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FEATURE

Challenges confronting higher education have led to 

outcomes-driven approaches such as performance-

based funding, forced greater emphasis on student 

persistence and completion, and spurred campus-wide 

student success efforts. In examining ways to achieve 

integrated student success efforts across campus, this 

article explores issues related to structure and alignment, 

faculty versus student affairs culture, and risk points to 

address when implementing institution-wide strategies.

Cross-Campus 
Collaborations Improve 
Student Outcomes
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O
ver the last decade, many 
states have implemented 
performance-based fund-
ing models (Li 2018; Miao 
2012) that are outcomes 
driven. Before the per-
formance-based funding 
movement, states tended to 
make annual disbursements 
to their public universities 
based on the size (student 
population) of each insti-

tution, which meant that growing enrollment resulted 
in more operating support from the state. The out-
comes approach of performance-based funding shifted 
the focus away from seats filled to degrees awarded 
(Obergfell 2018). As a result, state colleges and univer-
sities quickly began to realize that their retention and 
graduation rates directly affect the amount of funding 
they receive. Not surprisingly, a succession of state 
college and university systems undertook degree com-
pletion and student success initiatives, exemplified by 
the State University of New York’s SUNY Completes 
(2020). Retention and graduation rates matter beyond 
the question of institutional funding. Numerous col-
lege rankings favor institutions that have high retention 
and graduation rates, and low marks on both measures 
do little to inspire confidence among a skeptical pub-
lic regarding the value proposition of those campuses 
(Strauss 2018; Leonhardt and Chinoy 2019).

One result of the prioritization of retention and 
graduation rates has been collaborative, cross-campus 

efforts to support student success. At many institutions, 
especially those with an access mission and large num-
bers of first-generation students, the work of student 
success is fundamentally everyone’s job. When institu-
tions recognize the central importance of student suc-
cess, they organize processes and structures in ways that 
best serve student needs. The Titans Deserve Better ini-
tiative at California State University, Fullerton (2020) 
is a prime example. Officials at institutions, such as Cal 
State Fullerton, seeking to optimize student success 
look for impediments to a seamless student experience 
and do what is necessary to revise or remove the ob-
struction. Sometimes the change needed is structural. 
Sometimes the change needed is procedural. Some-
times the problem is the approach to service delivery. 
In many cases, it is a combination of all of those.

Institutions can unnecessarily confuse students 
when different offices do not have consistent policies 
and service approaches or when offices that intuitively 
seem associated are literally or figuratively far apart 
from each other. Recognizing this, some institutions 
meet students where they are by bringing the services 
to them, through the co-location of multiple offices in 
a one-stop service center. Over the past decade, many 
institutions have adopted this approach—from the 
University of Alabama at Birmingham (2020), Kent 
State University (2020), and the University of Minne-
sota (2020) to the University of Nebraska at Lincoln 
(Poots 2019), Rutgers University at Camden (2020), 
and the University of North Dakota (2020). In build-
ing structures and programs that promote student re-
tention, progress, and completion, institutions, such 
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as these, have found it most useful to take a proactive 
approach that anticipates student needs, rather than a 
reactive one that kicks in only after student problems 
occur. The first step toward proactivity usually involves 
recognizing the significance of collaboration. Failing to 
move to a more collaborative frame for student suc-
cess has consequences, because while silos stay stuck in 
their ways, groups of students are lost.

In emphasizing why collaboration matters, this arti-
cle examines different ways to bring institutions together 
to make progress on student success. Establishing the 
conditions for progress necessarily requires thinking 
about how to structure divisions and offices, integrate 
the efforts of independent units, develop effective stu-
dent-facing programs, and engage faculty in the effort. 
This article explores some of the issues related to struc-
ture and alignment, academic versus student affairs cul-
ture, faculty involvement, and student pathways, and 
risk points that arise when institutions decide to make 
student success a priority in word and deed.

