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California State University, Stanislaus is a member campus of the California State 

University System.  It is a Masters I institution that serves just under 8,000 

undergraduates and approximately 800 graduate students, almost all of whom come from 

the three county region in which it sits.  CSU Stanislaus is an Hispanic serving 

institution.  Faculty and staff both describe the study body as highly motivated and 

determined to ―do what it takes‖ to succeed.   

 

From the outset, the team identified CSU Stanislaus’ strong sense of mission and place – 

shared by upper administration, staff at all levels, faculty and students – as one of the 

most important elements in its graduation rate outcomes.  All constituencies with whom 

the team spoke were consistent in describing themselves as: 

 Student centered 

 Committed to access, especially for first generation students 

 Committed to making that access meaningful by helping students to 

succeed 

 Committed to empowering students to take responsibility for their success 

 Dedicated to providing service to the local community and citizens. 

 

President Marvalene Hughes, who is retiring after eleven years as President, has provided 

strong, consistent leadership in focusing the University on assisting students to achieve 

success.  The strategic planning process, initiated soon after her arrival, created a plan for 

an environment to support student success.  She also set in place an integrated 

administrative structure, with overlapping committee memberships to address student 

success, enrollment management, budget priorities, and successful remediation.   

 

Perhaps because of the underlying campus agreement on its mission and the focused 

administrative structure, campus efforts at all levels were consistent in their mission.  

This has led to a particularly style of decision making within the institution that: 

 Encourages active problem solving to address issues of student success, 

student progress to graduation (―keeping on track‖) and student 

engagement in the curriculum 

 Empowers staff at all levels to generate and implement solutions to issues 

identified and 

 Coordinates efforts through communication and active collaboration. 

 

The result of campus culture, leadership initiative, and organizational focus is that CSU, 

Stanislaus has been well positioned to respond to system incentives to improve graduate 

rates and retention in ways that reinforced its mission.  The strong sense of campus 

identity and the focus on service to CSU students provided the direction of the campus 

response.  The integrated administrative structure served to coordinate the resulting 

efforts.  These system initiatives, then prompted CSU Stanislaus to focus in particular 
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ways on the needs of its students, but it did not move the campus away from its focus on 

those students. 

The literature strongly suggests that the important elements in retaining and graduating 

students are: 

 Contact with faculty 

 Consistent advising 

 Advising focus on creating a plan (roadmap) for graduation 

 Student connection to the campus through organizations and activities 

 Engagement in the classroom. 

 

At CSU Stanislaus, these elements are not only in place; they are constantly being 

reviewed and refined.   

 

The CSU Stanislaus Study Team concluded, to a person, that there is no one primary 

reason or program or person who is responsible for the success of the University in 

retaining, nurturing, and graduating its students.  Rather, it is the strongly integrating and 

motivating effect of a shared mission, reinforced by consistent leadership and integrated 

implementation that has led to the success of the University.   
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Graduation Rate Outcomes

“Preventing students from dropping out,” as 

Alexander Astin titled one of the first major works 

on the subject some three decades ago (Astin 1975), 

has been a preoccupation of American colleges and 

universities for some time now. It is also a topic 

that is especially bound up with the history—as 

well as the many operational dilemmas—of the 

nation’s state colleges and universities. Most AASCU 

institutions can date their original founding as 

normal schools to the late nineteenth or early 

twentieth century. But today’s incarnation emerged 

with the great expansion (the Europeans would now 

call it “massification”) of American higher education 

in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 

This significant increase in enrollment was founded 

on new kinds of students. They were typically drawn 

from the lower middle class, their parents had 

only rarely gone to college, and they were 

usually in the top half (instead of the top 

tenth) of their high school graduating classes. 

The early literature on student retention 

(e.g. Tinto 1975; Beal and Noel 1980; and 

Lenning, Beal, and Sauer 1980) was not necessarily 

directed specifically at these new institutions. 

Indeed, most of it, like the majority of published 

work on the learning, behavior, and development 

of college students during that period, was rooted 

in residential campuses enrolling what we now call 

Preface

The stories told about these twelve colleges 

and universities underscore the diversity 

of successful approaches to retaining and 

graduating students.

“traditional” students. But even under the best of 

conditions, institutions faced considerable challenges 

getting students to complete their programs. Based 

on historical research, for example, Vincent Tinto 

(1982) was able to point out that graduation rates 

at American colleges and universities had remained 

essentially flat for a century, despite major changes 

in the structure of higher education and in the 

characteristics of the students who attended them 

over this period. 

But the “dropout” phenomenon had enormous and 

particular implications for AASCU institutions. 

While “massification” allowed elite colleges and 

universities to become ever more selective to 

maintain enrollments, the “people’s universities” 

were bound by mission and demographics to a 

student population that was increasingly challenged 

by the college experience. And this condition was 

only accelerated by the demographic shifts of the 

1980s and 1990s that saw student populations at 

AASCU institutions increase markedly in diversity 

with respect to race/ethnicity, age, and social class.
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The AASCU Graduation Rate Outcomes Study 

thus rests on a long tradition of inquiry into 

a phenomenon that is vital to the missions of 

state colleges and universities. Given this long 

tradition, it is no surprise that its findings, for the 

most part, mirror insights about the correlates of 

student success that others have found1.  But the 

consistency of these findings with other work and, 

more significantly, the fact that they were observed 

by practitioners—faculty, administrators, student 

affairs professionals, and institutional researchers 

at AASCU institutions whose day-to-day functions 

are not immersed in the scholarship of higher 

education—lends them, perhaps, a different kind of 

credibility. Anyone reading the reports of the twelve 

visiting teams cannot help but pick up the observers’ 

sense of sincere and admiring enthusiasm. In part, 

they were impressed by what they saw because it 

so often contrasted with what they had become 

accustomed to on their own campuses. In part, it 

was because it corresponded equally often to the 

kinds of campus environments they envisioned for 

their own campuses. The spirit of benchmarking 

that underlies improvement in any field involves 

a careful balance between systematic long-term 

scholarship to uncover good practice, and getting 

practitioners themselves “out there” to actually look 

directly at what this means. The AASCU Graduation 

Rate Outcomes Study remains above all an action 

project, and its effectiveness will be judged less by 

the particular findings reported here than by the 

ongoing spirit of inquiry and self-analysis that the 

project provokes among AASCU members. 

The stories told about these twelve colleges and 

universities underscore the diversity of successful 

approaches to retaining and graduating students. 

Good performance here is not just the province of 

small, selective institutions. With nurturing and 

care, it can be achieved at any AASCU campus. 

But these stories also suggest that simply finding 

“best practice” somewhere and “plugging it in” is 

unlikely to be effective. To illustrate, I recall vividly 

a board chairman of a state university system—who 

happened to be the CEO of a large aerospace 

enterprise—commissioning a study to gather and 

incorporate the “all the best features” of other state 

university systems with respect to a particular facet 

of performance. Some of us present needed to 

remind him how, as an aerospace design engineer, he 

would probably react to a team at his own company 

returning from such a quest with a set of well-crafted 

aircraft components “all of which came from a 

(different) airplane that flew.” What this report (and 

its many counterparts) makes clear is that coherence, 

intentionality, planned redundancy, and a dedicated 

and competent crew—knit together in unique but 

comprehensible ways—are what underlies lasting 

success. 

—Peter Ewell
National Center for Higher

Education Management Systems
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Graduation Rate Outcomes

The AASCU Graduation Rate Outcomes Study was 

an initiative aimed at understanding the reasons 

why some state-supported four-year colleges and 

universities do an unusually good job in retaining 

and graduating students. The project was stimulated 

by a growing recognition, motivated by increasing 

public disclosure of institutional graduation rates 

and their prominent use as accountability measures, 

that apparently similar institutions often performed 

quite differently with respect to the success of their 

students. By examining selected campuses and 

documenting what they found, study participants 

hoped to gain a better understanding of why these 

institutions were successful, and what other campus 

leaders could do to achieve high performance. 

AASCU, EdTrust and NASH have a common 

commitment to access and student success in 

higher education. Recently they found themselves 

sharing a specific concern about graduation rates 

as the U.S. Congress, along with many states, 

began to focus on graduation rates as measures of 

institutional effectiveness. A historic problem with 

using graduation rates as measures of institutional 

effectiveness has always involved inappropriate 

comparisons between institutions with different 

missions and different student characteristics. To 

help address this problem, EdTrust completed work 

in fall 2004 on a web tool that allows a sophisticated 

but easy-to-use interface to access the graduation 

Background

Study Sponsors

American Association of State Colleges and 
Universities (AASCU)—a membership organization of 
396 public four-year colleges and universities and 26 
state systems of higher education. These institutions 
and systems are in 49 of the 50 states plus the District 
of Columbia, Puerto Rico, Guam and the U.S. Virgin 
Islands. Over 3.6 million students, more than 55 percent 
of enrollments at all public four-year institutions, attend 
its member institutions and systems.

The Education Trust (EdTrust)—an independent 
nonprofit organization that works for high academic 
achievement of all students at all levels, kindergarten 
through college, and toward forever closing the 
achievement gaps that separate low-income students 
and students of color from other youth. The basic tenet 
of the Education Trust is that all children will learn at 
high levels when they are taught to high levels.

National Association of System Heads (NASH)—a 
membership organization of chief executive officers 
of the 52 public higher education systems in 38 states 
and Puerto Rico. About 70 percent of all four-year 
college undergraduates attend school in the member 
systems. The goal of the association is to improve the 
governance of public higher education systems.

rate data collected by the National Center for 

Educational Statistics2. Although this web-based tool 

offers substantially better comparisons, the ability to 

make better comparisons did not tell institutional 

leaders what policies and practices they should 

undertake to improve graduation rates on their 

own campuses. So AASCU, EdTrust and NASH 

agreed to create a partnership to examine graduation 
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Study Campuses
• California State
 University Stanislaus
• Clemson University,
 South Carolina
• City University of New
 York, John Jay College
 of Criminal Justice
• Elizabeth City State University, North Carolina
• Louisiana Tech University
• Montclair State University, New Jersey
• Murray State University, Kentucky
• Northwest Missouri
 State University
• Truman State
 University, Missouri
• University of Northern Iowa
• University of Wisconsin-
 La Crosse
• Virginia State University

rate outcomes more fully, aimed at identifying 

why some institutions report much higher success 

rates than similarly situated institutions and to 

use this knowledge to provide guidance to campus 

leaders about how to improve their own graduation 

outcomes. The key idea animating this collaborative 

project was to help campuses manage, instead of 

just reacting to, growing external concerns about 

graduation rates.

