 
 

When broken down by specific sports, perhaps the most striking improvement is associated with 
women’s softball, as the average GPA increased from below to above a 2.0 average, which has had a 
dramatic improvement on eligibility. As illustrated in Figure 3, however, less success has been 
experienced with wrestling, as the average GPA for the team remains below a 2.0.  

 

 
 
Figure 3: Average GPA for athletes in supplemental academic support component broken down by sport 

 
Of the SAGE athletes who were also ineligible to compete when the program began, many have 

increased their GPAs and regained eligibility, as shown in Table 4.  
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Table 4: Longitudinal academic improvement for original ineligible athletes in SAGE 
Semester Rate of Ineligibility for SAGE 

participants 
Ineligible Athletes 

  Average GPA Average CGPA 
Fall 14—pre SAGE  1.38 1.32 

Spring 15--pilot 47 2.12 1.73 
Fall 15 35 2.15 2.00 

Spring 16 11 2.20 2.11 

 
Given the improvements in the average GPAs and ability of some SAGE participants to regain 

their eligibility, it is not surprising that overall rates of athletic ineligibility have decreased and overall 
eligibility increased. But in addition to being its role as an intervention tool that can be used with athletes 
who have already dropped below academic standards, SAGE may be an important preventative tool when 
used with incoming student-athletes.  

Historically, there has been a dramatic mid-year academic crisis in academic ineligibility (see 
Table 5). With the exception of one semester during which there was a one percent decline, the transition 
from Fall to Spring tended to result in greater numbers of ineligible athletes. After the launch of SAGE, 
however, the Fall to Spring ineligibility dropped by nearly nine percent.  

 
 
Table 5: Fall to spring ineligibility 

Fall 12 6% 
Spring 13 15% 

Fall 13 19% 
Spring 14 18% 

Fall 14 15% 
Spring 15—PILOT  21% 

Fall 15 13% 
Spring 16 4% 

  
While SAGE has had positive results to date, it has also revealed things about campus processes 

and data collection that require improvement. If the Director of Athletics responsible for pulling data, 
assessing and then reporting eligibility is also evaluated on their win/loss records and on the ability to 
field teams, for example, that conflict of interest could influence the process. Thus, it is important to have 
data collected and assessed via a transparent, reliable, repeatable process.  

Moreover, as data is only as good as the information from which it is culled, team rosters (which 
are the basis for pulling eligibility reports) must be consistently updated by coaches as well as other 
representatives of the athletics division; otherwise, the overall data pool is tainted as it will include people 
who have dropped their sports, graduated, or even been academically dismissed from the institution. Early 
data associated with this pilot was similarly tainted, as the reports included those identifying ineligible 
students also who had graduated and those who had transferred to other campuses to pursue their majors. 
While the United States Collegiate Athletic Association oversees campus athletics, any data is dependent 
upon the campus being able to accurately identify student athletes who enroll, transfer, or graduate for a 
given semester as well as those who join or are removed from a team roster mid-semester. Therefore, a lot 
of fluctuation occurs throughout each semester. 
 
 
Conclusion  
 

Given the initial results of the SAGE program, a couple of other campuses are poised to replicate 
it while at least one has abandoned such plans, reporting problems with the cross-area collaboration as 
well as resistance from tutoring centers fearful of the increased demand on services. Issues with 
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collaboration are certainly a material reality, as are the financial and time needs associated with increased 
tutoring and other support initiatives. But as a small campus committed to seeing its size as a strength, 
Fayette plans to enhance and assess its program, deepening its foothold in campus life while also 
spreading responsibility for its components a bit more broadly.  

This year, the SAGE team will assess the challenges facing students who have remained in the 
supplemental support program since the pilot semester in order to help them progress and identify how 
the program may be overlooking their needs. To bolster academic support, the athletes will be assigned 
secondary academic advisers who have been specifically trained to help athletes to understand their 
eligibility requirements and their class scheduling needs so that they take advantage of the priority 
registration process. Additional midterm support will occur by supplementing the university progress 
reports with individual discussions with the athletes required to participate in tutoring/study hours in the 
Learning Center about the content of their midterm reports that will include the development of success 
plans for the remainder of the semester. Within the athletic department, the team captains will participate 
in leadership training to assist them with mentoring teammates. Regarding social and emotional support, 
the Den Parents model will be extended to increase the number of staff committed to attending 
competitions for each sport, and support for students adjusting to the region’s particular ideological, 
racial, and economic demographics will be improved by providing additional food services, expanding 
diversity advocates, and conducting educational activities within athletics.  

With the challenges that Penn State Fayette has encountered due to low campus enrollment and 
demographics of the county, the overall results show that Penn State Fayette really was “sage” in 
developing this program to support student athletes. Nevertheless, each component of the program—
academic, emotional, and social—benefits from enhancement and continued assessment during the 2016-
2017 academic year to ensure that SAGE continues to successfully support and retain student athletes. 
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Posters 
(Abstracts Only)

A Bridge Program and Living Learning Community That 
Works 

Willie McKether, The University of Toledo 
Anthony Quinn, The University of Toledo 

Kaye Patten, The University of Toledo 
Amanda Bryant-Friedrich, The University of Toledo 

Barbara Schneider, The University of Toledo 

Abstract: African American and Latino students had the lowest semester-to-semester retention rate of 
all student populations over a ten-year period at The University of Toledo. In 2015, Associate Deans 
from two colleges collaborated with the Division of Student Affairs to create a summer bridge program 
for students already admitted into the university, but from a demographic historically considered at risk 
in terms of retention, academic achievement, and graduation rates. Twenty-five students voluntarily 
agreed to participate in the program where they received a scholarship, enrolled in eight credit hours of 
coursework taken in an intense six week summer session coupled with programming and tutoring. The 
students also agreed to participate in a Living Learning Community for fall 2015. All 25 students who 
began the summer bridge program completed it with a summer average gpa of 3.2. Additionally, 24 of 
the 25 students enrolled completed the fall semester with an overall 2.8 gpa. These students are now 
leaders on campus and many receive additional support through Brothers on the Rise and Talented 
Aspiring Women Leaders mentoring programs. Institutional Research show a significant positive 
relationship between students' participation in the summer bridge program and retention status compared 
to students in the general population. 
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A Socio-Ecological Model Approach for Student Success in a 
Graduate Nursing Program 

 
Kimberly Hayman, University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences 

Alexa Bessette, University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences 
Larronda Rainey, University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences 

Keneshia Bryant-Moore, University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences 
 

Abstract: Arkansas has an urgent need to increase the number of advanced practice registered nurses 
(APRN) to care for the underserved. Arkansans carry a disproportionate burden of suffering and disease, 
ranking 48th in national state health rankings. Rates are significantly higher in rural, underserved 
counties in the Arkansas Delta, where large numbers of racial/ethnic minorities live below the poverty 
level. Care of the state’s disadvantage populations is made more difficult by a shortage of APRN’s, 
particularly those who represent these same populations. Though there has been an increase in the 
number of underrepresented groups pursuing advanced degrees in nursing, retention has been 
problematic. Arkansas’ colleges and universities strive to retain these students to graduation. The 
Growing Our Own in the Delta (GOOD) Scholars Program uses the socio-ecological model (SEM) to 
decrease attrition and increase the graduation rates of underrepresented nursing students. This theory-
based framework addresses factors that impact diversity and the challenges associated with sociocultural 
and environmental influences in meeting educational needs. Program goals are addressed at the 
individual, interpersonal, organizational, community, and public policy levels and include tutoring, 
standardized test preparation, a support network, mentoring, professional development, leadership 
development, and non-academic stress support. 
 
 

An Academic Coaching Model for First-Year Student Success 
 

Andrew P. Miller, Concordia University Wisconsin 
 

Abstract: This case study in student support examines one private, Christian university and their efforts 
to remedy risk factors of student attrition by developing a weekly academic coaching model in 
conjunction with a first-year seminar course. The evaluation reflects the University’s intent to develop 
students holistically by measuring both cognitive and non-cognitive factors of student success. In the 
inaugural semester of implementation, one generally characterized as a ‘trial run’ and wrought with 
missteps and learning opportunities, the preliminary results demonstrate a stark contrast in academic 
engagement and academic performance between those engaged in the program and those who were not 
engaged. Furthermore, the development of confidence, self-efficacy, and other non-cognitive factors 
supports the findings of prior research on the effects of academic coaching on non-cognitive 
development. Although early in the implementation, lessons from this program can be extrapolated for 
integration at institutions reflecting similar university and student characteristics. 
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Assessing What Matters: Shifting Learning Center Assessment 
Focus From Program to Student 

 
Bryanna Nelson, University of South Carolina 
Eric Moschella, University of South Carolina 

Steve Barth, University of South Carolina 
 

Abstract: In creating retention and persistence based initiatives, it is common practice to use 
transactional data as measures of program success. Current financial realities require justification of cost 
effectiveness to the extent that student learning outcomes can become secondary considerations. 
Transactional elements are relatively easy to measure and use as evidence of progress and success, yet 
provide little evidence of student learning. The commonly used correlation between transaction and 
retention is strengthened by the use of measurements of student learning. Utilization of standards of 
practice assist in the development of student focused learning outcomes and measurements that can 
clarify the relationship between interaction, student learning, and persistence outcomes. The University 
of South Carolina Student Success Center (SSC) utilized a modified CAS Self-Study process to create a 
new strategic plan centered around student learning and development outcomes. This presentation offers 
details of the reflective process employed by the SSC, the resulting assessment model, and the student 
focused learning outcomes developed. Specifics of the reflective self-study process are outlined and the 
transition from program focused to student focused assessment is illustrated by comparison of past and 
present annual reports. 
 