Aligned and Integrated 
Structures are More Successful
A necessary first step toward making student success 
a central priority is creating the structure. Structures 
matter because they align functions around common 
objectives and purposes. Structures, and budget in-
vestments to support them, also signal priorities. For 
example, a way to ensure that curricular and co-cur-
ricular aspects of the student experience are an inter-
twined continuum, rather than separate realms, is to 
move the student affairs and academic affairs offices 
closer together by placing both under the provost’s of-
fice on the institutional organizational chart. Enacting 
this structural change makes it clear that academic af-
fairs and student affairs are collaborative partners, not 
separate silos. Institutions, such as the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill (2020), Stanford Uni-
versity (2020), Vanderbilt University (2020), and the 
University of Vermont (2020d), have this aligned struc-
ture. At many other institutions, such as Binghamton 
University (2020), University of Virginia (2020), and 
Washington University (2020), where the student af-
fairs division reports directly to the president, achiev-
ing alignment with academic units, beyond typical 
approaches to student services, requires willingness, or 
a mandate, to collaborate.

Bringing into alignment the academic affairs and 
student affairs enterprises at an institution is both a 
strategic and an opportunistic move. Alignment is con-
sistent with the primary missions of universities and 
makes sense because student success efforts have al-
ways occurred at the intersection of academic affairs 
and student affairs. When an institution commits to, 
and sets strategic and budgetary priorities around a co-
ordinated effort to address student success, it signals 
the recognition that: 1) the curricular and co-curricular 
are necessary for the other, and 2) the faculty and staff 
involved should do all they can to enable that students 
make the best use of their classroom and non-class-
room time. Emphasizing the latter point helps maxi-
mize the value students reap from their time on campus 
and minimizes the risk of making decisions that ulti-
mately interfere with their success. Lastly, the shorter 
the distance between decision-makers and responsible 
senior leaders across the academic and student affairs 
portfolios, the more effective this relationship becomes.

New student onboarding, orientation, and first-year 
experience programs provide fertile ground for collabo-
rations between academic affairs and student affairs of-
fices. Successful cross-campus collaborations to make 
new student onboarding as seamless and as welcom-
ing as possible often begin at the point students learn 
of their admissions acceptance. At several institutions, 
including Emory University (2020) and Reed College 
(2020c), the offices most directly engaged in new stu-
dent enrollment begin meeting soon after admissions 
notifications go out. Those meetings provide a forum 
to coordinate processes and address challenges as they 
emerge. Prior to instituting regular meetings and col-
laborative efforts, onboarding was a pain point at Em-
ory. Between the point of deposit and arrival, students 
were often shuttled between offices, largely because 
there was not a clear sense of which questions could be 
best addressed where. Three years into this collabora-
tion, indications that it is working at Emory University 
(2020) include an increase in retention, from 93 per-
cent in 2016 to 95 percent in 2018, and the fact that 
numerous staff across campus know the mantra coined 
by one of the effort’s leaders: “onboarding is ongoing.”

Certain features of the first-year experience pro-
gram at the University of Vermont (2020a) pattern 
directly to a distinctive institutional environment that 
blends aspects of a large research university with those 
of a personalized small college. For example, Vermont’s 
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first-year learning communities were just one of the 
options available to new students until data on student 
success patterns revealed positive correlations between 
participation in one and retention, persistence, and 
academic achievement (University of Vermont 2020g). 
Getting the University of Vermont (2020g) to the point 
where all new students participate in a first-year learn-
ing community required careful coordination between 
academic affairs and student affairs offices, as well as 
between residential life and the academic colleges and 
schools. As the program evolved and adapted, the enthu-
siasm around its implementation motivated a cross-divi-
sional commitment to its continued success as well as to 
the regular assessment of outcomes, such as retention, 
graduation, and student satisfaction rates. First-year re-
tention at UVM increased from 85 percent in 2011 to 87 
percent in 2018 (University of Vermont 2020c).

Some institutions have found opportunities to 
bring academic affairs, faculty, and affairs staff together 
through new student orientation, first-year-experience 
courses and programs, learning communities, and stra-
tegic success initiatives. For example, orientation for 
new students at Emory University (2020) is a partner-
ship between the office of undergraduate education for 
students in the College of Arts and Sciences and the 
campus life and undergraduate affairs divisions. Sim-
ilarly, the instructors teaching the required first-year 
experience course (called Pre-Major Advising Con-
nections at Emory, PACE 101) include faculty and staff 
from student-facing offices across the university (Em-
ory College of Arts and Sciences 2017). What unites 
those instructors is a commitment to providing a per-
sonalized and responsive weekly homeroom-like expe-
rience to new students. At Vanderbilt University (2020) 
(where the retention rate is 97 percent), residential fac-
ulty team up with live-in student affairs officials and 
upper-year students on a Visions course for first-year 
students that helps demystify and humanize the expe-
rience of entering, navigating, and being successful at 
the university. At Princeton University, where 98 per-
cent of first-year students retain and 98 percent gradu-
ate within six years, new students have faculty advisers, 
student advisers, and residential college advisers, con-
nected by a collaborative lattice that spans academic 
affairs and student affairs (Princeton University 2020; 
National Center for Education Statistics 2018).