Using data collected by the National Center for 

Educational Statistics and the EdTrust web interface, 

the three partner associations identified twelve 

AASCU institutions that were doing better than 

their peers in graduating students within six years. 

Six of the twelve institutions had maintained high 

graduation rates for a long period of time; the other 

six had shown substantial improvements in their 

graduation rates since 1996. The twelve participating 

institutions also were chosen to represent the 

range of AASCU institutions, using the Carnegie 

Classification and Barron’s Admissions Selector 

Rating categories. They included Hispanic Serving 

Institutions (HSIs) and Historically Black Colleges 

and Universities (HBCUs). All twelve institutions 

that were identified agreed to participate as study 

campuses.

The primary work of the project was accomplished 

by eight-person study teams who visited each 

campus for two days in the spring of 2005 (see 

Appendix B). Study team leaders and members 

were drawn from a national pool of individuals 

nominated by their institution’s chief executive or 

chief academic officer. Study team leaders developed 

the report processes and protocols used in this study. 

Each study team leader led one visiting team. All 

nominations included a commitment to pay for the 

team member’s travel expenses for the study visit 

as well as time to do the work of the study. Study 

teams were constituted to ensure that members of 

each team reflected leadership, research, academic, 

enrollment management, and admissions experience. 

Ninety-seven team members from 94 different 

institutions participated in the study visits. This 

does not count the multitude of people at the twelve 

study campuses who met with and supported the 

study teams during their visits.

In addition, each institution that contributed a 

visiting team member agreed to conduct a self-

study of its own using the protocols developed for 

examining the study campuses. These self-studies 

were reviewed to provide background information 

about public higher education practices thought 

to affect graduation rate outcomes to compare to 

what was found at study campuses. In addition, a 

commission comprised of eight system heads and 

campus presidents and chancellors was established. 

Their responsibility was to provide advice and 

direction to the project staff. Members of the 
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commission provided direction to the project staff 

and campus study teams, accepted the site visit 

reports, and recommended the final report to the 

sponsoring associations. 

In December 2004, the study team leaders met with 

project staff and consultants in Washington, D.C. 

to develop a study approach designed to focus on 

issues such as institutional intentionality, integration 

of effort, intervention with students, information 

driven processes, leadership, and campus culture. 

The study approach was shared with each study 

campus to help them prepare for the visit. 

Study campus visits were conducted over a two-week 

period in March 2005. Each study team prepared a 

report of the site visit in a template developed for the 

project. The visiting team reports were reviewed by 

the project staff and consultants, in partnership with 

association staff and the visiting team leaders. This 

report is the result of that collaboration.
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Graduation Rate Outcomes

While study campuses were all successful in retaining 

and graduating students, they were remarkably 

diverse in other ways. Ranging from large to small, 

urban to rural, and specialized mission to general 

purpose, they exhibited an extraordinary variety 

of specific strategies to promote student success. 

Most of these specific strategies are consistent with 

proven “best practice” as documented in literature 

on retention that goes back thirty years. Because 

they are well known, many of these specific strategies 

are undoubtedly in place at campuses we did not 

visit and whose success rates are modest. Indeed, 96 

percent of the institutions submitting self-studies for 

the project reported a “first year program” in place—

a feature shared by all of the study campuses. What 

is more distinctive about study institutions is the 

overall campus culture within which these practices 

are deployed and the quality of presidential and 

administrative leadership that keep them moving 

and coordinated. 

An Initial Irony

One striking way to emphasize the importance of 

culture and leadership in the success reported for 

many study institutions is to note how frequently 

they did not perceive their exceptional performance 

as a product of a “student retention” effort at all. The 

following excerpts from visiting team reports were 

typical:

Findings
Elizabeth City State University has not had a 

highly specific emphasis on graduation rates 

per se. Rather the campus commitment is to 

supporting and nurturing students . . . high 

graduation rates seem to be not a direct focus 

but a byproduct of their real concern.

The focus on improving the general environment, 

students, and student learning has been the 

means to reach the campus’ goals rather than 

a direct focus on retention and graduation 

. . . the focus on students and high quality 

learning environment were key ingredients in 

the transformation of the campus (Truman State 

University).

The relationships cultivated between faculty and 

students are among the most highly valued, yet 

it is not clear that this feature was created by 

design . . . the university evolved over time from 

a smaller homogeneous institution to a larger 

heterogeneous organization with a complex 

mission (Clemson University).

[Faculty and staff] were unaware of the level of 

success achieved by the institution . . . most 

conceptualized their efforts as more globally 

focused on student success rather than 

specifically on retention and graduation rates 

(City University of New York John Jay College of 

Criminal Justice).
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Faculty and staff stated that they were not aware 

that their graduation and retention rates were 

unusually high . . . there is an element of pride 

in the quality of programs that lead to student 

success rather than a focus on retention and 

graduation (University of Northern Iowa).

Indeed, as the last two excerpts note, faculty and 

staff at study institutions were frequently not aware 

that they were unusual in their success. They simply 

had tried to create a campus attitude and climate 

that was consistently focused on meeting student 

needs and helping students succeed. As the Truman 

State University team report succinctly puts it, “the 

primary focus is on improving the student learning 

environment and if this is achieved, graduation and 

retention will follow.”

This is not to say that the success of these campuses 

in retaining students is accidental. Montclair State 

University explicitly included improving graduation 

and persistence rates as goals in its institutional plan 

and while the University of Northern Iowa plan 

does not specifically mention student retention and 

graduation as a goal, the visiting team noted that 

“it is clear that the plan is the foundation of the 

institution’s success, and [graduation and retention 

rates] are included in it as performance indicators.” 

Going farther, several visiting teams seemed a bit 

puzzled about how some institutions remained 

ignorant of their success and the reasons for it and 

saw this as a potential long-term difficulty. As one 

report cautioned, “[staff at the institution] admitted 

that they did not plan intentionally for retention 

and graduation improvements, and are not quite 

sure why or how these improvements occurred.” 

But what seems consistent across all accounts—and 

that this characteristic “initial irony” illustrates—is 

that student success at these institutions is more a 

product of an overarching shared culture than it is 

the result of a more narrowly-conceived, deliberate 

“retention effort.”

Unpacking Culture

What are some of the specific elements of culture 

underlying this last observation? While they are 

intertwined in many ways, at least three key elements 

of culture can be distinguished and discussed. The 

first is the pervasive attitude that all students can 

succeed, reinforced by a wider culture that is not 

content to rest on past success. The second is a sense 

of inclusiveness on the part of all members of the 

campus community frequently characterized as a 

“family.” And a third, somewhat more consciously 

crafted element of culture, is a strongly held sense of 

institutional mission that recognizes the campus as 

“distinctive” or “special.”

• High Expectations—Though infrequently 
admitted, a prevailing value structure among 
faculty and staff at most colleges and universities is 
that student success is up to students. Reinforcing 
this belief—especially among many AASCU 
institutions—can be the frequently expressed 
desire to improve “quality” (and concomitantly, 
retention) by becoming more selective. And there 
is truth to both of these, in part. Six of the study 
institutions had recently raised their admissions 
requirements—surely a factor in their success. But 
the other six had not changed admissions practices 
appreciably and still enjoyed high graduation rates. 
Furthermore, many of them stress the need for 
students, within a proper scaffolding of service 
and support, to take active responsibility for their 
own success. But what really distinguishes many 
of these campuses is the pervasive belief that 
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demography is not destiny: all of the students they 
admit have the potential to graduate, and they 
should all be held to high levels of expectation2. 
The following excerpts from visiting team reports 
are typical:

The campus has created a culture that expects 

students to succeed and that supports them 

along the way . . . for example, one of the 

first images students see upon entering 

the admissions office is a large picture of 

graduation exercises (Murray State University).

Although faculty and staff are very nurturing, 

they also emphasized student responsibility 

for solving their own problems . . . [faculty 

and staff] characterized their approach as a 

scaffolding approach where students were 

gradually given more responsibilities as their 

academic careers progressed (Elizabeth City 

State University).

Overarching commitment to students seems to 

be a type of [almost “parental” commitment] 

to students that includes rigorous academic 

programs (City University of New York John Jay 

College of Criminal Justice).

In many cases, visiting team comments emphasized 

the fact that despite a non-selective student body, 

faculty held students to high standards. At Virginia 

State University, for example, students report they 

are experiencing higher expectations and faculty 

receive explicit messages from the president that 

they are to teach at higher levels and increase 

their expectations for students. The example of 

concrete images of success evoked by the Murray 

State University quote above was echoed at other 

campuses. In the courtyard of the student center 

at Louisiana Tech University there is a “brickwalk” 

comprising named bricks for each individual 

graduate, grouped by class; one student was heard 

to exclaim, “she wanted to get her brick.” The 

Freshman Reading Experience at Murray State 

University intentionally features works by authors 

who have achieved success despite overwhelming 

odds, communicating to students from the outset 

that they too can persevere and succeed. The 

“Covenant,” signed by each incoming student at 

Northwest Missouri State University containing 

specific promises that they promise to live up to 

about how they will engage college-level work is also 

founded on high expectations.