 

Career and Technical Education Student Retention:  
A Holistic Approach 

 
Diana Johnson, St. Louis Community College 
Carla Jordan, St. Louis Community College 

Valerie Turner, St. Louis Community College 
Ryan Klotz, St. Louis Community College 
Trish Meyer, St. Louis Community College 

 
Abstract: Increasing student retention is a universal goal across all levels of postsecondary education. 
Student retention at community colleges can be particularly problematic, given the broad array of 
educational goals and characteristics of enrolling populations. At St. Louis Community College, The 
Career and Technical Education (CTE) Retention Specialists utilize a holistic approach to student 
retention by providing to students a host of academic and non-academic supports, including positive 
learner and campus expectations, institutional guidelines, as well as access to internal and community 
resources. Most recently, this support has taken form of a collaboration between the CTE Retention 
Specialists and the college's Department of Institutional Research and Planning. This project, known as 
the Predictive Model Retention Plan, was implemented during the fall 2015 term with the aim of 
increasing retention among a specific but substantial segment of the student body: CTE students beyond 
their first year in college. This project has provided positive results to date. Specifically, the 
implementation of the program's predictive model, dashboard, and early intervention strategy has made 
significant positive impacts for the term-to-term retention of CTE students contacted through the 
program and contributed to the highest fall-to-spring retention rate in STLCC CTE populations since 
2009. 
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Developing Support Groups to Enhance Graduate Student 
Retention and Success 

 
Chun-Fang Kuo, Central Michigan University 

 
Abstract: A support group for graduate students provides continuous care and support for incoming 
graduate students to help them quickly adjust to the new academic environment. The support group will 
help students immediately get support from their peers and the universities. Using the support group will 
help students meet the academic demands sooner, and complete their degrees on time. This presentation 
addresses the adjustment and mental health concerns of graduate students, what impedes their 
completion, the process of forming a support group, the rationale and the format of the support group. 
Participants will learn the special needs of the graduate students and how to develop a support group for 
these students. The presenter will highlght three types of graduate student support groups-dissertation 
support group, graduate student support group, and international student support group. Other learning 
community focused support groups held by the programs, departments, and schools and colleges, as well 
as strategies to keep these students enrolled, will also be discussed. 
 
 

Examining Initiatives for Student Success and Retention: An 
Initial Review of the Academic Early Alert System in 

Community Colleges 
 

Christine M. Collins, SOWELA Technical Community College 
Dianne F. Olivier, University of Louisiana at Lafayette 

 
Abstract: Researchers (Rath, Rock, & Laferriere, 2013) have identified major factors for student non-
completion of post-secondary degrees. These factors are more significant in community and technical 
colleges due to open enrollment admission guidelines and lack of academic preparation in high school. 
Over the last ten years, colleges and universities have worked to incorporate student success initiatives 
to aid in retaining this at-risk student population. Yet, results indicate that many students enrolling in 
post-secondary degree programs are at-risk of not completing in the timeframe outlined by the institution 
(A Matter of Degrees-Promising Practices for Community College Student Success, 2012). To address 
these findings, many 2- and 4-year higher education institutions are incorporating student success 
initiatives to assist in their efforts to retain students. Academic early alert has emerged as a student 
success initiative to address success and retention through early identification of students in academic 
difficulty. While this initiative has gained popularity, thus far, there is little research regarding the 
success of this program within the community college structure. This presentation explores student 
success and retention initiatives with emphasis on academic early alert as a viable option. 
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FLASHperks Rewards Program 

Kristan Dolan, Kent State University 
Katie Goldring, Kent State University 

Abstract: FLASHperks is a rewards program for students, which offers prizes for getting involved and 
attending on-campus activities. The program was originally developed to encourage attendance at 
athletic events, but quickly evolved into a university-wide initiative to enhance overall involvement and 
increase retention. Research supports the idea that the more active a student is with on-campus activities, 
the more likely they are to stay, graduate and be successful. There was a need to enhance involvement 
and FLASHperks provided another touch point with the students and way to evaluate the positive impact 
involvement has on a student’s college experience. Whether it is a workshop, First-Year Experience 
course or supplemental instruction (tutoring), Kent State University is committed to making the events 
in the FLASHperks program support the well-rounded college life experience. Just over 40% of the 
events which have FLASHperks are academic in nature and approximately 20% are informative and 
create awareness. The remaining 40% of the events are social. 

Increasing Retention in the College of Arts & Sciences at  
Texas Tech University 

Stefanie Borst, Texas Tech University 
Kumudu Witanapatirana, Texas Tech University 

Audra Day, Texas Tech University 

Abstract: In fall 2015, the College of Arts & Sciences (CAS) at Texas Tech University implemented a 
student success initiative in the Dean’s Office, as well as in the department of Mathematics. The goal of 
this initiative was to increase retention and six-year graduation rates within CAS. Beginning in fall 2015 
the initiative focused on two groups of students: students coming back from suspension and students in 
high-enrollment, high-DFW core courses (Math courses with high percentage of grades of D, F or 
withdrawal). The initial analyses are positive: we have seen a 7.1% increase over 2014 in students 
persisting for an additional semester after their return from first suspension. For spring 2016, the CAS 
student success advisors have added a second cohort of first year probation students, for which data will 
be available in May 2016. 

537

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



Is Student Success Work Gendered Work? A Study of Gender 
Representation in Applied Student Success Research 

 
Daniel Duerr, Saint Leo University 

William Hamilton, Saint Leo University 
Johanna Lane, Saint Leo University 
Amelia Evans, Saint Leo University 

 
Abstract: Despite the fact that colleges enroll more women than men, women are still underrepresented 
as college presidents and senior-level administrators. Historically, women have been expected to provide 
more emotional labor in organizations, and have been disproportionately represented in positions 
associated with care work and relational service (Hochschild, 1979; Acker, 1990). The Office of 
Institutional Effectiveness conducted an exploratory study that examines how gender expectations might 
be reflected in applied student success efforts in higher education. Two research questions are addressed: 
What is the gender and administrative position of authors that have articles published in the Proceedings 
of the National Symposium on Student Retention; and Are men and women publishing research using 
the same research methods? That is, are men and women equally likely to publish quantitative and 
qualitative articles? Initial findings show that women are equally represented in the proceedings, but that 
men are more likely to be the lead author of quantitative articles. Women were more likely to publish 
articles that dealt with the retention of special populations. There is some evidence that women are 
overrepresented in the areas that involve care work, while men are overrepresented in the more 
quantitative areas. 
 
 

Predicting Six-Year Graduation Probability of First-Time 
Freshmen Students 

 
Khoi To, Virginia Commonwealth University 

 
Abstract: Although six-year graduation rates at Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU) have been 
on an upward trend in recent years, there is still much room for improvement. This study uses traditional 
statistical method (logistic regression) and data mining techniques (decision trees and neural networks) 
to investigate which predictor variables are positively or negatively associated with six-year graduation 
rates of first-time freshmen, and how their graduation probability can be predicted. Predictors are 
grouped into two broad categories: pre-college (race/ethnicity, gender, residency, IB/AP credits, college 
choice, parents’ education, SAT/ACT scores, and high school GPA) and college (STEM/non-STEM 
majors, attempted credit hours, earned credit hours, cumulative GPA, current academic standing, 
numbers of D/F/W grades received, family income and financial need met, full-time/part-time status, 
and meetings with academic advisors). The target variable is a student’s six-year graduation (Yes/No). 
Findings of the study have significant meaning to various stakeholders, especially VCU administrators 
and academic advisors, in identifying at-risk students and designing an action plan to provide them with 
needed assistance. The study can also be expanded and updated on a regular basis at different academic 
unit levels (university, college, and department) to track students’ progress more closely so that 
assistance can be provided in a timely manner. 
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Supporting the Transition: High-Impact Practices Making a 
Difference for At-Risk Exploratory Students 

Denise Yarwood, Shippensburg University of Pennsylvania 
Chad Bennett, Shippensburg University of Pennsylvania 

Sabrina Marschall, Shippensburg University of Pennsylvania 

Abstract: In fall 2015, the unanticipated regular admission of First-Time in College exploratory 
students, with SATV scores in the 300-400 range, presented the opportunity for a spontaneous pilot to 
study the impact of a First-Year Seminar and Learning Communities on participating regularly-admitted 
exploratory students. Prior to summer 2015 New Student Orientation, “Early Success” students, 
identified as having SATV < 425 were preregistered as cohorts in an Introduction to Higher Education 
First-Year Experience course and four General Education courses, thus forming Learning Communities. 
Results from the pilot, which utilized no additional institutional resources, strongly indicated that this 
high-impact practices initiative increased the likelihood of the success and retention of identified at-risk 
exploratory students. At the end of the fall semester, none of the students (N=61) was academically 
dismissed and data comparison between the Early Success cohort and other new student populations 
across campus showed the at-risk students in the pilot outperformed other groups in both persistence and 
mean semester GPA. Following these encouraging results, an expansion of the high-impact practices 
initiative in fall 2016 will provide support for 220 incoming at-risk exploratory students, which has the 
potential to significantly increase first-to second-year student success and persistence. 