Shifting toward a collaborative approach can have 
profound effects on the new student experience. When 

you examine orientation, first-year experience, and liv-
ing/learning programs, it seems evident that those run 
by academic affairs offices tend to emphasize the cen-
trality of the academic experience, while those run by 
student affairs offices tend to stress the co-curricular 
and residential aspects of the student experience. Why 
not merge the two approaches into something more 
cohesive, one that every student-facing office on your 
campus believes has a role in shaping and making suc-
cessful? For new students, it should not be an either/or 
experience. Programs that develop from collaborations 
between academic and student affairs offices go beyond 
an either/or approach, in recognition that students are 
more likely to benefit from a both/and emphasis.

Student Success Efforts are 
More Effective When Faculty 
Help Drive the Efforts
Faculty, deans, and provosts often wonder whether pro-
grams such as new student orientation could be even 
better if academic affairs and student affairs did more 
of that work hand-in-hand. New student orientation at 
the University of Vermont (2020a) is a representative 
example of a program that has prominence in the na-
tional student affairs community yet scant connection 
to the faculty on its own campus. This is the case largely 
because student affairs staff at UVM direct the program 
with only perfunctory participation and awareness by 
academic affairs staff, deans, or faculty. This missed op-
portunity for collaboration is not entirely the fault of stu-
dent affairs staff. Faculty and academic staff often feel 
overburdened at the start of a new academic year, and 
thus can be reluctant to inject themselves into orienta-
tion activities. This reluctance to engage is understand-
able, but such hesitance, as it plays out from campus to 
campus, ultimately results in less than optimal faculty 
presence during those experience-shaping first days 
on campus for new students. Ceding new student pro-
grams wholly to student affairs can send an inconsistent 
message to incoming students, indicate incoherence in 
institutional priorities and goals, and expose a lack of 
clarity around authority and responsibility.

One key to spurring greater collaboration between 
academic and student affairs is engaging the faculty. 
While few have been part of these efforts in the past, 
there has been enough of an awakening in the last de-
cade on campuses related to evolving student needs 
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that most faculty now understand the importance of an 
“all hands” approach to student success—both during 
their years as a student as well as following graduation. 
Faculty will readily unite around a shared desire to do 
what is best for their students, to create the best possi-
ble environment for learning and discovery, and to be 
responsive to student needs to the best of their abilities 
(Kezar and Maxey 2014). Still, it is important not to 
overload faculty, set unrealistic expectations for them, 
or fail to provide the support mechanisms they will 
need to engage successfully in these new roles.

Getting faculty more deeply engaged in student 
success efforts requires making the case to them. Many 
faculty members do not realize how they can make a 
difference and need to understand the impact that their 
efforts can have on students individually and in aggre-
gate. Faculty also need to understand that focusing on 
student success does not mean making the academic 
experience easier for students. When institutions stress 
the metrics involved, such as retention, graduation, and 
completion rates, some faculty can jump to the conclu-
sion that these bottom-lines goals are all that matter. Too 
much stress on bottom-line metrics can prompt faculty 
resistance to the student success efforts and provoke the 
most skeptical among the ranks to conclude that the in-
stitution is primarily interested in superficial, reduction-
ist, and short-run solutions to raise institutional rankings.

Faculty also notice what has value within their in-
stitutions. For this reason, student success efforts make 
more headway when leaders of the initiative show fac-
ulty how their efforts can make a difference, not just 
for students, but also for themselves (Horn, Reinert, 
and Kamata 2014). For example, if student success ef-
forts factor into the promotion and tenure process at 
the university, making this clear during the hiring and 
orientation process can motivate new faculty members 
to be eager contributors to institutional efforts. New 
faculty may bring innovative ideas from a previous in-
stitution as well as fresh perspectives on what they see 
working or regard as ineffective at your college.