But establishing high expectations are only one 

pole of a culture that simultaneously stresses the 

institution’s obligation to help students meet these 

expectations. The notion of “scaffolding” noted in 

the Elizabeth City State University visiting team 

report is an example of the institution’s obligation 

and a common finding in the wider research 

literature on student success. Beyond individual 

intervention programs, many campuses exhibited 

a “360” attitude of support for student success in 

which faculty and staff were proactive in reaching 

out to students to determine, then respond to, their 

individual problems. At Louisiana Tech University, 

the visiting team noted that no student was made 

to wait anywhere at a service office without being 

approached by staff. Individual recognition and 

response was also noted as important. At Elizabeth 

City State University, the visiting team reported 

that faculty were very familiar with the individual 

backgrounds of their students and all knew their 

2This observation is consistent with much previous work on the topic of 
student success. See Astin (1977), NIE (1984), Chickering and Gamson 
(1987), and Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt and Associates (2004).
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students personally and by name. As the report put 

it, “faculty members treat students as they would 

want someone to treat their own children—greeting 

them with a smile, being honest with them, and 

‘kicking butts’ when needed.” At Murray State 

University, the team noted, both faculty and staff 

recognize that retention happens “one student at 

a time.” Finally, the visiting team described the 

unusual commitment of faculty to student success at 

Montclair State University as follows: 

The first camp is represented by faculty who 
believe that they have a role in retention and 
the second is represented by faculty who don’t 
understand their role in retention . . . the
team noted that there was no third camp, those 
who did not believe they had a role in retention . 
. . this is significant . . . faculty do not let things 
“fall through the cracks for students”.

Genuine and demonstrated faculty commitment 

to help students succeed is a striking characteristic 

in many of these reports. Indeed, several of them 

note that such attitudes are typical on most 

campuses for student affairs professionals—though 

often less so for service office workers. What was 

universally striking at study institutions, though, 

was the unusual degree to which faculty expressed 

and acted on these convictions. This kind of 

faculty commitment may be especially important 

for AASCU institutions where many students are 

commuters and faculty contact in the classroom may 

be the only “human face” of the institution students 

typically see. 

A third element of high expectations shared by 

many study institutions is that the culture demands 

performance from the institution and its members, 

not just from students. Many visiting teams reported 

elements of culture that the quality management 

guru W. Edwards Deming emphasized in point five 

of his famous fourteen points, “improve constantly 

and forever the system of production and service.” 

And it is explicit in the “quality culture” created by 

Northwestern State University (Ill.) who has fully 

adopted Deming’s principles—a pervasive uneasiness 

about being content with current performance and 

the conviction that the institution can always do 

better3. 

Among study institutions, this quality was frequently 

associated with presidential leadership. The 

following excerpts from team reports are typical:

Tech is not content to rest on the laurels of the 

success it has already had . . . rather it seeks 

intentional ways to make further gains and 

to sustain the gains that it has already made 

(Louisiana Tech University).

Faculty, staff, and administrators are constantly 

asking “what can we do to move to the next 

level?” (Murray State University).

The president is quite intolerant of substandard 

goals and consequently pushes the VSU 

community to be the very best at everything 

(Virginia State University).

The president often heard saying “we can get 

better” . . . ”while [graduation rate] compares 

very well with the average for our peer group, is 

that all that WE can hope to attain?” (Montclair 

State University).

3This characteristic is especially prominent in the high-performing 
campuses observed by Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, and Associates 
(2005), who termed it “positive restlessness” (p. 146). See also Kuh, 
Kinzie, Schuh, and Whitt (2005), a Change article revealingly entitled 
“Never Let It Rest.”
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These excerpts also suggest an unusual perception 

of self-efficacy and confidence that high levels of 

performance can be achieved. As one visiting team 

member put it, “a constant willingness to experiment 

and the conviction that ‘we can do it,’ together 

create a spirit of healthy restlessness on the campuses 

that we visited.”

To summarize, a culture of high expectations is also 

a culture of mutual expectations. Study campuses 

do not just hold students to high standards. They 

also do everything in their power to provide them 

with the support they need to succeed and to 

build students’ sense of personal responsibility for 

their achievement. Leaders do not just set high 

targets for faculty and staff performance. As will 

be seen later, they set targets that actually can be 

met, provide support and example to meet them, 

then raise the bar another notch. A culture that 

succeeds like this is always in dynamic balance. It 

leads with high expectations as the sine qua non of 

the institution’s mission. But, as the second cultural 

element described below suggests, it simultaneously 

emphasizes inclusion.

• Belonging—One of the most frequently 
mentioned success factors for selective small liberal 
arts colleges in the literature on student retention 
is that their students are consistently involved in a 
close and mutually-reinforcing network of campus 
ties that include residence life, frequent student-
faculty contact and a rich range of extracurricular 
activities4. AASCU institutions—by definition, 
larger and less well funded—have a hard time 
duplicating these idyllic conditions. But study 

institutions, in spite of these challenges, found 
many ways to build a similar sense of engagement. 
One of its most pervasive metaphors is that of 
“family,” as the following excerpts from visiting 
team reports attest:

There is an overall emphasis of encouragement of 

students by faculty, staff, and administration 

to be involved in the campus community in 

some way . . . many used the term “family” to 

describe the desired perception (University of 

Wisconsin-La Crosse).

Throughout the visit, language used by professional 

staff, faculty, and students to describe their 

efforts were “family,” “team-oriented,” 

“caring.” “community-focused,” “student-

centered,” “collaborative,” and “intentional.” 

Language used by staff to describe the student 

body over the years was “traditional,” “family-

oriented,” “team-oriented,” and “caring.” 

(Montclair State University)

The “Tech Family” . . . It is also referred to as a 

“culture of caring” (Louisiana Tech University).

Students are “honored and respected” in this 

relationship . . . students are central in the 

“Clemson Family” or the “Clemson Experience” 

are terms the team heard a lot during the visit 

. . . reports of close, long-term relationships 

between faculty and students that extended 

beyond graduation were common . . . retired 

faculty remain “family members” (Clemson 

University).

Faculty and staff often voiced the belief that 

Northwest is a “family” in which mutual 

respect and concern are the norm . . . 

4The development of such networks of inclusion has been a major theme 
of the retention literature for three decades; see Astin (1975, 1977); 
Noel, Levitz, Saluri and Associates (1985); Tinto, (1993); and Kuh, 
Shuh, Whitt and Associates (1991).

California State University, Stanislaus 
AASCU Graduation Rates Outcome Study 
IC1     Question 2     EL 093

Page 14 of 73



Graduation Rate Outcomes

AASCU • 13

although one might hear similar comments 

on many campuses, it is evident [to us] 

that the family metaphor truly is central for 

Northwest employees (Northwest Missouri State 

University).

Part of treating students as members of a “family” 

involves unusual faculty and staff efforts directed 

toward getting to know them personally and toward 

making them feel physically and emotionally 

welcome. It also involves trying to determine their 

own aspirations and goals for attending college—

seeing the college through student eyes5. Though 

the visits were short, many visiting team members 

were impressed by the frequency with which they 

observed “welcoming” behavior. At Louisiana Tech 

University the visiting team observed many informal 

conversations between students and faculty in 

which the latter went out of their way to exchange 

greetings and solicit information about how things 

were going—despite the fact that it was raining. At 

the City University of New York John Jay College 

of Criminal Justice the visiting team reported that 

faculty members were unusually empathetic to the 

challenges their students face as first-generation 

college students. 

Another part of creating a “family feeling” is to 

employ the familiar rituals of family. At Elizabeth 

City State University, the student affairs staff makes 

sure to send every student a birthday card. At 

California State University Stanislaus, the President 

initiated an annual “feed the students” day during 

which faculty members cook for students and a 

similar event was reported by the team visiting the 

University of Northern Iowa. Northwest Missouri 

State University incorporates inclusion in a different 

way—through the substantial use of student 

employees. As the visiting team reports: 

All front-line positions and many—if not 
most—positions usually filled in colleges and 
universities by full-time classified staff and 
professionals at staff and middle management 
levels are filled and executed by part-time 
student employees . . . over 900 students (one 
in seven) are employed . . . paid from regular 
salary funds . . . in many ways Northwest is their 
university and they run it.

A strong foundation for building such an inclusive 

culture is continuity. It is not unusual for study 

campuses to recruit both students and staff who 

have some prior connection with the institution. 

Reinforcing this, staff turnover at all levels appears 

unusually low. At Elizabeth City State University 

almost 30 percent of those employed by the 

University are alumni and the visiting team talked 

to several individuals who had a spouse, a child, 

or a parent also working at the institution. And 

at a very different kind of institution—Clemson 

University—the fact that 35-40 percent of students 

each year are “legacies” whose parents also attended 

builds especially strong ties. In some cases, prior 

history and longevity extends to the very top. At 

the University of Northern Iowa, the president is a 

graduate of the university and a recent, long-term 

president at Truman State University was a graduate 

(married to a fellow graduate as well). The following 

excerpts from visiting team reports convey the power 

of continuity in building a sense of commitment:

Another important characteristic . . . is the extent 

to which the University has “hired its own” 

. . . many staff, including unit directors are 

5The critical importance of this shift of perspective from that of the 
institution to that of the student is perhaps emphasized best in Noel, 
Levitz, Saluri and Associates (1985), pp. 450-5.
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first generation graduates of the institution 

(California State University Stanislaus).

It is not difficult to find faculty and staff members 

who have worked at the institution for a 

significant period of time or who have attended 

the university prior to joining the institution 

(University of Northern Iowa).

One long-term administrator who was also an 

alumnus of the campus indicated that his 

motivation for helping students was to do for 

them “what was done for me” in the 1960s 

(Elizabeth City State University).

Many of the top campus administrators are alumni 

of the institution . . . while the downside is to 

shut off new ideas, the [resulting] passion and 

dedication more than outweighs this (Louisiana 

Tech University).