The Finish Line Project: Men of Color Peer Coaching Program 

Rhyan Green, The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
Candice Powell, The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
James M. Ellis, The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 

Cynthia Demetriou, The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
Abigail T. Panter, The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 

Abstract: In 2014, The University of Carolina at Chapel Hill’s Office of Undergraduate Education in 
the College of Arts and Sciences received $3 million from the U.S. Department of Education to fund The 
Finish Line Project, a program for first-generation college students (FGCS)—as well as rural, transfer, 
and historically under-served students—that includes curricular innovations, outreach and support, and 
pathways for timely and affordable degree completion. Among the Project’s key strategies are supports 
designed to encourage the retention and timely graduation of minority male students at the University. 
At UNC-CH, FGCS who are also minority males are among the least likely to graduate. In spring 2016, 
a small group of underrepresented minority males convened for a six-week peer coaching series with 
funding from The Finish Line Project. The goals of the program were to increase students’ network of 
peers, to connect students with faculty and staff who can support their success, to engage students in 
academic peer coaching and goal setting practices, and to increase students’ knowledge of and use of 
resources available to support their success. This poster provides information on the rationale for the 
program, the program’s structure and activities, outcomes, and next steps for the program including an 
exploratory research study. 
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The TRIO Effect:  
How Student Services Shape Reasoned Action 

 
Davida Curtis, Fort Valley State University 

LaToya Stackhouse-Marshall, Fort Valley State University 
 

Abstract: The Trio Student Support Services program has been in existence on the campus of Fort 
Valley State University since the 2010-2011 academic year. The program seeks to assist those students 
who are identified as first-generation, low-income, or have a documented disability, and serves 140 
students annually. In order to be a participant in the program, support staff must identify an academic 
need and provide services tailored to that need based on the individual student. Participation in the 
program is voluntary and students make continual efforts to participate in order to reap services and 
benefits provided by the program. Although these students come from disadvantaged backgrounds in 
comparison to their continuing-education counterparts, they tend to perform academically and persist at 
higher rates than the general enrollment population of the institution. The theory of reasoned action 
implies that individuals make decisions based on personal and social interests and attitudes. This poster 
seeks to examine this theory as it relates to the decisions made by students to participate in programming 
aimed to lend additional academic support. It seeks to further implicate ways to further increase student 
participation in similar academic support programming. 
 
 

Unearthing Networks of Influence in Student Success Research: 
A Citation Analysis of Research Published in the Journal of 

College Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice 
 

Daniel Duerr, Saint Leo University 
Cheryl Hemphill, Saint Leo University 

Taylor Cox, Saint Leo University 
William Hamilton, Saint Leo University 

 
Abstract: Student success as an area of applied research has undergone significant changes over the past 
decade. For higher education institutions, efforts have gravitated towards student retention and 
completion. Much of this work has, undoubtedly, been guided by extant studies, and some scholars have 
been more influential than others. However, very little research has been conducted to examine which 
scholars have been most influential. Moreover, we know even less about how this influence has changed 
over the past decade. To address this dearth of research, a citation analysis was conducted of more than 
100 articles published in The Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice—a 
scholarly, refereed journal devoted exclusively to college student retention. The poster presentation will 
summarize the key findings of this bibliometric study. 
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Using Student Data Within the Rhythm of the Academic Year 
 

Phyllis Brooks Collins, Delaware State University 
 

Abstract: As the landscape of higher education evolves to include the use of technology and data 
systems, the need for institutions to be cognizant of the needs of the first-year students is critical. It is 
important to understand how student data and technology play a major role in first-year students’ 
academic and psychological development. As a guide for discussion and context, this session will use 
“The Rhythm of the Academic Year” (Austin and Sousa, 1991; Chickering and Reisser, 1993) to 
highlight and demonstrate the use of a data-driven technology solution to proactively facilitate the 
identification and segmentation of students’ issues. 
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Pre-Conference Workshops 
(Abstracts Only)

Completion: Retention Initiatives at Later Stages of the Student 
Lifecycle 

Rory McElwee, Rowan University 
Sean Hendricks, Rowan University 

Abstract: Participants in this workshop will explore support programs at later stages of the student 
lifecycle to facilitate retention, progression, and graduation. In the context of the national completion 
agenda, this workshop addresses special populations and distinct challenges for students closer to degree 
completion (in the second half of the degree program). A “Completion Toolbox” containing a data-driven 
suite of programs, policies, and practices to support later-stage retention and completion will be 
presented. Programs to support a successful transfer process, to welcome back students returning after a 
stop-out or who are veterans or active military, or to assist students to transition to a degree-completion 
program instead of a traditional major will be highlighted. Participants will engage with one another by 
sharing their own successful campus initiatives, planning for a future one, and exploring scenarios 
illustrating this topic. Strategies for campus culture change to support later-stage initiatives will also be 
discussed. 

Learning Objectives 
 Learn about the national college completion agenda
 Examine the need for intentional retention and transition programs at later stages of the student

lifecycle
 Understand obstacles to progress and retention that occur later in the student lifecycle and methods

to proactively reduce their risk or provide intervention if they do occur
 Examine models to support students returning to college after a stop-out (including outreach to

invite them to return)
 Examine models and structures to support students through the transfer process
 Examine support structures and programs for students who are active military/veterans
 Learn about identifying and advising students who are not progressing in a degree program
 Learn about research regarding academic advising and early intervention to lower risk of later

problems
 Learn about successful strategies at participants’ institutions and design a new one
 Review strategies for campus-wide culture change to support students at later stages of the student

lifecycle
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Promoting Student Success Through Comprehensive 
Centralized Intervention Strategies: Academic Coaching, Early 

Alert, and Academic Probation Practices 

Angela Williams, University of Maryland Eastern Shore 
 

Abstract: Is your institution overwhelmed with a myriad of intervention programs and services that all 
aim toward addressing student success? Finding what works is all ways challenging without 
compromising the use of research-based practices, data analytics, and quality of service to the 
implementation of intervention strategies. At the University of Maryland Eastern Shore, the Center for 
Access and Academic Success, with limited resources and manpower, is tailoring current initiatives that 
identify the core root of student concerns particularly for first- and second- year students and special 
populations. This workshop presents data-driven methodologies, assessment, and evaluation of targeted 
intervention strategies that can be used to improve retention, persistence, and graduation of at-risk 
students. Although these approaches have broad application to academic student support services, this 
presentation focuses on the use and practicality of such strategies pertinent to academic coaching, early 
alert, and academic probation programs. 
 
Learning Objectives 

 Participants will understand and develop program components tailored for at-risk students 
 Participants will devise plans on how to align existing strengths and resources to achieve program 

objectives 
 Participants will identify collaborative partnerships as part of a sustainable campus-wide initiative 
 Participants will prepare at least two learning outcomes associated with an intervention initiative 

on their campus 
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Redesigning Developmental Education to Promote Retention 
and Long Term Success 

Linda Refsland, William Paterson University 

Abstract: Longstanding research demonstrates the negative impact of high remediation rates on 
collegiate retention and success and its differential impact on first generation and other high need 
populations. In addition, many of the standbys of developmental education—single placement exams, 
semester-based courses and limited integration of strategy instruction—are no longer considered 
acceptable to state legislatures, students, or university boards. Early and accelerated programming has 
become a new goal for developmental programs and redesign is the word of the day. This workshop is 
designed to guide participants through a process of self-evaluation and to provide both structure and 
research base to consider a re-design for their campus. Best practice and outcomes research will be used 
to highlight effective options and methodologies. Areas of focus will be: shifting from placement to 
effective assessment of skills; using outcomes research to identify the best program structure for a given 
campus, key pedagogy best practices, using data management and longitudinal study to improve 
developmental programs and integrating transition to college strategies into developmental education. 
Through this workshop participants will think through the best fit for their campus and then create an 
action plan with specific steps and information that will lead to implementation. 

Learning Objectives 
 Participants will have an understanding of recent best-practice research around assessment,

computer-based instruction, leveled intervention, pedagogy, strategy instruction and mentoring
 Participants will have a process for identifying the strengths and weaknesses of their current

developmental practice and begin that process of self-evaluation
 Participants will review assessment options and identify a more effective placement mechanism

that emphasizes assessment standards over single test placement methods
 Participants will gain an understanding of instructional and structural options for programs (i.e.

early intervention, co-requisite, computer-based, mixed methods, etc.)
 Participants will use that understanding to begin identifying preferred and practical methods for

their campus
 Participants will engage in collaboration and brainstorming to identify new methodologies,

campus-specific needs, and possible solutions
 Participants will gain an understanding of data management, the benefits of longitudinal study

and how to use data to support redesign efforts
 By the end of the program participants will create an action plan that identifies specific next steps

and goals for implementation
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Retention Conversation is “Tailor-Made” Conversation 

Joseph Umidi, Regent University 
Kyle Graham, Regent University 

Abstract: The Retention Conversation Seminar (RCS) is an experience that will change the way staff, 
administrators, faculty, and student leaders relate to online and on campus students. You will learn 
foundational connection skills that will empower you to deepen your relationships through 
conversations. The end result is that student retention is increased because students sense they are 
“known”, “needed”, “belong”, and “contribute”. In essence they matter to their peers and their school. 
In this workshop you will be introduced to powerful skills life coaches use to create breakthrough 
conversations. This workshop provides interactive training that will move your relationships forward. 
You will learn how to understand the deeper meaning behind words, listen more effectively and ask 
powerful questions. 

Learning Objectives 
 Listening for what really matters
 Asking powerful questions bringing insight
 Minimizing disconnect in student/staff interaction
 Creating a culture of honor & respect
 Empowering others towards retention

Retention for Rookies 

Stephanie Miller, Ruffalo Noel Levitz 

Abstract: You have just been named the retention leader on your campus, now what? This very engaging 
session is back by popular demand and will enable participants to return to their institutions and mobilize 
their teams to coordinate an effective student success planning effort. Focus will be given to collection 
of the right data and development of realistic goals strategies, and action plans to improve retention and 
completion outcomes. 