To utilize faculty more effectively, it is necessary to 
confront and answer several questions before getting 
started. For example, are there ways to provide incen-
tives to the faculty, departments, schools, and colleges 
whose efforts show demonstrable improvements in 
student success metrics such as retention and gradu-
ation rates? How interested are faculty in strategies to 
move toward an advising “continuum” that includes 

academic, pre-professional/career services, and student 
success? Does the university provide support, as in re-
sources, and how does the institution provide recog-
nition for those efforts? Are there institutional grants 
available to help faculty develop programs? If faculty 
develop programs, do they get course release time to 
administer them? The latter question is a critical fac-
ulty workload issue that is especially important to fig-
ure out on campuses where there is a faculty union.

By doing the work up front to make it widely known 
why and how faculty efforts matter, institutions can get 
to the point where faculty embrace and advocate for 
student success. This can happen by making the faculty 
allies and partners in building and sustaining student 
success initiatives. Beyond the obvious incentives as-
sociated with student retention and timely progression 
toward degree completion, consider helping faculty 
recognize that the quality of their own experience as 
teachers and mentors improves as student success and 
satisfaction improves. Another tack is to show faculty, 
where possible, their efforts in one area (for example, 
advising) can help reduce the demand on their time 
somewhere else (for example, remedial work). Make 
student success everyone’s business. After all, it is.

The Importance of Visible 
Student Pathways from 
Matriculation to Graduation
Articulating pathways for students is beneficial for a 
number of reasons. For one, research by higher edu-
cation think tanks such as the Community College 
Research Center at Teachers College of Columbia Uni-
versity (Jenkins, Lahr, Brown, Mazzariello 2019) shows 
that when students have a clear path to follow, such as 
a degree map or a year-by-year curriculum guide, they 
are more likely to graduate. When students can see a 
path forward and understand how to navigate the land-
scape, they are more likely to persist. Providing stu-
dents with clarity around their direction and a purpose 
to guide their decisions can drive higher retention and 
graduation rates.

The most effective approaches integrate well-de-
fined and articulated pathways into advising and course 
planning. At the very least, pathways must present to 
students the requirements needed to graduate in each 
of the programs offered. Some institutions have taken 
a more comprehensive approach, one that shows and 
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describes “four-year plans” for taking courses and par-
ticipating in high engagement co-curricular activities. 
For example, Queen’s University in Canada provides 
its students an extensive array of “major maps” to ex-
plore (Queen’s University 2020). Students at Queen’s 
can see and imagine themselves navigating major maps 
for nearly 50 areas of study. Each major map provided 
by Queen’s shows a year-by-year pathway for selecting 
needed courses, getting relevant experience, connect-
ing to local and global communities, and preparing for 
life after graduation. For a large institution like Queen’s, 
with 23,000 undergraduates distributed across eight 
schools, major maps can provide a way for students 
to sort through the multiple possible pathways from 
first year to graduation. Evidence that the Queen’s ap-
proach works shows in retention (95%) and graduation 
(89%) rates that are the highest among universities in 
Canada (Queen’s University 2017; Gerard 2018).

For a slightly different take on the four-year-path-
way concept, consider the “Connections” program at 
Connecticut College (2020a), where during each of 
their four years at the liberal arts college, students have 
common experiences patterned to their interests and 
choices. For example, all students at Connecticut Col-
lege take a first-year seminar course, choosing among a 
variety of offerings. First-year students also connect to 
Connecticut’s team advising approach, which consists 
of a faculty adviser (the instructor of their first-year 
seminar), a staff adviser, and at least two student advis-
ers. In year two at Connecticut College, students select 
an integrative pathway, begin to build a major around 
that pathway, and investigate opportunities to have 
high-impact engagement experiences (such as study 
abroad, internships, and research). In year three, stu-
dents have those high impact engagements and explore 
academic interests related to their major and other 
areas of passion. Year four at Connecticut College is 
when students tie it all together and present what they 
have learned and accomplished through the pursuit of 
integrative pathways. That 90 percent of Connecticut 
College students persist beyond the first year and 84 
percent graduate suggests that this curricular approach 
is successful (Connecticut College 2020b; Moser 2019).