While it can be argued that continuity and prior 

identification with an institution are things that “just 

happen” without being deliberately fostered, it seems 

clear that once such a positive culture is established 

it must also take active steps to perpetuate itself. At 

Truman State University, there is a long tradition of 

faculty recruitment that emphasizes direct faculty 

experience with a liberal arts environment. Like 

any university, Truman seeks new faculty from 

the best possible graduate programs, but it looks 

especially for candidates who attended small liberal 

arts colleges as undergraduates. Truman also takes 

particular care to orient new faculty into the “liberal 

arts and sciences culture” that the institution seeks 

to foster. Similarly the visiting team noted that at 

Montclair State University a special emphasis is 

placed on sending the message to potential new hires 

that they are expected to “become part of a broader 

family whose mission is student success.” And this 

message is not just stated once but is the centerpiece 

of a semester-long orientation program for new 

faculty.

The result of all this, as several visiting teams noted, 

was to effectively transplant some of the most visible 

hallmarks of the residential private liberal arts college 

experience to the seemingly less fertile ground of the 

AASCU commuter institution. At City University of 

New York John Jay College of Criminal Justice, the 

visiting team observed “there is a profound sense of 

community at the college, which is surprising in that 

it is a non-residential community in the midst of a 

major city with a very diverse student body, faculty, 

and staff.” Their counterparts visiting California 

State University Stanislaus similarly noted that this 

commuter university is essentially “a residential 

campus in terms of [the attitudes and commitments 

of ] faculty and staff.”

• Purpose and Place—While “mission” is surely 
important at state colleges and universities, there 
has always been a tendency for its structural 
and governance aspects (as in “mission, role, 
and scope”) to trump its values dimension. In 
contrast, visiting teams frequently reported that 
the institution’s “mission” was seen less as a written 
document than as a shared belief system and a 
code of conduct embraced by faculty and staff6. 
Central to both is a sense of purpose focused on 
fostering student learning. This sense of shared 
purpose, in turn, helps reinforce a culture that is 
comfortable with the mission of serving current 
students, rather than aspiring toward “higher” 

6For elaboration on the importance of shared purpose and “living 
mission” in improving student success, see Kuh, Shuh, Whitt, and 
Associates (1991) and Kuh, Kinzie, Shuh, Whitt and Associates (2005, 
chapter 2).

California State University, Stanislaus 
AASCU Graduation Rates Outcome Study 
IC1     Question 2     EL 093

Page 16 of 73



Graduation Rate Outcomes

AASCU • 15

levels of institutional prestige by becoming more 
selective. This is especially salient to AASCU 
institutions that the public expects to serve the 
students it has.

 The following excerpts from visiting team reports 
give some flavor to this unusual sense of purpose:

A strong sense of mission and place shared by upper 

administration, staff at all levels, and students 

is the most important element in [achieving 

high] graduation outcomes (California State 

University Stanislaus).

The institution’s motto is “Students First”

 . . . so strong is the commitment to this motto 

that it has taken on mantra-like dimensions, 

being one of the first things everybody 

mentions . . . it is not just something faculty and 

staff are told to do but they are hired with this 

attribute in mind and supported and rewarded 

for demonstrating their commitment to the 

concept (University of Northern Iowa).

[At a campus whose purpose is thoroughly 

inculcated with the principles of Continuous 

Quality Improvement] Virtually everyone we 

spoke with used the language of quality 

improvement (e.g. “root cause analysis,” 

“seven step planning”) . . . posters identifying 

the university’s “decision drivers,” vision and 

mission,” and “cultural core values” are widely 

evidenced in campus buildings (Northwest 

Missouri State University).

Faculty universally talked about having ownership 

of student success . . .  one administrator 

commented that they “are all quasi-counselors” 

. . . none of the faculty [we interviewed] talked 

about this extra workload as a burden (Elizabeth 

City State University).

As noted earlier, much of this shared sense of 

purpose is reinforced consciously through the 

recruitment process. At Elizabeth City State 

University, the institution’s focus on student success 

is made clear in the faculty interview process and 

the culture is consciously maintained by only hiring 

faculty and staff who buy into the philosophy of 

student-centeredness. Adjunct faculty members also 

are made a part of this process. At Truman State 

University, the university provides an extensive 

new faculty orientation program to help new hires 

understand core values about high standards and the 

centrality of undergraduate teaching and learning, 

so they can affirm the institution’s underlying 

philosophy and goals. The team visiting the 

University of Northern Iowa similarly noted with 

favor that new faculty members are “mentored” and 

coached in classes by retired faculty associated with 

the Center for the Enhancement of Teaching. Other 

study teams emphasized that effort to deliberately 

recruit the right kinds of people and socialize new 

members into the community helped maintain core 

purposes, even as institutions grew beyond the point 

where this kind of culture is “natural.”

Cultures of student success also are fostered 

deliberately through consistent actions and visible 

allocations of scarce resources. At Montclair State 

University, the visiting team was impressed with 

the sheer number of staff dedicated to providing 

advisement and student support services. They went 

on to note the growing pervasiveness of this shared 

sense of purpose, observing that “until recently, 

housing and food services were not considered 

important complements to the mission of the 
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university . . . this is turning around . . . bringing 

new programs into the halls.” As Montclair’s 

President summarized, “we’re consistent in what 

we’re saying and what we’re doing.”

The net result of this shared sense of purpose is a 

“mission” that is more than just a ritualized piece 

of prose that opens the college catalog. Formalized 

planning is an outgrowth of culture and day-to-day 

experience, not a bureaucratic process layered on 

top of it. As the visiting team observed about the 

University of Northern Iowa, “the Strategic Plan is 

constantly reviewed, embodying the culture, values, 

vision, mission . . . [and] discussions [at all levels] 

consistently indicate the plan is the fount from 

which all else flows at the university.”

Unpacking Leadership

“Leadership” is a topic that has assumed mythic 

proportions in higher education, just as it has in 

the corporate world. One typical construction of it 

centers on charisma and heroic personal qualities 

that make presidents capable of visibly inspiring 

and actively shaping large-scale institutional 

transformations. And to be sure, presidents at study 

campuses were reported as showing many of these 

characteristics. But what tended to set leadership 

apart for visiting teams at these institutions were 

two qualities that were less spectacular, but perhaps 

more effective. First, “leadership” is a shared 

responsibility—occurring at all levels and deeply 

embedded in the way the institution works as an 

organization on a day-to-day basis. Second, the 

particular presidential qualities needed to build and 

sustain the culture and organizational processes 

observed at study campuses are more about listening 

than talking, and more about consistent personal 

modeling of a particular collective vision than about 

spectacular public performances. 

• No Silos—“Flattened organizations” and 
“matrix organizations” have become buzzwords 
in organizational literature these days and their 
effects carry over into higher education. The 
argument here essentially is that the most effective 
organizational structures are as much lateral as 
they are hierarchical and emphasize the flexibility 
and “on-the-ground” effectiveness that can be 
gained when work teams drawn from different 
places (and reporting lines) are able to work 
together on a problem. Another dimension of 
this argument is directly about leadership and 
authority: in order to work properly, individuals 
far down what would otherwise be seen as the 
“chain of command” should be given as much 
authority as possible to make critical decisions 
without asking permission. This, in turn, requires 
an accountability structure that encourages risk-
taking and rewards results instead of just following 
rules. 

 In the eyes of visiting team members, 
organizational processes at study institutions 
frequently exhibited these qualities:

• All these processes connect and coordinate
 . . . one thing that the study team found was 

consistency (Elizabeth City State University).

• EMO [a cross-cutting unit responsible for first-
year student success] collaborates with offices 
and departments across the campus to improve 
recruitment and retention initiatives (Montclair 
State University).
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• The success of these programs for first year 
students is due in part to a pervasive spirit 
of cooperation among various offices in the 
Student Affairs and Academic Affairs divisions 
(Murray State University).

• We observed a strong sense of shared values 
and remarkable coordination and integration 
of purpose between academic affairs and 
student affairs . . . [with regard to units within 
Student Affairs] these offices have close working 
relationships with other offices that relate to 
student persistence and success (City University 
of New York John Jay College of Criminal 
Justice).

• The empowerment of staff and faculty 
to generate new proposals and to either 
implement them or bring them to the 
coordinating committees for funding or 
approval has provided the campus with 
the “space” to innovate and to address 
opportunities before they become problems 
(California State University Stanislaus).

• [Quoting a vice-president interviewed] . . . 
“It’s more than the programs . . . it’s a way of 
interacting collegially . . . you can find the same 
programs most places . . . it’s how you interact” 
(Northwest Missouri State University).

• There is a council on the first year that 
works collaboratively to integrate services . . 
. integration [between Academic Affairs and 
Student Affairs] is deep, but it is not readily 
described in terms of organizational structure

 . . . rather it is evident in the strong and 
consistent view of Student Affairs staff who 
indicated that they used two important 

principles: (a) not to duplicate effort and (b) 
to enhance and support academic programs 
(Clemson University).

This level of cooperation also demands an unusual 

level of trust—both of top leadership and of one 

another. Visiting teams observed that shedding 

“territoriality” was much easier for unit heads and 

middle managements where there were clear signals 

through top management and the budget process 

that cooperative actions that saved resources, for 

example, would not be penalized by taking away 

resources. Similarly, they would not be “punished” 

in the resource allocation process if they revealed 

process weaknesses that could be improved through 

cooperation. 

Often reinforcing these organizational habits are 

the distinctive ways individual roles are constructed. 

At many institutions, visiting teams noted that 

incumbents frequently take on assignments that at 

other institutions might well be seen as “outside my 

job description.” At Montclair State University, a 

“Faculty Think Tank” consisting of twenty faculty 

members drawn from across the campus review 

research on graduation, retention, engagement, 

and the student profile and develop independent 

action recommendations for consideration. In the 

words of the visiting team report, service personnel 

at University of Wisconsin-La Crosse “see their 

job as educators not service providers.” Crossover 

roles such as these also are promoted by physical 

proximity. At California State University Stanislaus, 

the recent addition of new building has not only 

provided “one-stop shopping” for student services, 

but also has contributed to better communication 

and cooperation among the many different 

administrators, faculty, and staff who work in it. 
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At some study campuses, boundary spanning has 

simply become part of the way the institution does 

business and appears to operate without a great deal 

of visible organization or authority. The following 

extracts from team reports illustrate this succinctly:

When asked how they collaborate . . . most were 
not conscious of doing so . . . they simply call 
others when they need their assistance (which is 
daily) if they want them to be part of a program 
or service or part of a planning team . . . ”it’s 
just what we do all the time” (Montclair State 
University).