Learning Objectives 
 Participants will develop a relevant definition for retention
 Participants will develop an understanding of a Student Success Relationship Management

Model™ and begin to establish an application to their home campuses
 Participants will develop an understanding of the principles for retention planning
 Participants’ interests will provide for special topics discussion
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Strategies for a Continuum of Retention and Student Success 

Programs Beyond the First-Year Experience 
Johnna Coleman-Yates, Tidewater Community College 

Abstract: Although community college retention and student success strategies offer components of 
empirically documented retention-related strategies, there is a need to connect, adapt, develop, and 
advance programming to address the academic and student support needs from the first year to transfer 
and/or certification/degree completion. The workshop explores the Tidewater Community College 
Chesapeake Campus Office for Retention and Student Success and the implementation of targeted 
intervention programs and activities to improve student persistence, student engagement, academic, and 
personal success beyond the first year. While the Office for Retention and Student Success offers new 
intervention programs and activities, the programs and activities follow the specific guiding principles. 
Additionally, the intervention programs and activities are aligned with the core institutional areas for 
retention, empirically documented retention-related strategies, and best practices from community 
colleges and universities who have seen dramatic changes in retention, student success, and graduation 
rates. 

Learning Objectives 
 Attendees will explore student development and retention theories and what research suggest

about student persistence
 Attendees will examine the empirically documented retention-related strategies and the core

institutional areas for effective retention and student success programs
 Attendees will learn the best practices and critical components for building successful retention

and student success programs beyond first year student success strategies
 Attendees will identify barriers to student well-being and success at their institution
 Attendees will begin drafting a blue print for a continuum of student success programming using

the guiding principles provided by the facilitator
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Student Success: Gotta Break Through the Walls 

Linda Moran, University of Hartford 
Jeffrey M. Anderson, Saint Leo University 

Abstract: Regulators, administrators, parents, and students have increasing expectations about student 
learning, persistence, and graduation. Schools face increasing scrutiny about employment of recent 
graduates. Despite increasing expectations, resources are not expanding at comparable rates. Many 
student success professionals meet the challenge with bold, creative ideas, but implementation often 
stalls amid the daily press to provide assistance and to answer demands. Meeting increasing expectations 
depends on innovative approaches. In this interactive workshop, professionals will draw upon their 
experiences as they discuss the multiple demands imposed on them and explore coping strategies using 
Bolman and Deal’s four frames (structural, human resource, political, and symbolic); explore ways to 
set boundaries with stakeholders and create shared expectations about what can and cannot be 
accomplished (e.g., additional tutoring won’t fix a course with 45% DFWs); unlock the power of teams 
and initiatives, two key levers for change (ways to increase collaboration among busy professionals); 
analyze three roles, pair of hands, expert, and collaborator, and how assuming these roles can extend 
participants’ influence; lasting improvement requires rethinking ways to use university resources and the 
productive involvement of many. Through this workshop, participants will be better equipped to respond 
to these escalating demands in a tight economy. 

Learning Objectives 
 Identify challenges to setting boundaries and learn strategies and tactics that colleagues have

found to be of value
 Become knowledgeable about leadership tasks that foster collaboration with initiatives, and each

participant will identify specific actions she/he can take when developing, launching,
implementing, and sustaining student success initiatives

 Learn about Bolman and Deal’s four frames (structural, human resource, political, and symbolic)
 Apply Bolman and Deal’s four frames to creating a student success initiative that depends on

collaboration from individuals across the institution
 Develop a list of specific steps that each participant believes will increase her/his effectiveness in

meeting expectations about student success at her/his institution

547

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



Presentations 
(Abstracts Only)

Building Bridges for Student Success: A Valuable Tool 

Gerry McLaughlin, DePaul University 
Rich Howard, University of Minnesota 

Josetta McLaughlin, Roosevelt University 
Charles Donaldson, University of Arkansas-Little Rock 

Jane Zeff, William Paterson University 
Sandra Whalen, University of Oklahoma 

Abstract: At the 2013 National Symposium on Student Retention, CSRDE unveiled Building 
Bridges for Student Success: A Sourcebook for Colleges and Universities. While the initial launch 
of the Sourcebook was printed, it is currently a web-based resource where it can be obtained as 
chapters, parts, or in its entirety for a nominal cost. The Sourcebook is designed to focus on 
activities and programs that build student success and do so by connecting the key groups and 
functions that span the college. It does this through groups of chapters on institutional level 
programs, unique groups, learning assessment, faculty classroom activities, and case studies. This 
panel will look at a brief history of the Sourcebook with its purpose and organization. Presenters 
will discuss the dynamic nature of the Sourcebook which will continue to add chapters that support 
student success and that connect the functions and groups across campuses. They will discuss how 
individuals can have their programs and activities considered for inclusion. The panelists will also 
provide suggestions on how to write a chapter for the Sourcebook and the audience will be asked 
for their comments and suggestions for future developments and opportunities for the Sourcebook. 

CSRDE – Data to Support Student Success 

Sandra Whalen, University of Oklahoma 
Miaomiao Rimmer, University of Oklahoma 

Jane Zeff, William Paterson University 
Edward Sullivan, California State University 

Abstract: The Consortium for Student Retention Data Exchange began in 1994 as a collaboration 
among institutional researchers who were interested in benchmarking student retention and 
graduation. Since then it has grown into a research consortium of about 400 two- and four-year 
institutions. The consortium members benchmark the retention and graduation rates of community 
college students, community college transfers into the four-year institution, baccalaureate degree-
seekers, and STEM majors. We've gone beyond swapping data to also sharing knowledge by 
hosting the annual National Symposium on Student Retention, our monthly webinar series on the 
most current research, and as well as publishing our electronic book, “Building Bridges for Student 
Success: A Sourcebook for Colleges and Universities”. Join us as we demonstrate ways that your 
institution can use the CSRDE data to set benchmarks, inform decisions, and support student 
success. 
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Using Incoming Student Information to Identify Students 
At-Risk of Dropping Out 

Justine Radunzel, ACT, Inc. 
Krista Mattern, ACT, Inc. 
Don Pitchford, ACT, Inc. 

 
Abstract: Research suggests that many factors contribute to students’ likelihood of returning for 
their second year of college. In this study we take a holistic approach to better understand students’ 
chances of being retained by modeling second-year retention rates in relation to multiple student 
characteristics simultaneously. Student-level predictors include academic achievement measures, 
college intentions and preferences, distance from home, and demographic characteristics. Study 
results are based on nearly 635,000 ACT-tested 2014 high school graduates who enrolled in college 
in fall 2014 and were tracked using National Student Clearinghouse data. Study findings point to 
the importance of various cognitive and noncognitive factors in predicting student attrition at both 
two- and four-year institutions. The variation in retention rates across institutions and college 
majors is also discussed. Study findings illustrate how institutions can use incoming student 
information (such as that obtained from the ACT record) to help identify students who are most at-
risk of dropping out, allowing for the opportunity to intervene early with these students. This 
session will end with a discussion about how these research findings can be used to develop tools 
that help institutions identify students on their campuses that are likely to drop out, and the 
implications for retention strategies. This paper has been published in the ACT Working Papers 
Series, and is available at www.act.org/research/students-at-risk. 
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Building Academic Strength Through Resilience 

Cindy Murray Sabrina Marschall 
Learning Specialist and FacultyAcademic Advisor Director, Learning Center and Assistant Professor 

Shippensburg University Shippensburg University 
cdmurray@ship.edu  simarschall@ship.edu

Abstract: At the core of resilience theory modeling is the question: What is resilience? We postulate 
that his question must be followed by two equally compelling considerations: Who is resilient? and 
How do we become resilient? Fortunately, research into those questions continues to grow. The 
current pilot study was performed in an attempt to add to that pool of growing research. Participants 
of this tutorial session will be introduced to the numerous factors that contribute to a resilient 
mindset; learn how resilience can be measured by existing scales; and consider techniques that can 
help build resilience among their students. The presenters will introduce a recent pilot study and 
show how the results are being used to change the way Shippensburg University can support 
resilience-building for their most academically vulnerable students. Attendees will be given a 
comprehensive resource list so that they can consider adopting some of the many strategies that best 
fit their students’ needs. 

Introduction 

Extensive research has been performed in an attempt to elucidate individual character traits that 
correlate with academic success among at-risk college students; historically, much of this research has 
been performed primarily in the field of education (Nettles, Mucherah, & Jones, 2000). As recently as the 
1990’s, the newly developing field of positive psychology became involved in the quantification of 
common traits possessed by positive, emotionally healthy individuals, including students 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Attempts to quantify healthy individuals and positive traits within the positive 
psychology paradigm have since been extensive and varied (Diener, 2000; Fredrickson, 2001; Lucas, 
2007; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Reivich & Shatte, 2002; Seligman, 1998; Tugade & Fredrickson, 
2004).  

Early in the search for traits that lead to a positive mindset, interest was directed toward the role 
of these positive traits in allowing an individual to cope with, and bounce back from, adversity. The 
common name assigned to such positive coping abilities was referred to as resilience. Models of 
resilience have since been numerous and varied. One of the foundational models of resilience was the 
Biopsychospiritual Homeostasis Model, which suggests that individuals maintain a relatively stable set-
point for bouncing back from life’s adversities; and that this steady state balance is maintained by a set of 
positive coping skills that the individual calls upon when adversity is encountered (Richardson, 2002). 
More models of resilience ensued, and crossed several disciplines of research, including: education, 
medicine, business, social services, and the U.S. military (Luthar, Dante, & Bronwyn, 2000; Gillespie, 
Chaboyer & Wallis, 2007; Ungar, 2008; Gartland et al., 2011; Reivich, Seligman & McBride, 2011). One 
important component of nearly all existing resilience models is adversity. In order for an individual to 
have achieved a resilient mindset, they must have encountered a threat to their steady state. This threat to 
an individual’s homeostatic balance is also known, across varied research paradigms, as trauma, risk, 
tension, stressor, catastrophe, or adversity.  