Another example is Reed College, where there is a 
clear and well-articulated four-year academic path to 
graduation. All new students at Reed know that in year 
one they will share the common experience of taking 
Humanities 110, a world civilizations course anchored 

in Ancient Greece. In year two, students work on fulfill-
ing distribution requirements while exploring potential 
major choices (Reed College 2020a). During year three 
at Reed, students complete a junior qualifying exam in 
their major, the centerpiece of which is a thesis pro-
posal. In year four, Reed students work on and com-
plete a thesis. In the case of Reed, the basic architecture 
of this four-year pathway through the college experi-
ence is not only clear from the outset, but it also in-
cludes guideposts for measuring progress along the way. 
This approach has led to Reed consistently ranking in 
the top five (per capita) for all colleges and universities 
in the United States in preparing future Ph.D. students 
(Reed College 2020b).

Establishing a four-year plan for student success, as 
the University of Vermont (2020b) did, has many poten-
tial benefits. Implementing the four-year approach helps 
students think about and begin to plan when in their 
program they can and should seek out opportunities for 
high-impact learning and engagement practices (study 
abroad, internship, undergraduate research, etc.). Four-
year pathways also give students a clearer sense of when 
they should seek summer employment opportunities 
that align with their academic pathways and post-gradu-
ate plans; when to explore programs in the graduate col-
lege and visit the post-graduate fellowships office; when 
to seek assistance/guidance from the career center; and 
so much more. A four-year plan becomes a road map 
for making the right choices at the right time as well as a 
clear overview of the expectations guiding the “two-way 
compact” institutions make with their students.

A data-informed approach to articulated and clear 
pathways can help students know whether they are 
making progress toward finishing their studies. Data 
analysis can reveal which students have not yet estab-
lished a defined pathway to degree completion and the 
number of course options they have available to fulfill 
unmet requirements (Croton, Willis, and Fish 2014). 
With this data, colleges can match course offerings to 
groups of students who need those courses to complete 
requirements. Data can help identify the usual amount 
of time it takes to complete a given pathway and track 
the progress of each student toward degree completion. 
Data can also inform interventions to remove comple-
tion roadblocks and bottlenecks, perhaps resulting in a 
more predictable and consistent schedule for students 
to follow. Moving in directions like these entails a sig-
nificant shift in who drives the course offerings—from 

*** Copyright 2021 AACRAO. Originally appeared in College and University 96(2). Reproduced/distributed with express permission. ***



COLLEGE and UNIVERSITYSpring 2021 –  9 –

faculty interest and availability to student access and 
convenience. This type of change is essential to imple-
menting a student success approach.

First-year experience programs often take the ap-
proach that it is sufficient to expose students to all the 
offices, resources, and opportunities the institution has 
to offer. What is sometimes missing is recognition that 
first-year students are ready to engage in plotting out 
their academic choice pathway over the next three to 
four years (Veney and Sugimoto 2017). Based on the 
courses they take and the experiences they have in their 
first semester, students are already forming tentative 
and alternative pathways that take into account their 
current primary interests as well as their backup inter-
ests. Anyone who has ever advised students or taught a 
first-year experience course has seen this construction 
of possible pathways phenomenon. For this reason, it 
is critical that institutions anticipate and address the 
reality that students often exhibit an early readiness to 
consider and construct future pathways.

Another approach that institutions can take is 
to have departments and schools show students the 
range of on-ramps and off-ramps to new majors. This 
approach can be helpful in cases where several majors 
have similar first- and second-year course sequences. 
For example, at a number of universities, the prerequi-
site course requirements to major in computer science, 
engineering, math, or physics are exactly or nearly the 
same. Incoming students may not know this and, as 
a result, have unnecessary anxiety about going down 
a certain pathway and having choice narrowed rather 
than widened (Rosowsky 2019). If taking a sequence 
of preparatory and required courses will widen, rather 
than narrow, options, why not make that fact more uni-
versally known to your students?

Institutions should not underestimate the potential 
effectiveness of displaying degree pairings (including 
ones that link liberal arts and STEM fields) that ex-
pand the array of academic choices available to first-
year students. Incoming students tend to value options 
and choice. Sometimes staff and faculty are too quick 
to direct students to take steps that will narrow rather 
than keep open the possible pathways. One way to em-
phasize expanded, rather than narrowed, pathways is to 
highlight the full array of possible dual majors, major 
and minor combinations, dual degrees, including bach-
elor’s and master’s combinations, and the option, if it 
exists, to add certificates.