The engagement of the faculty with students 
is highly integrated with other features of the 
university [designed to yield] high rates of 
retention and graduation that the university 
has sustained over a long period of time. This 
integration is deep, but it is not readily described 
in terms of organizational structure (Clemson 
University).

This structure produces policies that are 
not always governed by “one big idea” or 
centralized administrative oversight. Rather, 
the deeply shared commitment to the mission 
of the university and the understanding of 
administrators, staff, and faculty of the needs of 
their students is the integrating force (California 
State University Stanislaus).

But not all of what the visiting teams found about 

organizational processes at study campuses was 

consistent with the literature on organizational 

effectiveness. Although role crossovers and lateral 

patterns of communication are pervasive at study 

campuses, the presence and use of management 

information is decidedly mixed7. To quote several 

visiting team reports:

The campus has not made a priority of 
developing empirical evidence about retention 
programs. Achievements . . . appear to be 
grounded in the institutional mission and 
culture more than in direct empirical evidence. 
(Elizabeth City State University).

Specific data were unavailable to attest to the 
impact of various features . . . the campus does 
not appear to be very data conscious. (University 
of Wisconsin-La Crosse).

[We] did not find much assessment of program 
effectiveness for particular programs . . . but 
the team found that this is an institution that 
takes graduation rates seriously enough for it to 
be part of the institution’s fabric. (Murray State 
University).

It is evident that a particular sort of environment 
is being deliberately created . . . but it is also 
evident that this does not appear to be a data 
driven process at all levels of the university. 
(Northwest Missouri State University).

But other study campuses were both sophisticated 

and passionate about collecting and using 

information. At Truman State University, a 

nationally recognized assessment program is staffed 

almost entirely by faculty, and data are a routine 

part of deliberations about curriculum and strategic 

direction. At Clemson University, the visiting team 

reported that the institution has been engaged 

in data-driven decision-making for many years 

7Note that this observation is one of the few that is somewhat at variance 
with similar studies. Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt and Associates (2005) 
noted that information from many sources—ranging from quantitative 
data to stories about students—tended to inform decision-making at the 
campuses they studied, though they were well short of “data driven.”
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and access to and use of data is visible at every 

decision-making level. At Northwest Missouri 

State University, a set of “dashboard indicators” 

is constructed and prominently displayed for key 

areas of institutional functioning and is used by 

the institution’s leadership to create occasions for 

considering what could be improved. And at Murray 

State University, the president’s personal interest 

in data as evidenced by his constant use of and 

reference to key statistics. This has helped build a 

new emphasis on data based decision-making that is 

now being layered in on top of an already vigorous 

student-centered culture. 

These observations suggest that information about 

performance may not be a necessary condition for 

promoting student success, so long as the requisite 

cultural elements are present. At the same time, 

the fact that information was visible and pervasive 

at some of the larger campuses suggests that 

information may prove increasingly necessary as 

campuses grow. And as the example of Northwest 

Missouri State University emphasizes, information 

may be as important as a symbol and an occasion for 

clear communication that guides decisions.

• Enabling Leadership—Study institutions are 
blessed by the presence of an unusually effective 
group of presidents and vice presidents. In the eyes 
of many visiting teams, presidential leadership 
tended to exhibit classic characteristics of what 
the literature on organizational effectiveness has 
come to call the “servant leader.” One of the most 
important of these characteristics is empowerment 
for decision-making throughout the institution—
visibly permitting and encouraging the kind of 
risk-taking and assumption of responsibility for 
results noted as a key organizational characteristic 
above. 

 To quote several visiting team reports:

Personal responsibility and accountability and 
joint ownership of institutional objectives are 
central to the president’s leadership . . . trust 
was mentioned several times as a key element 
. . . faculty and administrators talked about 
the ability to have autonomy within the stated 
institutional goals as important to being 
responsive to students (University of Northern 
Iowa).

[The president] empowers everyone to make 
decisions and doesn’t take credit for even 
some things he should (Elizabeth City State 
University).

[Regarding a particular decision in the 
past] there was no top-down directive, no 
administrative fiat . . . this represented progress 
beyond “we-they” thinking toward a “we-we” 
thinking (City University of New York John Jay 
College of Criminal Justice).

Language used to describe the institution’s 
leadership was “open,” “flexible,” “trusting,” 
“reasonable,” “accountable,” “caring,” 
“accessible,” “interested,” “ hard working,” and 
“goal oriented.” (Montclair State University).

Perhaps [the president’s] greatest achievement 
is to have created an atmosphere of constant 
assessment and improvement without creating 
a climate of negative judgment and criticism 
(Northwest Missouri State University).

The president’s leadership style encourages 
active problem solving, empowers staff at all 
levels to generate and implement solutions, and 
coordinates efforts through communication and 
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active collaboration (California State University 
Stanislaus).

[The new chancellor] encouraged 
entrepreneurship in the Physics Department, 
which was slated for elimination under an earlier 
decision . . . [with this encouragement] the 
department head and faculty turned it around 
on a student-centered model (University of 
Wisconsin-La Crosse).

Despite surrendering considerable day-to-day 

decision latitude and encouraging risk-taking, 

effective leaders must nevertheless set a clear sense 

of direction and establish visible accountability 

for results. At a larger institution like Clemson 

University, formal channels for sending this message 

may be needed, so the president and provost use 

white papers to present “big ideas” and initiate 

broad-based community conversations about them. 

At smaller campuses like Elizabeth City State 

University, the same job can be done by personal 

communication. Here the visiting team noted 

explicitly that the institution’s “leadership is highly 

unusual for the strength, clarity, and consistency 

of its message about student success.” Balancing 

decentralized empowerment with centralized vision-

creation and accountability is what the role is all 

about. As the president of Montclair State University 

succinctly summarized: 

It’s all about people and fostering an open-
communication environment, creating 
community on campus, and hiring those who 
share an awareness of the mission. We decide 
very clearly and without ambiguity from the 
center out what needs to be done, but then 
give lots of freedom to act. We encourage work 
across boundaries and out of silos. You have the 

freedom to do the work, but you will be held 
accountable.

As a result, the visiting team reports, “leadership 

at MSU is visibly multi-directional—top down, 

bottom up, and lateral.” 

Another striking example of negotiated 

empowerment is provided by the regular visits that 

Northwest Missouri State University’s President and 

top management group pay to individual units to 

discuss performance. As the visiting team noted:

The tone of the annual visits to departments is 
also important . . . the aim is to recognize areas 
of success and to understand more fully areas 
in which improvement may be needed . . . We 
were told that an atmosphere of trust and mutual 
support characterizes these meetings . . . as one 
dean put it, “if a unit seems not to be meeting 
a performance objective, our question is ‘how 
can we help you achieve this goal?’ Another dean 
noted, “there’s a great tolerance for failure, but 
there is no tolerance for not trying.”

The budgetary process at Northwest Missouri 

State University similarly reflects this blend of clear 

communication and flexibility. Budget decisions are 

made collaboratively through open budget hearings 

attended by multiple university constituencies and 

there is considerable freedom for units to manage 

their own budgets including the ability to keep 

savings and carry over surpluses from year to year.

Partly as a result of these top leadership 

characteristics, study teams were particularly 

impressed with the quality and commitment of 

middle management and faculty leadership at many 

of these institutions, as the following extracts from 

team reports attest: 
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Problems and issues are recognized and 
solutions implemented by this empowered 
group [of middle management]. Faculty also 
seem to understand management issues and are 
committed to working with the administration 
to find mutually satisfactory solutions. 
Transparency in operations such as budgeting 
and in decision-making seems apparent and 
fosters trust among the various constituencies. 
(City University of New York John Jay College 
of Criminal Justice)

The study team was struck by the extent to 
which faculty . . . buy into campus mission 
[that is] repeated throughout the institution’s 
literature and permeates campus life . . . simply 
put, faculty care deeply about their students and 
whether they succeed. They invest a great deal 
of personal time and energy into making that 
happen. (Truman State University)

An additional dimension of setting clear direction is 

visible follow-through from the top—for example, 

dedicating necessary resources to see that the job gets 

done. At Murray State University, the visiting team 

noted:

A distinctive element is the administration’s 
strong commitment to carrying out programs 
once they have been developed . . . funding and 
positions are specifically dedicated to making 
programs deeper . . . it’s a very deep culture 
created through mandatory involvement and a 
reward system for faculty. 

Just as important, top leaders consistently and 

actively model the institution’s espoused values, 

subtly encouraging others to do so as well. 

This active and enthusiastic participation in 

communicating the institution’s message about core 

values was one of the most striking things noticed 

about presidential leadership at study campuses, as 

the following excerpts illustrate:

The president personally models behavior that is 

widely observed and emulated by the campus 

community, such as courteously greeting untold 

numbers of students by name and taking every 

opportunity to relay the expectation of success 

to them (Murray State University).

The chancellor hosts a Saturday Leadership 

Academy open to any campus employee from 

housekeeping to administration. (Elizabeth City 

State University).

That said, it seems clear that presidential leadership 

is not something that can be instantly “turned 

on” to intervene and shape a campus culture on 

arrival. At many study campuses, top leaders had 

been in place for a long time and had been very 

consistent in their actions—sometimes through 

multiple administrations. As the team visiting 

Murray State University observed, “[through two 

Presidents], intentionality is carefully woven into 

the cultural fabric of the institution.” At Truman 

State University, the team noted that there was 

a very long period of stable administration to 

establish a learning-centered culture focused on high 

standards, and the new president is striving actively 

to perpetuate and reinforce this existing culture. 