Being resilient, according to most models, suggests that an individual is able to encounter an 
adversity, then use positive skills and attributes to work through the adversity. The result is typically 
implied to be a positive one, which is often called coping or adaptation. It should be noted, however, that 
some models of resilience also postulate the possibility of a negative adaptation (Luthar et al., 2000) or 
negative coping (Ungar, 2008). Let us consider this in light of the following question: What happens 
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when an individual does not cope well, or can’t bounce back from adversity? This implies that they have 
lost (some) quality of life, some deviance from their steady state of well-being. The degree of impact of 
life’s adversities can be significant or barely noticeable. Failure to cope can result in changes in well-
being, ranging from mild to severe. Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, chronic depression, and anxiety 
disorders are perhaps some of the most commonly observed severe results of negative coping to a 
traumatic event. Our research focused on the role of depression as a correlate to resilience, so it is 
important to review some foundational research relating depression to resilience. 
 Early classical conditioning research gave rise to an interesting, nearly consistent outcome. The 
basic premise of the research was that individuals, introduced to electrical shock and conditioned to 
behave in a manner that removed the shock, would consistently perform those behaviors in order to 
achieve relief of physical pain. When a new behavior was required to end the shock, the conditioned 
individual soon adopted that new behavior. The most interesting result, perhaps, occurs when the shock 
becomes completely unavoidable; when none of the conditioned behaviors will turn the shock off. After a 
relatively short amount of time, roughly one third of the individuals would give up in trying to stop the 
shock. These individuals will simply lie down and accept the shock as unavoidable; they have learned that 
their actions have no effect on their environmental stressors. This concept became known as learned 
helplessness and the effect was found in many species, including dogs, rats, cockroaches, and even 
humans (Hiroto & Seligman, 1975). More interesting, perhaps, is that nearly one-third of the individuals 
would not stop trying to turn off the shock. These individuals would attempt to behave in any manner 
possible, even when the shock never stopped coming. This group of individuals were labeled as 
“resistant” to learned helplessness. Interestingly, this resistance effect was found in one third of all 
individuals tested, regardless of country of origin. It was this common resistance to learned helplessness 
that gave rise to much of the resilience research we use as foundations for our own. We believe that 
resilience is essentially the same as resisting the urge to give up when adversity strikes.  

What does it take, then, to resist the urge to give up? Models are varied and complex. Our 
research was based on the following important foundations. Barbara Fredrickson’s (2001) Broaden-and-
Build theory of positive emotional coping differentiates between the relative contributions of negative and 
positive emotions, as well as their cognitive and physiological effects as follows. Negative emotions 
narrow an individual’s (momentary) ability to think through, and react to, a stressor because the current 
(negative) state requires a specific behavior aimed at eliminating the stressor. The opposite is true of 
positive emotions, which broaden the thought-action repertoire and allow for a broader range of behaviors 
and thought processes to arise (Fredrickson, 2001). According to Fredrickson (2001), on-going positive 
emotions will allow for a broadened mindset, which will support an individual’s physical, intellectual, 
and social coping strategies. Currently, the concept of a broadened mindset has been a topic of great 
discussion in the field of education. Carol Dweck (2015) calls this positive attribute a “growth mindset” 
and has found that students who possess it also academically outperform their “fixed mindset” peers.  

 We ask you to consider that a broadened mindset, a growth mindset, or any other positive 
attributes that allow one to cope with adversity, are perhaps the very definition of resilience. Interestingly, 
many of the characteristics that Fredrickson (2001) identified in her studies as broadening-and-building 
have been identified as those that many researchers consider traits of resilience. These characteristics 
include Positive & Negative Affectivity; Subjective Emotion; and Cognitive Appraisal (Tugade & 
Fredrickson, 2004). Numerous other factors have also been investigated for their potential resilience 
building potential.  

Our research is primarily based on factors identified in the book, The Resilience Factor: 7 Keys to 
Finding Your Inner Strength and Overcoming Life’s Hurdles (Reivich & Shatte, 2002). As the title 
suggests, the authors offer a seven-factor model of traits that contribute to each individual’s ability to 
bounce back from stressful life events, as measured through the Resilience Quotient (RQ) survey (Reivich 
& Shatte, 2002). The 56-item RQ was designed to explore both the positive and negative components of 
the following seven traits (yielding a total of 14 sub-factors for analysis): (1) Emotion Regulation, (2) 
Impulse Control, (3) Optimism, (4) Causal Analysis, (5) Empathy, (6) Self-Efficacy, and, (7) Reaching 
Out.   
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 Reivich and Shatte (2002) state that the RQ has been completed by thousands of people in diverse 
job types and from all walks of life and that it has been highly predictive of success in the real world. In 
short, the findings of this extensive RQ research suggest that resilient individuals are those who possess a 
combination of more of the positive traits on the RQ scale and less of the negative traits. This 
combination allows for the monitoring and regulation of their own personal emotions, and suggests, in 
methodological terms, that an individual’s RQ score might be a good indicator of an individual’s ability 
to more positively cope with adversities. It is this potential interaction that provides a basic rationale for 
the research design that follows.  
 The goal of our research study was to determine the relative contributions of two research-derived 
factors found to affect academic success: resilience and learned helplessness. For this pilot, learned 
helplessness will be measured by a non-clinical assessment of depressive tendencies. The Center for 
Epidemiological Studies- Depression (CES-D) scale will essentially measure the individual’s tendency to 
give up, while the RQ will measure the individual’s resilience, or resistance to giving up. The primary 
goals of the research were (1) to determine the relative contribution to academic success of the various 
sub-factors contained in the two scales, and (2) to apply this analytical battery to assess the needs of a 
population of at-risk students at the university level. We hypothesize that students who exhibit more of 
the positive sub factors and less of the negative sub factors will experience the greatest positive change in 
GPA. The results of such research could allow for the creation of future intervention strategies for this 
specific group, as well as similar population sets; while contributing to the growing field of resilience 
research. 
 
 

Methodology 
 

Participants (N=15) for this research study were students enrolled in a non-credit academic 
recovery seminar during the spring semester of 2016. These students had been academically dismissed 
from the university due to two consecutive semesters below a 2.0 cumulative GPA. The students were 
granted an appeal by the Academic Deans, and were required to attend the bi-weekly seminar as part of 
their requirements for readmission to the university. Participants took the Student Strength Analysis 
assessment, along with a battery of other self-assessment tools administered throughout the semester.  
 The Student Strength Analysis assessment was administered through an online format during the 
first week of the semester. Students who volunteered were informed that they could choose to opt out of 
the survey or skip any question that they were uncomfortable answering. Responses were anonymous, and 
only the primary researcher had access to their email address, which was used to match the participants’ 
responses to their academic performance records for statistical analysis. The three part survey included: 
Demographic Responses, The 56-item Resilience Quotient (RQ) assessment, and the 20-item Center for 
Epidemiological Studies-Depression (CES-D) survey. See Appendix for full copies of the RQ and CES-D 
surveys. 
 Compiled data was exported from the online database into Excel [SPSS] for statistical analysis 
via Pearson’s correlation analysis. A two-tailed bivariate analysis was performed on all factors included 
in the three part survey. Independent variables included individual item scores from the RQ and CES-D, 
and composite sub-factor scores for the seven positive and seven negative RQ sub factors. The Dependent 
variables included Cumulative GPA, Current Semester GPA, and Change in Semester GPA.  
 
 
Results 
 
  Initial results of the Pearson’s correlation analysis offer some valuable insight into the sub factors 
of resilience that most strongly correlate to a student’s academic performance, as measured by cumulative 
GPA, spring GPA, and change in semester GPA. The factors that are most associated with improved 
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spring semester GPA include the negative composite RQ scores for Optimism (R = 0.554; p <0.05), 
Causal Analysis (R= 0.540; p<0.05), and Empathy (R=0.581; p<0.05); as well as the total negative score 
for all seven RQ sub factors (R=0.613, p<0.05).  
 Variables found to correlate with Cumulative GPA also include the total negative score for all 
seven RQ subfactors (R=0.548, p<0.05), as well as composite negative RQ scores for Emotion Regulation 
(R=0.551, p<0.05) and for Causal Analysis (R=0.540, p<0.05).  
 Change in semester GPA was most strongly correlated to the negative RQ composite scores for 
Optimism (R=0.526, p<0.05) and for the total (positive minus negative) score for Empathy (R= -0.596; 
p<0.05).  
 
 
Discussion 
 
  Our research hypothesis that students who achieve academic proficiency (by raising their 
semester and/or cumulative GPA) would score higher on the positive RQ sub factors and lower on the 
negative RQ sub factors was supported, in part. It is worth noting that the most statistically significant 
correlates to all three GPA indices included the negative sub factors, almost exclusively. Specifically, the 
negative score totals for Optimism, Causal Analysis, Empathy, and Emotion Regulation all correlate 
strongly with improved academic performance, across all three GPA criterion measured. None of the 
composite scores for positive RQ sub factors significantly correlated with any of the three GPA measures. 
 This finding supports Barbara Fredrickson’s (2001) research on a narrowing versus broadening 
mindset. We believe our findings suggest that the individuals who score highest in the negative sub 
factors of resilience are struggling from a fixed mindset that does not promote growth. Conversely, the 
individuals who score lowest on these scales are likely exhibiting a broadening mindset, which helps 
them more readily accept and integrate the interventive strategies taught in our academic recovery 
seminar. Fredrickson might say that these individuals are broadening their mindset in order to build on the 
negative traits that led to their academic dismissal (Fredrickson, 2001). Carol Dweck would perhaps 
suggest that the less negative students exhibit a growth mindset, while the more negative students failed 
to grow, academically, because they believe that their intelligence and academic performance are 
somehow “fixed” and therefore out of their control (Dweck, 2015).  
 The research did yield some unexpected outcomes: none of the positive sub factors were 
significantly correlated to the GPA scores; and the CES-D score also failed to correlate with academic 
performance measures. Further research will be required in order to consider the role of these positive 
elements, as they relate to changes in our academic recovery curriculum. The negative factors found to be 
significant in this study, while already introduced in our current academic recovery seminar, were used to 
create changes in curriculum. Emotion Regulation and Causal Analysis have been introduced as part of 
our emotional intelligence unit; however, future semesters will cover these, individually, and in greater 
detail. Optimism and Empathy have not been a part of our curriculum in previous semesters, so they have 
been introduced as special topics this semester and will be added to the revisions for future curriculum. 
 Future direction for this research pilot will include tracking longitudinal changes in the 
participants’ academic performance, as well as sampling other student populations that could face 
academic risk. These populations include adult learners, students on academic probation, student athletes, 
and Summer Bridge students. Deeper statistical analyses are also planned for the ongoing research. We 
will perform an exploratory factor analysis of the multiple individual survey questions, as they contribute 
to GPA differences; and the potential for structural equation modeling also exists. 
 Results of this pilot study are being utilized by campus personnel in order to reassess and revise 
the curriculum for our academic recovery seminar. Strategies focused on building Optimism, Empathy, 
Emotion Regulation, and Causal Analysis will be added for the fall semester of 2016.  