It Pays to Identify and Address 
Retention and Completion Risk 
Points in the Student Life Cycle
Multiple studies by respected higher education re-
searchers, such as George Kuh (2008a; 2008b) and 
Jillian Kinzie (2012), validate that high impact engage-
ment practices, such as internships, guided research, 
and study abroad, drive higher retention, graduation, 
and student satisfaction rates. For many institutions, 
the challenge is how to scale these practices so that all 
students can benefit from them (Brownell and Swaner 
2019). Honors programs at large institutions such as 
Ohio State University (2020) and the personalized 
approach of small liberal arts colleges like Denison 
University (2020) offer representative and innovative 
examples to follow. Yet one co-curricular arena insti-
tutions often overlook is the residence hall. Some uni-
versities have found that making basic modifications 
to residence halls—to include studio or maker spaces 
(Radford University, University of Vermont, and Uni-
versity of Washington) or faculty apartments (Rice Uni-
versity and UCLA) or executive-in-residence programs 
(Purdue University)—can spur more organic and in-
formal opportunities for co-curricular engagement 
(Purdue University 2020; Radford University 2020; 
Rice University 2020; University of California at Los 
Angeles 2020; University of Vermont 2020e, University 
of Washington 2020). Doing this not only invigorates 
the residential experience but also provides additional 
venues for community belonging and bonding as well 
as an accessible setting for entrepreneurial activity and 
career exploration.

It helps to know which aspects of student success 
at an institution require the most attention. One poten-
tially successful approach is some form of student pro-
gression monitoring that leads to real-time intervention 
by instructors, advisors, and student services staff. 
Some universities, such as Michigan Technological 
University (2020) and the University of Nevada, Reno 
(2020a), rely on cross-divisional student intervention 
teams that meet regularly to discuss ways to assist and 
monitor the progress of individual students or groups 
of students. Intervention team members often include 
representatives from the counseling center, residence 
life, advising, student accounts, undergraduate affairs, 
public safety, and the registrar’s office. There are ben-
efits to this holistic approach because the intervention 
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strategies proposed and enacted come from a variety 
of perspectives that factor in the full student life cycle.

Wraparound advising is another emerging approach 
on campuses. Case Western Reserve University (2020) 
relies on a team of navigators who supplement faculty 
advisers and help guide students from their first year 
to commencement. Navigators at Case Western handle 
student questions about internship opportunities, study 
abroad, career planning, and other issues that tend to 
range beyond course and major selection. Navigators 
also make sure to connect to each student’s faculty ad-
viser in order to understand where their students are 
on the academic progress continuum. Although faculty 
advisers may change as individual students adjust their 
interests, the intent at Case Western is for a navigator 
to stay with a student throughout the student’s four-
year journey of exploration and discovery.

A growing number of institutions have instituted 
systems (often utilizing app-based or online student 
success tools) that provide timely feedback to students 
regarding progress markers such as credits toward ful-
filling distribution requirements and completing their 
major. For example, Baylor University (2020), Georgia 
State University, North Dakota State University (2020), 
Stony Brook University (2020), and the University of 
Nevada, Reno (2020b) have incorporated analytics to 
indicate overall success and risk trends and identify 
pathway obstacles and pitfalls. The insights these data 
tools provide help determine which course sequences 
and credit hour loads predict success or difficulty; help 
to identify gateway courses that operate like trap doors; 
and enable the collection of aggregate data to assist 
advisors in steering students in positive directions and 
provide advice about where they are on their pathway 
to achieving their academic goals. Many institutions 
are just beginning to understand the power of such ad-
vanced data analytics applied to student progression 
and success. There is little doubt that when properly 
implemented and overseen (with appropriate controls 
in place), this can be an incredibly valuable approach to 
take in understanding and advancing student success.

Not every student follows a linear path from ma-
triculation to graduation. Institutions that recognize 
this fact are ones that provide a means for students to 
stay on track even while they stop out. Strategies to 
serve the needs of students who stop out include on-
line courses, video advising, and flexible class schedules. 
As nontraditional students comprise a larger share of 

degree seekers and as the swirling path through col-
lege gains on the linear path, institutions will need to 
broaden their approaches to student success.