Visiting team reports at the City University of 

New York John Jay College of Criminal Justice, the 

University of Northern Iowa, Northwest Missouri 

State University, and Elizabeth City State University 

also noted the importance of stable leadership over a 

long period of time.
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Program Characteristics

Many studies have explored in detail the particular 

impacts of specific practices on retention and 

completion8. Some of the most extensive have 

looked at first-year experience programs, early 

warning and intervention systems, testing and 

placement programs, residence halls and cultural 

programming, learning communities, and service 

learning. The focus of the AASCU study, in contrast, 

was to document the more pervasive effects of 

culture and campus leadership within which these 

particular programs are deployed, coordinated, 

and conducted on a day-to-day basis. Nevertheless, 

visiting teams documented many examples of 

specific practices on these twelve campuses and these 

are presented in Appendix A. 

The practices in many cases represented the first 

steps study institutions took as they evolved a 

student-centered culture. And in all cases, they 

helped reinforce such a culture once it is established. 

As a result, it is useful to briefly examine some of 

the crosscutting features that made them especially 

strong or distinctive.

• Intentional—At AASCU institutions with 
no visible commitment to student success, 
programs designed to support students are viewed 
principally as “services.” As such, they tend to be 
“delivered” to students on an as-needed basis or in 
response to individual needs or demands. In many 
cases, the student needs to ask for such support. 
At study institutions, visiting teams reported 
that faculty and staff tended to initiate action. 
Whether the domain is advisement, tutoring, or 

first-year orientation, the faculty and staff operate 
intentionally and actively to determine individual 
student needs, to monitor progress, and to 
remediate problems.

 One dimension on intentionality is that study 
institutions tend to carefully select and support 
the faculty and staff who are involved in student 
success programming. For example, not all faculty 
members are involved in advising and those 
who selected to fulfill this role appear to receive 
special training and support. Visiting teams also 
reported that many study institutions are unusual 
because faculty participation in advisement is 
formally recognized in annual reviews or through 
the promotion and tenure process. These features 
underline the importance of sound and committed 
academic leadership—from the academic vice 
president through deans and department chairs.

 A second dimension is that student success 
programming at study institutions appears to 
be extremely proactive. In at least five visiting 
team reports the word “intrusive” was used 
in connection with advising—indicating the 
emphasis placed on proactive intervention. 
Particularly common here are “early warning” 
systems in which student progress is actively 
monitored and students are contacted and 
advised based on predicted or reported academic 
difficulty9. 

 A third dimension is that participation is often 
required. Instead of being optional, as at many 
campuses, orientation or freshman seminar 
experiences at more than half of study institutions 

8See Astin (1975, 1977); Lenning, Beal, and Sauer (1980); Beal and 
Noel (1980); Noel, Levitz, Saluri and Associates (1985); and Tinto 
(1992).

9Research of the efficacy of “early warning” systems such as these is 
provided by a wide range of studies; see Tinto (1992) and Kuh, Kinzie, 
Schuh, Whitt, and Associates (2005).
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tend to be mandatory for all new students. 
Most study campuses also require students to 
live on campus, where they are close to support 
services and academic experiences in their own 
residence halls. Similarly, basic skills testing 
involves mandatory placement to address detected 
weaknesses at most of these institutions. Meetings 
with advisors are similarly mandatory, with most 
campuses requiring them annually or every term 
for at least the first two years.

• Integrated—Visiting teams frequently reported 
that student success programs at study institutions 
are exceptionally well aligned with one another. 
Sometimes this is because they are all run under 
the umbrella of a single unit that is given authority 
to run or coordinate a wide range of related 
services—for example, all of those having to do 
with the first year of college. Montclair State 
University, Murray State University, Louisiana 
Tech University, City University of New York John 
Jay College of Criminal Justice and Elizabeth City 
State University were all reported to have such 
a unit, with the latter delivering both academic 
instruction and advisement services. And in many 
cases, these integrated service units report to a 
high level of administration—for example, the 
provost or senior vice president.

 A physical (or virtual) space where students can 
receive a variety of services in a single location is a 
characteristic that visiting team reports frequently 
called “one-stop shopping.” Such facilities were 
reported by visiting teams at California State 
University Stanislaus, Montclair State University, 
the University of Northern Iowa, and Louisiana 
Tech University. Team members noted that multi-
purpose support locations are not only more 

convenient for students, but also provide multiple 
opportunities for staff to communicate with one 
another about respective policies and individual 
student cases. They also observed that centrally 
located services provide many opportunities for 
staff to intervene directly with students who ask 
questions or are experiencing academic difficulty. 

 The advantages of integration reported by 
study campuses are many. For students, better 
coordination and convenience means they get 
consistent advice and save time. For staff, the 
equivalent benefits are gains in efficiency by 
eliminating unnecessary duplication and the 
opportunity to engage in common training—for 
example, in “customer service” skills.

• Collaborative—As noted earlier, a strong spirit 
of collaboration across unit lines is characteristic 
of the leadership style of many study institutions. 
But collaboration was seen by study teams to be 
equally prominent in the way these campuses 
run student support programs. Many services are 
team-based, involving membership from both 
academic departments and student support units. 
Even more widespread are committees to oversee 
integrated services, with members drawn from a 
wide array of functions. Residential campuses have 
a particular opportunity to engage in collaborative 
work through Residential College programs 
that combine academic and student success 
programming. Truman State University and 
Murray State University both run such programs 
in which selected faculty and student affairs staff 
members live in the residence halls. 

 Similarly, visiting teams reported that an unusual 
number of study campuses feature formally-
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organized learning communities in their first year 
programs. Learning communities are directly 
collaborative for students, who often preserve 
bonds fostered in them beyond the first year of 
study10. Like those established elsewhere, learning 
communities at study campuses are frequently 
staffed by teams comprised of faculty, student 
affairs staff members, librarians, and upper-class 
peer mentors. Indeed, the prominent use of peer-
mentors in various roles is an especially striking 
collaborative feature of student success programs at 
study institutions. Teams reported that Elizabeth 
City State University, Virginia State University, 
Montclair State University, and City University 
of New York John Jay College of Criminal Justice 
use peer mentors in their first year programs 
and at Northwest Missouri State University, 
consistent with the institution’s unusually heavy 
reliance on student workers, most aspects of the 
freshman seminar and its accompanying Summer 
Orientation program are staffed by students.

• Academic—A final aspect of student support 
at study institutions reported by visiting teams 
is that it is integral to the teaching and learning 
process. In contrast to many campuses where 
“student affairs” is a world apart, added on to the 
academic core in an attempt to make up for its 
lack of engagement, the classroom and curriculum 
appear to be integral parts of student success 
programming at these institutions. A key aspect of 
this is that faculty members are directly involved. 
Visiting teams reported frequently that faculty take 
advising seriously and are held accountable for 
it. They also tend to be directly involved in such 

initiatives as residential college programs, learning 
communities, and first year experience programs. 
But most of all, visiting teams pointed out that 
the faculty role is not confined to instruction and 
formal programming, but is visible in regular and 
sincere out-of-class contact with students and in 
engaging, interactive teaching strategies.

 Deliberately engineered curricular features 
intended to facilitate student progress also appear 
to be prominent at study institutions. Many of 
these are aimed at simplifying the structure of 
course requirements or ensuring that key courses 
are available so that students can graduate on time. 
Flexible scheduling and alternative ways to earn 
credit are similar examples of curricular features 
that remove barriers and make academic progress 
easier. Ensuring that sufficient numbers of courses 
are available each term to enable students to make 
steady progress without being blocked by closed 
classes also helps smooth student progress. But 
it is important to emphasize that as they employ 
such strategies to ease student progress, visiting 
teams simultaneously observed that curricula do 
not compromise standards. Indeed, consistent 
with the theme of high expectations, a clear 
focus on maintaining academic standards—and 
the message that an emphasis on high standards 
sends—helps motivate students and reinforces 
faculty perceptions that “increased retention” will 
not come at the expense of learning.

 All of these features call attention to the key 
role of the institution’s chief academic officer in 
motivating and rewarding faculty for their actions 
to increase student success. At Clemson University, 
the visiting team noted the provost’s sensitivity 
to the different kinds of contributions different 

10For comprehensive evidence of the effectiveness of learning 
communities in promoting student success, see Smith, McGregor, 
Matthews, and Gabelnick (2004).
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faculty could make in this regard, and structuring 
a reward system that could enable faculty to 
pursue different career trajectories. 

 Finally, visiting teams observed that these 
campuses are unusually committed to monitoring 
and improving student engagement—illustrated 
by how many of them regularly employ the 
National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE). 
Some (Truman State University, Clemson 
University, and University of Wisconsin-La 
Crosse) have visible undergraduate research 
programs that help develop academic self-
directedness and motivation while they multiply 
opportunities for relevant contact with faculty. 
Others (City University of New York John Jay 
College of Criminal Justice and University of 
Wisconsin-La Crosse) emphasize real-world 
connections through internships, field placement, 
and service learning opportunities. Still others 
(Murray State University and California State 
University Stanislaus) achieve similar ends by 
devoting unusual attention to curricular coherence 
so that students see a clear rationale for the 
courses they are taking. Many similar teaching and 
learning practices employed by study campuses 
could be mentioned. But as many teams observed, 
what is important about them is less their specifics 
that the fact that student success is seen as a 
critical academic responsibility.

Visiting team reports provide detailed examples 

of many other specific practices engaged in by 

particular study institutions. But it is important 

to emphasize that although these practices may 

indeed be effective individually and instrumentally, 

the real thrust of what visiting teams found is 

how intentionally they are deployed as part of a 

larger strategy for student success, which is in turn 

embedded in a pervasive institutional culture. 

Indeed, study teams especially noted the ways 

institutions were able to build on “islands” of success 

to extend them into more comprehensive efforts and 

to take institutional consciousness about student 

success programming to the next level11. 