Attendees of the 12th Annual National Symposium on Student Retention will be introduced to 
some of the tools available to help students understand resilience and adopt a more resilient mindset. 
While there are numerous tools for teaching an individual to become more resilient, the presenters will be 
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offering a series of resiliency-building exercises from the book: Bouncing Back: Rewiring Your Brain for 
Maximum Resilience and Well-being (Graham, 2013). These exercises are based on neuroplasticity, the 
understanding that our brain remains flexible in its ability to respond to environmental cues; and that we 
can, in fact, rewire our brains to change conditioned responses. In order for the brain to bounce back from 
a (negative) event, the individual’s perception of the event must be changed, so that the (old) conditioned 
response can be changed to a new, more positive one. The individual can then use the new positive 
response to “bounce back” from those less effective ways of negative coping.   

That bouncing back is, of course, the manifestation of resilience. Bouncing Back (2013) explains 
how the rewiring of neural pathways can occur through simple, thoughtful exercises. The book offers 
over eighty exercises to recondition our brains for improved resiliency. These exercises include strategies 
that can help our students to cultivate resilient coping through structured activities in: Mindfulness, 
Intention, Creating a Circle of Support, Changing our Automatic Thoughts, Practicing Gratitude, Self-
Reflection, and dozens more (Graham, 2013).  

The presenters will be sharing exercises that address the four categories of resilience found to 
correlate with our students’ academic improvement (as indicated by increased G.P.A.): Optimism, 
Empathy, Emotion Regulation, and Causal Analysis. It is our hope that introducing these exercises into 
our academic recovery curriculum will better aid our students in coping with the extensive challenges of 
their academic improvement plan. We encourage participants of this tutorial session to consider the role 
of resilience in their students’ academic success. We offer you these tools so that you can (1) understand 
resilience, (2) assess the resilience of your students, and (3) design a program that can help your students 
to rewire their brains for improved resilience.  

 
 
 

  

554

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



References 
 
Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1990). Flow: The psychology of optimal experience. New York: Harper Perennial.  
Diener, E. (2000). Subjective well-being: The science of happiness and a proposal for a national index. 

American Psychologist, 55(1), 34-43.  
Dweck, C. (2015). Carol Dweck revisits the “growth mindset”.  Education Week, Retrieved from 

http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2015/09/23/carol-dweck-revisits-the-growth-mindset.html 
Fredrickson, B. L. (2001). The role of positive emotions in positive psychology: The broaden-and-build 

theory of positive emotions. American Psychologist: Special Issue, 56, 218-226.  
Gartland, S., Bond., L., Olsson, C. A., Buzwell, S., & Sawyer, S. (2011). Development of a multi-

dimensional measure of resilience in adolescent resilience questionnaire. Journal of Negative 
Results in BioMedicine. 11(134) 
http://bmcmedresmethodol.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-2288-11-134 

Gillespie, B. M., Chaboyer, W., & Wallis, M. (2007). Development of a theoretically derived model of 
resilience through concept analysis. Contemporary Nurse, 25, 124-135. 

Graham, L. (2013). Bouncing back: Rewiring your brain for maximum resilience and well-being. 
California: New World Library. 

Hiroto, D., & Seligman, M. E. (1975). Generality of learned helplessness in man. Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 31(2), 311-327. 

Lucas, R. E. (2007). Adaptation and the set-point model of subjective well-being: Does happiness change 
after major life events? Current Directions in Psychological Science, 16(2), 75-79.  

Luthar, S., Dante, C., & Bronwyn, B. (2000). Research on resilience: Response to commentaries. Child 
Development, 17(3), 573-575.  

Nettles, S., Mucherah, W., & Jones, D. (2000). Understanding resilience: The role of social resources. 
Journal of Education for Students Placed at Risk, 5(1 & 2), 47-60. 

Peterson, C., & Seligman, M. E. P. (2004). Character strengths and virtues: A handbook and 
classification. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Reivich, K., Seligman, M. E. P., & McBride, S. (2011). Master resilience training in the U.S. army. 
[Special Issue]. American Psychologist, 66(1), 25-34. 

Reivich, K. & Shatte, A. (2002). The resilience factor. New York: Broadway Press. 
Richardson, G. E. (2002). The metatheory of resilience and resiliency. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 

58(3), 307-321.  
Seligman, M. E. P. (1998). Learned optimism: How to change your mind and your life. New York: 

Vintage Books.  
Tugade, M. M., & Fredrickson, B. L. (2004). Resilient individuals use positive emotions to bounce back 

from negative emotional experiences. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 86(2), 320-
333. 

Ungar, M. (2008). Resilience across cultures. British Journal of Social Work, 38, 218-235.   
    

 
 
 

  

555

Proceedings of the 12th Annual National Symposium 
Copyright 2016, The University of Oklahoma, C-IDEA



Appendix: Surveys 
 
Resilience Quotient (RQ) 
 
How TRUE of you is each of the statements? 
 1= Not at all true 
 2= Sometimes or somewhat true 
  3= Moderately true 
 4= Usually true 
 5= Very true of me 
 

1. When trying to solve a problem, I trust my instincts and go with the first solution that occurs to 
me.  ___ 

2. Even if I plan ahead for a discussion with my boss, a coworker, my spouse, or my child, I still 
find myself acting emotionally.  ___ 

3. I worry about my future health.  ___ 
4. I am good at shutting out anything that distracts me from the task at hand.  ___ 
5. If my first solution doesn’t work, I am able to go back and continue trying different solutions 

until I find one that does work.  ___ 
6. I am curious.  ___ 
7. I am unable to harness positive emotions to help me focus on a task.  ___ 
8. I’m the kind of person who likes to try new things.  ___ 
9. I would rather do something at which I feel confident and relaxes than something that is quite 

challenging and difficult.  ___ 
10. By looking at their facial expressions, I recognize the emotions that people are experiencing. ___ 
11. I give in to the urge to give up when things go wrong.  ___ 
12. When a problem arises, I come up with a lot of possible solutions before trying to solve it.  ___ 
13. I can control the way I feel when adversity strikes.  ___ 
14. What other people think about me does not influence my behavior.  ___ 
15. When a problem occurs, I am aware of the first thoughts that pop into my head about it.  ___ 
16. I feel most comfortable in situations in which I am not the only one responsible.  ___ 
17. I prefer situations where I can depend on someone else’s ability rather than my own.   ___ 
18. I believe that it is better to believe problems are controllable, even if that is not always true. ___ 
19. When a problem arises, I think carefully about what caused it before attempting to solve it.  ___ 
20. I have doubts about my ability to solve problems at work or at home.  ___ 
21. I don’t spend time thinking about factors that are out of my control.  ___ 
22. I enjoy doing simple routine tasks that do not change.  ___ 
23. I get carried away by my feelings.  ___ 
24. It is difficult for me to understand why people feel the way they do.  ___ 
25. I am good at identifying what I am thinking and how it affects my mood.  ___ 
26. If someone does something that upsets me, I am able to wait until an appropriate time when I 

have calmed down to discuss it.  ___ 
27. When someone overreacts to a problem, I think it is usually because they are just in a bad mood 

that day.  ___ 
28. I expect that I will do well on most things.  ___ 
29. People often seek me out to help them figure out problems.  ___ 
30. I feel at a loss to understand why people react the way they do.  ___ 
31. My emotions affect my ability to focus on what I need to get done at home, school, or work. ___ 
32. Hard work always pays off.   ___ 
33. After completing a task, I worry that it will be negatively evaluated.  ___ 
34. If someone is sad, angry, or embarrassed, I have a good idea what he/she may be thinking. ___ 
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35. I don’t like new challenges.  ___ 
36. I don’t plan ahead in my job, schoolwork, or finances.  ___ 
37. If a colleague is upset, I have a pretty good idea why.  ___ 
38. I prefer doing things spontaneously rather than planning ahead, even if it means it doesn’t turn 

out as well.  ___ 
39. I believe most problems are caused by circumstances beyond my control.  ___ 
40. I look at challenges as a way to learn and improve myself.  ___ 
41. I’ve been told I misinterpret events and situations.  ___ 
42. If someone is upset with me, I listen to what they have to say before reacting.  ___ 
43. When asked to think about my future, I find it hard to imagine myself as a success.  ___ 
44. I’ve been told that I jump to conclusions when problems arise.  ___ 
45. I am uncomfortable when meeting new people.  ___ 
46. It is easy for me to get “lost” in a book or a movie.  ___ 
47. I believe the old adage, “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.”  ___ 
48. In most situations, I believe I’m food at identifying the true causes of problems.  ___ 
49. I believe I have food coping skills and that I respond well to most challenges.  ___ 
50. My significant other and/or close friends tell me that I don’t understand them.  ___ 
51. I am most comfortable in my established routines.  ___ 
52. I think it’s important to solve problems as quickly as possible, even if that means sacrificing a full 

understanding of the problem.  ___ 
53. When faced with a difficult situation, I am confident that it will go well.  ___ 
54. My colleagues and friends tell me I don’t listen to what they say.  ___ 
55. If I decide I want something, I go out and buy it right away.  ___ 
56. When I discuss a “hot” topic with a colleague or family member, I am able to keep my emotions 

in check.  ___ 
 
 
Center for Epidemiological Studies- Depression (CES-D) 
 
For the following statements, please choose the number response that best describes how often you felt 
that way during the past WEEK.  