Sometimes student attrition is rooted in finances, 
especially when a family experiences sudden changes 
to its financial stability. For example, a student may 
choose not to return to college due to a loss of a par-
ent’s job or some other unforeseen financial challenge. 
In such cases, it is helpful for colleges to maintain an 
emergency fund—often administered by the financial 
aid, student accounts, or student affairs office—to 
which students can turn to get a grant or loan that 
could make the difference between staying enrolled or 
dropping out. Examples of this approach include the 
Panther Grants at Georgia State University (2020) and 
the Spartan Completion Grant Program at San Jose 
State University (2020). When students drop out due 
to finances, colleges should not consider that a final 
decision. Efforts to reengage with stopped-out students 
can successfully attract them back to campus to finish 
their degree. More than 20 of the community colleges 
within the State University of New York (SUNY) Sys-
tem have had success with a program called “re-enroll 
to complete” that encourages students to return to col-
lege to finish their degree before their loans go into de-
fault (Yu 2019; Stockberger 2019).

A basic first step for understanding and making 
progress on student success is for colleges to track, re-
port, and celebrate (when there are successes) first-year 
retention and four and six-year graduation rates. These 
rates form a diagnostic baseline for assessing institu-
tional health around student success, even after grant-
ing that there are legitimate concerns about basing 
judgments and initiatives (such as institutional rank-
ings and performance-based funding programs) on 
these rates given the stark resource differences between 
affluent and historically marginalized populations and 
institutions. Measures like these are relative and depen-
dent on institutional type, mission, and financial pro-
file. Regardless of institutional context, many in higher 
education do their best work on student success when 
paying close attention to the institution’s retention, 
persistence, and graduation rate data, especially in ref-
erence to the peers in the institutional comparison set.

Retention and graduation are not the only rates 
worth measuring. Tracking those rates helps answer 
a what question (as in what needs to improve), but it 
does not shed light on the how to improve or why is this 
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happening questions. Another rate to consider measur-
ing is student satisfaction with the overall experience at 
an institution. Knowing which aspects of the student 
experience are considered successful and which ones 
need work helps inform and shape efforts to raise re-
tention and graduation rates. To move beyond basics to 
proactive efforts, several universities conduct student 
experience surveys, often using instruments such as the 
National Survey of Student Engagement developed by 
Indiana University’s Center for Postsecondary Educa-
tion (2020). Many also conduct regular focus groups, 
or develop predictive retention and graduation models. 
For example, Emory University sought to understand 
why first-to-second year retention rates lag three to four 
points behind many of its peers. This question led to a 
project where analysts in the enrollment division ana-
lyzed six years of first-year student data provided by the 
admissions, financial aid, registrar, and undergraduate 
experience offices. The central findings contradicted 
much of the conventional campus wisdom guiding re-
tention efforts at selective universities like Emory. For 
example, at Emory, first-year attrition does not cor-
relate with academic difficulty, income level, or ethnic 
background. Instead, a cluster of factors—undeclared 
major, 2.8 or better first semester GPA, and student 
home residence in New England or the West Coast—
correlates with a higher risk of leaving after the first year 
(Leach, Shi, Marthers, and Hobson 2020). The find-
ings of the Emory retention model now inform efforts 
starting with new student onboarding and orientation.

Pulling It All Together

So how to start making progress on student success? 
Positive change requires moving away from the de-
fault response that it is some else’s responsibility. It re-
quires a bias toward action and shared responsibility, 
informed by analysis. One way to begin is to replace the 

“we have an office over there for that” approach with the 
all-hands, student-success-is-everyone’s-job mindset. 
It is important for institutions to make sure that there 
are shared objectives and persuasive data justifying stu-
dent success efforts. It is equally important to pay at-
tention to whether those shared objectives and data are 
widely known and internalized. Institutions can pro-
mote the all-hands approach by showing faculty and 
staff the benefits (such as efficiency and mission align-
ment) of working together as one university, rather than 
as a loose collection of co-located parts. Making the 
case for an all-hands approach is more likely to succeed 
when institutions address concerns about adding on to 
faculty workloads by reframing student success efforts 
as an opportunity for faculty to articulate their needs, 
shed some other responsibilities, and work collabora-
tively with student affairs or other offices to achieve 
their goals. Amid changing student demographics, con-
stant financial challenges, and rising public skepticism 
about the value of higher education, institutions can re-
claim their missions and refocus their purpose by put-
ting student success front and center.
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