Visiting team reports also emphasized the 

importance of building an array of intentional 

integrated programming over time. Most of these 

campuses have been at this business for quite a 

while—often, in the words of the visiting teams 

“from the mid-1970s” or “as long as anybody could 

remember.” This is not to say that new presidents 

arriving at a campus with none of these features in 

place will by definition be ineffective in improving 

current retention and completion rates. But it does 

emphasize the need to start with a clear collective 

vision and work steadily over the long haul to make 

it a reality. As the Montclair State University visiting 

team concluded, “reaching high standards requires 

persistence over many years and willingness to 

continually scan the horizon for best practices that 

can be adapted, with care, to particular institutional 

contexts and cultures.” The Northwest Missouri 

State University visiting team summarized the 

reasons for that campus’ success in a similar vein: 

“a bias toward action, a tendency to stick with 

initiatives long enough for them to develop, and 

a tolerance for creativity in management yield 

remarkable results . . . constant fostering of a positive 

‘can do’ atmosphere seems to have a multiplier 

effect.”

11This is consistent with the way Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt and 
Associates (2005) describe the evolution of programming at the 20 high-
performing institutions they studied
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Advantages of Policy and Place

Visiting team reports for the twelve campuses were 

unanimous in their perceptions that they were 

unusual in their dedication to students and in their 

effectiveness in retaining and graduating them. As 

a caveat to this perception, many also noted that 

study campuses had some clear advantages that 

helped explain their high performances. Some 

of these advantages were natural, resulting from 

specific physical or programmatic circumstances. 

Others were the result of deliberate policy. But to 

enable readers to make their own judgments about 

the range of applicability of these findings, it is 

important to briefly list them.

• Selectivity—Like many AASCU institutions, 
a number of study campuses had raised their 
admissions requirements. As a result, both 
institutional representatives and visiting team 
members attributed part of the success of the 
institutions increasing graduation rates to 
having better students to begin with. This is 
consistent with national studies that indicate 
the single biggest predictor of an institution’s 
graduation rate is the preparation level of its 
students. Reports on Virginia State University, 
Louisiana Tech University, Northwest Missouri 
State University, and Murray State University all 
explicitly mentioned this factor (although the 
Northwest Missouri visiting team concluded 
that it had not had much empirical effect). In 
addition, reports on Truman State University, 
the University of Northern Iowa, and Clemson 
University acknowledged that admissions policies 
had been selective for some time. Reports from the 
City University of New York John Jay College of 
Criminal Justice and the University of Wisconsin-
La Crosse noted that they were receiving better-

prepared students than in the past, in part because 
of the kinds of programs the institutions offer.

• Homogeneity—Visiting team reports 
sometimes noted the advantages for retention and 
student success of having a homogenous student 
body—one comprised of students with similar 
backgrounds and aspirations. Not surprisingly, 
this was noted as a particular factor for both 
of the HBCUs participating in the study. But 
homogeneity of background among students also 
was noted as a factor at University of Wisconsin-
La Crosse and the University of Northern Iowa, 
which are campuses without much diversity. 
But homogeneity as a factor also could be 
programmatic or “extracurricular.” City University 
of New York John Jay College of Criminal Justice 
and the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse feature 
unusual concentrations of students in particular 
professional programs—uniformed fire and police 
services in the first case, and health professions 
in the second. The staff at Clemson University 
see themselves as particularly advantaged with 
respect to retention because 35–40 percent of the 
student body are “legacies” with unusual loyalty to 
the institution. They also point to the university’s 
origins as a military institution noting, “the 
principles of military service are part of Clemson’s 
fabric.” Similarly, students at the University of 
Northern Iowa appear blessed by an unusual 
motivation to succeed. Quoting the visiting 
team report, “beyond the academic profile of the 
students is a deep-seated respect and value for the 
importance of education to one’s life . . . to Iowa 
students, college is an important job.”

• Limited Size—In addition to selectivity, the 
research literature on student retention always 
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has noted small institutional size as a correlate 
and campuses participating in the study are 
indeed, on average, smaller than is typical for 
an AASCU institution. Visiting team reports 
explicitly mentioned overall campus size as a factor 
in retention for Elizabeth City State University, 
University of Wisconsin-La Crosse, and the 
University of Northern Iowa. At Northwest 
Missouri State University, the visiting team noted 
that the institution has deliberately chosen to 
limit its enrollment in order to preserve its current 
character. Reports for Truman State University, 
Murray State University, California State 
University Stanislaus, and University of Northern 
Iowa further mentioned the effect of small 
classes—maintained either by policy or because of 
the physical constraints of the campus.

• Physical Isolation or Configuration—
Finally, several visiting team reports noted 
additional features of some study campuses that 
helped foster student identification and persistence 
independent of any deliberate programming. At 
Elizabeth City State University, the team observed 
that the largely non-welcoming neighboring 
environment for this HBCU forced students 
and faculty to create a strong alternative “inner 
community.” The team also observed that 
Elizabeth City’s “mostly isolated, rural location” 
was a factor in building a viable on-campus 

community. This was a factor noted by visiting 
teams at Louisiana Tech University and Truman 
State University—though the latter’s visiting 
team simultaneously noted rural isolation as 
a potentially negative retention factor for this 
institution’s relatively sophisticated suburban 
student population. Both isolation and the 
physical beauty of the surrounding area were noted 
as advantages by the team visiting University 
of Wisconsin-La Crosse. But some teams saw 
campuses as naturally advantaged for opposite 
reasons. The visiting team at the City University 
of New York John Jay College of Criminal Justice 
observed, “it was surprising that the physical 
setting [in downtown New York City], which 
would ordinarily be seen as a negative, seemed to 
be contributing to a sense of community because 
it forced the students to turn inward for a sense 
of connection . . . the lack of facilities has had a 
positive impact in that all members of the campus 
community are constantly encountering one 
another in the halls and stairwells.”

None of these natural advantages can be seen as 

decisive. Indeed, many study group campuses 

that lacked them did just as well in retaining and 

graduating students at higher-than-average rates. 

Conversely, many AASCU institutions that share 

these features do not perform nearly as well. But 

they should be noted as part of the overall picture in 

assessing the reasons for distinctive success.
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Graduation Rate Outcomes

We know from decades of retention research that 

student success in college is partly a matter of 

“nature” and partly of “nurture.” The “nature” of the 

students enrolling at our institutions—as embodied 

in characteristics like demographics, income and, 

above all, academic aptitude and ability—have a 

very strong effect on their chances of graduating. 

In parallel the “nurture” we provide them through 

strong and effective student support programs also 

will affect their chances, whatever their entering 

characteristics and abilities. 

University leaders have a fundamental choice to 

make if they want to increase graduation rates. On 

the one hand, they can take the traditional path of 

increasing selectivity—an option that likely will lead 

automatically to higher graduation rates. Taking 

this path will admittedly enhance the institution’s 

prestige and reputation on the outside, just as it will 

likely sell well with faculty on the inside. But it does 

not embody exemplary leadership for an AASCU 

institution. On the contrary, it represents an 

abrogation of the fundamental social responsibility 

these institutions were created to meet. We will not 

succeed as a nation by ramping up the competition 

that decides which institutions the top third of our 

high school graduates get to attend. We can only 

What Presidents 
Can Do

raise overall attainment levels by building a higher 

education system in which far greater proportions 

of average students will earn degrees. The more 

courageous and difficult choice, which study 

institutions illustrate (though some have increased 

selectivity as well), is to succeed with the students we 

have. 

So what can presidents do? The powerful effects 

on student success at study institutions of campus 

culture and aligned programs are both impressive 

and daunting for those who seek to emulate them. 

On the one hand, as classic “existence proofs,” these 

campuses demonstrate that high levels of persistence 

and completion can indeed be achieved by AASCU 

institutions. There are few reasons to believe, given 

enough time and the proper circumstances, that far 

more AASCU institutions could reach these levels. 

But that’s the rub. Simply explaining success in 

terms like “it’s in the water” or “it’s just how we do 

things around here” doesn’t give sitting presidents at 

campuses that don’t have such cultures and practices 

a lot of help in deciding what to do to get started.

Clearly, the single most important lesson these cases 

reinforce is the importance of institutional culture 

in shaping the day-to-day behavior of faculty and 
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staff in their interactions with students12. And it’s 

consistent behavior that builds retention—in the 

words of one visiting team report, “one student at a 

time.” This certainly does not imply that institutions 

should pay scant attention to designing and 

implementing programs like first-year experiences, 

“early warning” systems, “intrusive” advisement, 

and the many curricular features described in this 

report. But it does suggest that simply putting “best 

practice” programs like these into place is unlikely to 

have a dramatic effect. This is the first, and the most 

important thing that presidents need to understand. 

Beyond this fundamental recognition presidents can 

take a number of practical steps to begin building 

a student-centered culture, whatever their current 

starting point.

Articulate a Collective Vision

University presidents can rarely dictate behavior. 

But they can alter the way people look at their own 

institution. Presidents can therefore raise a topic like 

building a student success-oriented culture, and keep 

people talking about it long enough for a shared 

sense of ownership and understanding to evolve13. 

There are many ways to start such a conversation. 

Some may begin with external data—for example, 

choosing a set of ten to twelve peer institutions using 

the EdTrust web tool, and asking campus teams to 

benchmark the performance of their own institution 

with respect to retention/completion against them. 

Others may begin by systematically examining 

their own interactions with students. Still others 

might undertake a collective “visioning” exercise to 

brainstorm about the practices and earmarks that 

would characterize the ideal “student-centered” 

institution. No matter which of these starting points 

is chosen, the key to making the process work is to 

be as concrete and as collective as possible. 