0= Rarely or None of the time (less than 1 day) 
1= Some or a Little of the time (1-2 days) 
2= Occasionally or a Moderate amount of the time (3-4 days) 
3= Most or All of the time (5-7 days) 
 

1. I was bothered by things that usually don’t bother me.     ___ 
2. I did not feel like eating; my appetite was poor.      ___ 
3. I felt that I could not shake off the blues even with help from my family and friends. ___ 
4. I felt that I was not as good as other people.      ___ 
5. I had trouble keeping my mind on what I was doing.     ___ 
6. I felt depressed.          ___ 
7. I felt that everything I did was an effort.       ___ 
8. I felt hopeless about the future.        ___ 
9. I thought my life had been a failure.       ___ 
10. I felt fearful.          ___ 
11. My sleep was restless.         ___ 
12. I was unhappy.           ___ 
13. I talked less than usual.         ___ 
14. I felt lonely.          ___ 
15. People were unfriendly.         ___ 
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16. I did not enjoy life.         ___ 
17. I had crying spells.         ___ 
18. I felt sad.          ___ 
19. I felt that people disliked me.        ___ 
20. I could not get “going.”         ___ 
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Student Lifecycle Beyond Your Institution: Optimizing Usage of 
National Student Clearinghouse StudentTracker Tool 

Abstract: This tutorial session will guide attendees through methodologies that optimize National 
Student Clearinghouse (NSC) StudentTracking data usage in conjunction with internal institutional 
data. Attendees will learn how to effectively compile and prepare student data to be sent, know 
student attributes provided by NSC, manage the data received, check data discrepancies, and relate 
decision-making opportunities to relevant student data. During this session presenters will also share 
expansive exploration of student lifecycles beyond the scope of internal data analysis and reporting, 
such as Applied and Denied, Admitted Not Enrolled, Drop out/Stop out, and Graduate Re-Enrolled. 
Note: Attendees are not required to bring a laptop to this tutorial. However, attendees may find a 
laptop useful that has Microsoft Excel, SAS, and Internet Access. 

Introduction 

“Where did they go?”, is one of the first questions higher education administrators ask in regards 
to fluctuations in new student enrollment, attrition, retention, and graduation rates. To assist in answering 
this question, individual student information external to the university is needed. The National Student 
Clearinghouse’s (NSC) StudentTracker is a resource for data-driven institutional policy and decision-
making. NSC allows for participating institutions to receive data of their prior students beyond their 
institution. By integrating data received from NSC with internal data, institutional researchers are 
equipped with the flexibility to form comprehensive student success reports. 

Request to NSC 

For optimal use of prior students’ external data for analysis, the “Search Begin Date” should play 
a lead role. It is key to receiving student information for the appropriate timespan for analysis. The 
“Search Begin Date” indicates a starting point for NSC’s search of students but does not determine in 
which direction to search from the starting point. It is recommended that the request indicate whether the 
received data should contain student information prior to or after the specified date. This is an important 
factor needing some thought, about what timespans would be most beneficial towards comprehensive 
analysis. For example, an Admissions’ related analysis should consider the student application cycle.  
Applications are valid for an academic year/ three terms (Summer, Fall, & Spring), it is possible that 
some Fall admits are deferred to Spring or Summer enrollment. As a result of this, there are analytical 
decisions to make, specifically when reporting admitted to enrolled yield. Such as, “should deferred 
students be included in Fall, Spring, or Summer yields?”  In this scenario it would be most beneficial to 
indicate the “Search Begin Date” as the beginning of the application cycle, which ensures the receipt of 
student information based on the Admissions cycle while capturing admit/enrollment nuances. Requests 
to NSC that acknowledge department, student, and program behaviors and cycles promote purposeful 
reporting while maintaining integrity and accuracy.  Requests depend on what data needs to be captured 
and the spectrum of the analysis being performed.  

Glendalis Gonzalez 
Enrollment Planning & Management Analyst 

Office of Decision Support, 
University of South Florida, 

glendalisg@usf.edu 

Shabnam Mehra 
Assistant Director 

Office of Decision Support, 
University of South Florida, 

smehra@usf.edu 
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Table 1 depicts what institutional variables are mandatory when submitting a NSC student enrollment 
data request. NSC requires specific formatting and placement of variables as indicated below. 
Submissions are also required to be comma delimited (.csv) Excel files. 

Table1: Institutional student information  
Column Variable Format 

A First Name of Student  20 Characters 

B Middle Initial of Student  1 Character 
C Last Name of Student  20 Characters 
D Suffix of student if present  5 Characters Maximum 
E Date of Birth of Student 8 Characters in YYYYMMDD format 
F Search Begin Date  8 Characters in YYYYMMDD format 
G Student ID 9 Characters 

 
 

Data From NSC  
 
National Student Clearinghouse fulfills student information requests by providing pre-packaged 

aggregate reports or providing files that facilitate the creation of aggregate reports by the requesting 
institution. NSC does not return student information for those who requested to block their records of 
enrollment, students enrolled at a non-participating institution, and those who did not enroll elsewhere. To 
be able to identify how many enrollment records will be returned and will not be returned, NSC provides 
a “Control Report”. The “Control Report” is a critical check point in analysis and report development. It 
is supplementary to the process of identifying and evaluating internal and/or external discrepancies. 
Section A describes categorical values which NSC retrieves and forwards to institutions. Sections B and 
C provide some detail as to what files NSC returns to requesting institutions.  

 
A. Student Data NSC Provides: 
(*For Degree Verify Schools only) 
 Enrollment & Degree Info 
 Term begin date 
 Degree title* 
 Major course of study* 
 Graduation status and date* 
 Institution Info 
 Type (4 Yrs+, 2 Yrs, <2 Yrs) 
 Public/Private 
 Multiple school sequence number 
 
B. NSC Aggregate (Cohort) Reports include: 
 Search date requested 
 Enrollment/Retention and Graduation summary  
 Subsequent Enrollment and Graduation Summary for Graduates (Total) 
 Subsequent Enrollment and Graduation Summary for Graduates from submitting 

institution only 
 Subsequent Enrollment and Graduation Summary for Graduates from other institutions 

only 
 
C. Files from NSC for Internal Institutional Analysis: 
 Control Report 
 Summary Report 
 Detail Report 
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Manage Received Data 
 
In-house analysis requires cleaning of the received data and possibly creating variables that fit the 

needs of reports/analysis being developed based on acquired external and internal data. NSC student data 
includes each enrollment period for individual students, making the file received approximately 10X 
larger than the initial internal data upload during request. In addition, the institutional Student ID (UID) 
sent to NSC is returned with a trailing ‘-’, which must be removed for all records. Management of 
received data also includes converting enrollment begin date and end date to fit institutional 
terms/semesters. These types of nuances must be discovered and addressed before any analysis or 
reporting can be done. 

 
 

Data Discrepancies 
 
Using the “Control Report” as a check point for accurate analysis and reporting is an important 

part of data integrity evaluation. NSC data is self-reported by institutions and very little manipulation of 
data is done at NSC. If this is not recognized before or during analysis, data integrity can be 
compromised. For instance, there are two institution identifiers which are self-reported, “College/Code 
Branch”, which provides Federal institution code with a dash and two additional digits for campuses, and 
“College Name” which is the title of the institutions. Both affect the output. Multiple “College Name” 
values for a unique “College/Code Branch” can cause the output to count individual students multiple 
times in the same time frame for the same institution. For example, an analysis to depict which are the top 
competitor institutions by percentage of students not enrolling in your institution but enrolling in others, 
your data must be precise so that your competitor rankings are as accurate as possible. If students are 
being double counted at one institution, their percentage of enrolled students will increase and may 
increase their rank in the competitive pool, leading to possible erroneous reporting and policy changes. 
Scenarios like this can be addressed simply by paying attention to how students are grouped during 
analysis and taking time to check the datasets for possible misalignments or misinterpretation of values. 

 
 

Internal Analysis/Reports 
 

A. Applied and Denied: 
Track students who applied but were denied admission and enrolled elsewhere or did not enroll 
 

B. Admitted Not Enrolled: 
Track students who were admitted but enrolled elsewhere or did not enroll 
 

C. Drop out/Stop out: 
Track students who were once enrolled but did not return and enrolled elsewhere or did not re-
enroll anywhere 
 

D. Graduate Re-enrolled 
Track students who graduated but decided to continue their higher education elsewhere. This 
analysis focuses on undergraduates who completed a degree. 
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External Reporting 
 

A. IPEDS Outcomes Measures (OM) Survey 
The OM Survey requires degree-granting institutions to report student completion awarded by 

reporting institution and enrollment status at six and eight-years after they entered the reporting institution 
[https://surveys.nces.ed.gov/IPEDS/Downloads/Forms/package_13_101.pdf (IPEDS (12/15)]. As part of 
reporting eight year student enrollment or degrees awarded reporting institution must not only provide 
graduation and enrollment at their institution but also graduation and enrollment at any other degree 
granting institution. This IPEDS data requirement standardizes the use of National Student Clearinghouse 
data. The OM Survey is provides the Federal government a comprehensive picture of the student lifecycle 
at eight years in higher education. 

 
B. Student Achievement Measure (SAM) 

Using institutionally submitted National Student Clearinghouse data, the SAM project provides a 
common measure for student achievement. Participating institutions include public and private, nonprofit 
universities, colleges, and community colleges. SAM tracks student movement across post-secondary 
institutions to provide a complete portrayal of undergraduate student progress and completion. SAM is a 
voluntary alternative to the Federal graduation rate, limited to tracking the completion of first-time, full-
time students at one institution. Two measures are included in SAM, one for Bachelor’s degree programs 
and one for Associate degree and certificate programs. (http:studentachievementmeasure.org, July 2013)  

  
 The bachelor’s degree-seeking model presents student success outcomes for each cohort, 

by reporting the percentage of students who at the end of 4,5,6,8, or 10 Years will have: 
 Graduated from the reporting institution 
 Are still enrolled at the reporting institution 
 Transferred/graduated from one or more subsequent institution 
 Transferred/are still enrolled at a subsequent institution 
 Have unknown current enrollment or graduation status (includes students who transferred but 

whose enrollment or graduation status is unknown) 
SAM also allows participating institutions to view degree completion and enrollment data of 

other institutions for the creation of peer comparisons. In conjunction with the internal top competitor 
institutions analysis, SAM can aide in pinpointing which institutions would be of highest interest for 
further policy and student success analysis. In addition, cohort and student success forecasting can be 
internally formulated, based on SAM derived peer comparisons 

 
 

Decision-Making Opportunities 
 
In a higher education environment, competitiveness amongst institutions is standard and pushes 

institutional goal setting. Peer institutions compete with each other for potentially successful students, 
resources, student success rankings, etc. In order to gain a competitive edge, institutions must be able to 
identify the competition and recognize advantageous characteristics of other institutions. Once 
enrollment/completion competitors are identified, leaders can begin strategizing towards implementing 
policy for Enrollment Planning & Management and Student Success initiatives and goals.  

Tracking students’ movement across institutions gives insight to information of former students 
who otherwise may have contributed to your institutions student success metrics. On the other hand, it 
allows for acknowledging the aggregated characteristics of prospective or former students who were not 
able persist. This aspect of student information received is opportunistic to formulate initiatives/policy to 
address the needs of students with similar characteristics. Studies on student lifecycles beyond your 
institution are channels for conversation on why students do not enroll and/or persist at your institution. It 
is also supportive of exploration of evidence-based actionable goals/initiatives towards student success. 
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Using Split Modeling and Visualizations to Show Contributing Factors 
and Predictions for Student Success – A Tutorial 

Christos Giannoulis 
Senior Institutional Research Analyst 

Florida Institute of Technology 
cgiannoul@gmail.com 

 

Abstract: Student success reflects and draws upon student retention, persistence and graduation. 
Each of these elements contain multiple interconnected factors, each with their own 
subcategories. The goal of this tutorial is to describe a hands-on process to explore the 
contributing factors to the actual duration of student persistence and then be able to predict 
student graduation at Florida Institute of Technology. This process was finally embedded in 
interactive dashboards that included a trained model ready for deployment and prescriptive 
analytics. This tutorial will help participants to see ways we can utilize R, Tableau, SPSS 
Modeler and corresponding collaboration with enterprise resource planning (ERP) environment 
(i.e. Banner) to pull together one complete package usable by executive decision makers at 
Universities. We will cover selected data analysis techniques ranging from data wrangling, split 
modeling and the visualization of the outputs of those analyses. Using the predictive modeling 
packaged in attractive visualizations has had a positive impact on creating a student retention 
plan at Florida Institute of Technology. Presentation materials and a list of follow-up tutorial 
references will be provided to the participants.  
 
 
Introduction 

 
Founded in 1958, Florida Institute of Technology is a regionally accredited, coeducational, 

privately supported, doctoral-granting research university providing a high-quality education in an 
international environment. Florida Tech currently serves 14,000 students. 

One of Florida Tech’s strategic goals is to enhance student retention and graduation. The 
Office of Institutional Research (OIR) at Florida Tech collaborates with other entities on campus to 
accomplish this goal. Towards this end, when asked for data, it is tempting to present just the data 
and facts, but colleagues and senior management can be overwhelmed by data and facts without 
context. We have all experienced presentations with large slide decks, only to find that the audience 
is so overwhelmed with data they don’t know what to think, or they are so tuned out, they take away 
only a fraction of the key points. 

In the era of big data, we need more and more to engage the executive team of universities 
by explaining optional strategies and results more powerful by approaching the retention analysis 
assignment as a story. In this journey I need the “what” of the story (the facts and data) but also the 
“who?”, the “how?”, the “why?”, and the often missed “so what?”  

Most senior administrators at Universities recognize that being a successful, data-driven 
university requires skilled developers and analysts. Fewer grasp how to use data to tell a meaningful 
story that resonates both intellectually and emotionally with an audience. Internal and external 
retention analysts are responsible for this story—to interpret results, answer questions and provide 
information; as such, they're often the bridge between the data and those who need to learn 
something from it, or make decisions based on its analysis. As analysts, we can tailor the story to the 
audience and use data visualization to complement our narrative. As we transition from the era of 
information management to the era of knowledge management, data is powerful. But with a good 
story, it is unforgettable. 
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This tutorial will demonstrate a hands-on approach that helps decision makers connect the 
dots and make data-driven decisions on student retention and graduation through a comprehensive 
analytical process using a combination of software packages: powerful SPSS modeler that integrates 
flexible R-language for top-notch analytical process and versatile Tableau that provides interactive 
straightforward visualization dashboards. 
 
 
Educational Data Mining Analytics Models 

 
Educational Data Mining (EDM) refers to the skills, technologies, practices for continuous 

iterative exploration and investigation of past student performance to gain insight and drive student 
success planning. This process uses statistical analysis, including descriptive and predictive 
modeling, and fact-based management to drive decision making. In recent years, prescriptive 
modeling has also taken a role in EDM. It is therefore closely related to management science and 
operations research. EDM analytics can answer questions like why is this happening, what if these 
trends continue, what will happen next (that is, predict), and what is the best that can happen (that is, 
optimize). 
 
 
Outline of the Tutorial 

 
We will look into a demo data set of First Time in College (FTIC) students and demonstrate 

how the integrated combination of three analytics environments could be integrated to provide 
insightful statistical computing and graphics that could have a positive impact on decision maker 
expectations and university strategies. 
 
Data Preparation 

Despite advances in technologies for working with data, analysts still spend an inordinate 
amount of time diagnosing data quality issues and manipulating data into a usable format. This 
process of ‘data wrangling’ often constitutes the most tedious and time-consuming aspect of 
analysis. In this tutorial, I will provide actionable strategies that script to address data quality issues 
using r-packages such as tidy and dplyr, Tableau calculation fields and parameters and SPSS-
Modeler stream.  

I will show how analysts can wrangle data through this new interactive system that 
integrates data verification, transformation, and visualization. I will show how appropriate visual 
encodings can facilitate apprehension of missing data, discrepant values, and uncertainty; and finally 
how interactive visualizations might facilitate data transform specification, and modification of data 
transformations. 
   
Descriptive Analytics - What happened?  

The second part of the tutorial will deal with the exploratory analysis of the data we have. 
How is the retention and graduation rate increasing or decreasing depending on various factors? The 
software packages used in this segment are the graphical package ggplot2 from R-language and 
Tableau. The audience will be able to see how this is visualized.  
 
Diagnostic Analytics - Why did it happen?  
             The third part of this tutorial will show the different correlations that each variable has on 
student retention and graduation, (e.g. How strongly each variable affects the increase or decrease of 
the retention and graduation rate of freshman students). Hands-on techniques from real-world 
scenarios will be presented using SPSS-Modeler and its visualization outcome in Tableau.   
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Predictive Analytics - What will likely happen?  
The fourth part of this tutorial will focus on a specific aspect of predictive analytics. How 

strong are predictive models when compared to the actual data? Real-world examples will be 
demonstrated where the audience will see the deviation from the actual vs the predicted values. The 
dashboard will provide evaluation scores for the individual and ensemble prediction models. Models 
will be presented using SPSS-Modeler. In addition, I will showcase studies of how R can be 
integrated with SPSS-Modeler to produce an ensemble of high performing modeling approaches. 
The value of R with SPSS-Modeler will allow the analyst to move beyond simple blends of models 
to using “meta-models” to showcase collections of predictive models using specific R-packages and 
visualize it through Tableau. 
 
Prescriptive Analytics - How can we make it happen?  

The last part of this tutorial will use additional techniques in R, SPSS-Modeler and Tableau 
to move from what will likely suggest or automatically initiate a subsequent action that could 
produce an optimal result (what should happen). The objective of this last part is to show a 
dashboard based on the previous analyses that give various users (e.g. advisors, department heads 
and deans) the option to identify the retention and graduation probabilities for targeted students. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
Descriptive, predictive and prescriptive analytics followed by straightforward visualization 
techniques have better probabilities to nourish a data-driven culture to executive decision makers at 
the University that breaks department silos and promotes university-wide collaboration. As the 
complexity of data increases in volume, variety and speed of access, presentation also comes into 
question. Researchers are relentless in inventing some new advanced techniques to facilitate 
interpretation and reap maximum benefits from analytic tools. Visualization style solely depends on 
the genre of the data and the message that the analyst wants to communicate. A real-world case 
scenario will be presented to show how this approach benefitted the retention task force at Florida 
Institute of Technology that focuses on holistic student success model: retention, persistence, 
progression and finally degree completion.  
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