Concreteness demands considerable specificity and 

detail in describing the vision’s particulars. One 

aid to getting there is to ask a series of focused 

questions to build an integrated scenario. If a 

student-centered culture were in place, what would 

an encounter between a student and a service office 

actually look like? How would faculty behave when 

they encountered students informally on campus 

or in the community? How would the institution 

handle student complaints? How would it know 

that students are in trouble? How would students 

spend their time? What would the campus look 

like physically? Questions like these force people to 

get beyond just describing the structural features 

of student success programs. It forces them instead 

to articulate the specifics of human interaction and 

behavior that really make them work.

Collectivity demands that members of the campus 

community create this vision together and step 

beyond the straightforward “form a committee” 

approach to most campus action planning in at 

least two ways. First, sufficient numbers should 

be involved that the resulting ideas are seen not as 

“somebody’s” ideas but our ideas. One approach 

used by study institutions was to organize a number 

of large visioning events involving a wide cross-

section of campus roles, ideally held in a “retreat” 

setting. Other campuses have used a more iterative 

approach in which a number of working groups 

12The preeminent importance of a student-centered culture in 
promoting student learning and development has been extensively 
documented by previous research, see Chickering (1969); Astin (1975, 
1977, 1985); Noel, Levitz, Saluri and Associates (1980); Kuh, Schuh, 
Whitt, and Associates (1991); and Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, and 
Associates (2005).
13Some researchers have noted the importance of creating a distinctive 
language to describe the institution’s student-oriented philosophy, see 
Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, and Associates (2005, p.298).

California State University, Stanislaus 
AASCU Graduation Rates Outcome Study 
IC1     Question 2     EL 093

Page 31 of 73



Graduation Rate Outcomes

30 • AASCU

operate in parallel on the same vision, refining it 

through mutual exchange in a yearlong process. 

Second, any groups formed to help take these 

initial steps should emphatically not represent 

constituencies. There should be no “faculty,” 

“student life,” or “line worker” positions articulated. 

The initial emphasis instead should be placed on 

what everybody wants to see happen to students.

Take Stock

Visioning provides the basis for taking stock of the 

current situation, which is the next needed step. As 

in visioning, there are many ways to approach this 

task. A first is to conduct a formal “audit” of current 

practices using a protocol of self-directed questions14. 

But there are other less formal, but nevertheless 

useful, ways to assess current conditions. One is to 

appoint a study team to systematically map out all 

the institution’s current programs that affect student 

success—admissions, orientation, registration, 

financial aid, advisement, etc.—to document such 

things as lines of responsibility and reporting, 

overlapping or duplicative areas, costs, populations 

covered, and data on effectiveness. The behavioral 

counterpart to mapping is to ask members of the 

study team to actually “walk the process” by taking 

every step a student would take in, say, registering 

for an appropriate schedule next term. This will 

almost always uncover areas where actual practice 

deviates from written policy. Together, the results of 

the mapping process and behavioral investigation 

will immediately suggest areas that can be improved 

programmatically. More importantly, they will help 

determine how much needs to be done to shift the 

existing culture. 

A stocktaking exercise will have three outcomes. 

First, it might reveal a healthy, student-centered 

culture comparable to some of those described in 

this report. While certainly cause for celebration, 

this outcome doesn’t mean that no further action 

should be taken. The history of many institutions 

has demonstrated that cultures are fragile and need 

to be consciously sustained. And as many study 

campuses illustrate, the conviction that there is 

always something to be done better is one of the best 

ways to maintain them. 

Second, and most likely, taking stock will reveal 

pockets of success in relatively unconnected 

programs or initiatives. A primary action focus will 

be to link these proven initiatives as part of a larger 

strategy of student success. As illustrated by the 

experiences of many study institutions, presidents 

should consider assigning overall responsibility for 

student success programs to a single organizational 

entity reporting directly to the vice-president 

for academic affairs. Alternatively, an integrated 

committee structure should be considered. 

Finally, taking stock may reveal a campus culture 

that does not fundamentally value graduation as a 

goal. A first step should be to develop compelling 

data and arguments for increasing student success. 

Some of these arguments might demonstrate the 

limits of simply competing for better students, given 

the cost of recruitment and institutional aid and 

the projected distribution of high school graduates. 

Others might demonstrate the financial payoffs of 

14Institutions wishing to conduct a formal “audit” of this kind have 
many tools available. As part of the “Seven Principles of Good Practice 
in Undergraduate Education,” the authors developed a simple but 
useful “institutional inventory” for colleges and universities to assess 
their own practices, Chickering, Gamson, and Barsi (1989). Another 
protocol for assessing “involving colleges” was developed by Kuh, Schuh, 
Whitt, and Associates (1991). Finally, the DEEP project has developed 
a comprehensive guide to assessing institutional practices that promote 
student engagement and success, Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, and Whitt (in 
press). 
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improving institutional persistence and graduation 

rates. 

Act Strategically

Perhaps the most typical institutional response to 

a detected need or problem in any area is to add a 

new program or activity to address it. The resulting 

“additive bias” affects many areas of college and 

university life, but perhaps most of all programming 

directed at retention and student success. New 

initiatives are frequently layered in on top of 

existing ones and little thought is given to stopping 

old activities when newer (and frequently more 

“fashionable”) initiatives with overlapping objectives 

are launched. This again suggests the efficacy of 

carefully mapping existing program responsibilities 

and clienteles to identify overlaps and gaps, as well 

as considering more integrative coordination and 

oversight structures. By adopting an action strategy 

based on special purpose “programs” can send 

an unintended message that only those directly 

involved in them are responsible for student success. 

Ironically and unintentionally, this perspective may 

actually discourage widespread internalization of this 

responsibility through a student-centered culture. 

Acting strategically means that institutional leaders 

must ask at least two questions explicitly about 

any proposed new program or activity before it 

is considered. The first is how the initiative helps 

the institution build or reinforce the wider culture 

of student success. This may mean leading with 

pedagogical initiatives like collaborative learning or 

service learning that have an immediate impact on 

people’s behavior15. Interacting in new ways, albeit 

in relatively limited settings, concretely models 

for students, faculty, and staff key attributes of the 

intended broader culture. The second question that 

leaders must ask is how the proposed initiative will 

position the institution to take the next step. The use 

of upper-division peer mentors in a typical Freshman 

Orientation week, for example, can be deliberately 

structured to work toward their employment 

in an anticipated full-year first-year experience 

program. The key in both cases is to think of each 

programmatic initiative not as a “fix” to a particular 

retention problem, but as a deliberate action step 

toward a strategic direction.

Another aspect of acting strategically is to build an 

information infrastructure capable of simultaneously 

monitoring progress and providing detailed 

feedback about what is working for which student 

populations. While many study campuses were 

able to gradually evolve a culture of student success 

without developing a visible “culture of evidence,” 

building such a culture intentionally requires 

attention to data. Many missions and strategic 

plans fail to mobilize campuses largely because the 

visions they proclaim are sufficiently unfocused 

thereby meaning different things to different people. 

Developing indicators that describe “success” more 

explicitly can expose hidden ambiguities and clarify 

action requirements. Indicators can also be used 

to publicly monitor progress and be referenced by 

leaders to both deal with problems and celebrate 

success. At a different level, the information 

infrastructure must be capable of providing faculty 

and staff with disaggregated analyses about what 

kinds of interventions are working for what kinds 

of students. Above all, this requires a longitudinal 

database capability that can track students from 

15This strategy is suggested by Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, and 
Associates (2005, p.302-3).
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point of entry, through each programmatic 

encounter and class, until they graduate16. 

Invest in the Culture

The stories of many study campuses appear so 

natural and ineffable that it is tempting for observers 

to conclude that culture is immutable. But there are 

many examples of institutions that once had such 

a culture and lost it. A handful of institutions may 

have evolved and internalized robust systems of 

values and behaviors that are relentlessly focused on 

student success. But for most campuses, presidents 

must actively invest in the culture to nurture 

and reinforce it after it is built. Faculty and staff 

recruitment processes are especially critical for 

accomplishing this. At most institutions, individual 

units—academic departments and service units—are 

responsible for creating position descriptions, 

examining applications, and interviewing candidates. 

In contrast, institutions that wish to sustain a 

student-centered culture need to consider recruiting 

every new incumbent strategically—in just the 

same way they consider new programs or initiatives. 

While appropriate decentralization in recruitment 

should certainly be maintained, presidents can 

insist that all position descriptions and recruitment 

materials prominently reference a central focus 

on undergraduate learning and student success. 

Candidates also can be asked to demonstrate 

student-oriented commitments and skills when 

they visit the campus by, for example, preparing 

an annotated syllabus for an undergraduate class, 

submitting a teaching portfolio, and conducting an 

undergraduate seminar in addition to the standard 

“dissertation research presentation.” Presidents 

also can selectively, but visibly, participate in the 

interview process for key faculty and staff positions. 

After a new hire institutions need to pay careful 

attention to socializing new faculty as members of 

a student-centered community. New faculty, for 

example, cannot be assumed to know what they need 

to know about the general education curriculum, 

how students can get help if they are in academic 

difficulty, or even how to conduct an effective 

collaborative class. Two effective approaches in this 

regard that presidents can advocate and monitor are 

new faculty orientation processes and senior faculty 

mentorship. Orientation can occur in many ways, 

but is probably most effectively implemented in 

partnership with the academic departments where 

new faculty will make their homes and a campus 

teaching/learning center. The use of senior faculty 

mentors, in turn, requires a careful balance between 

collegial support and challenge. The best examples 

may involve mentors visiting new faculty classrooms 

periodically during the first year of teaching, and 

should certainly involve informal, but scheduled, 

meetings during this period.

Finally, sustaining a student-centered teaching-

learning culture demands a robust organizational 

infrastructure and visible symbols or rituals. The 

infrastructure needs a center for teaching and 

learning that can provide faculty with resources 

and services to support their own pedagogy, and a 

mechanism to coordinate student academic support 

services—especially in the first year of college. 

Information resources such as a sophisticated 

longitudinal student tracking capability are also 

critical elements of this infrastructure. While the 

details will vary from campus to campus, presidents 

need to act visibly and promptly to create such 16A good place to start in creating such a database—focused explicitly on 
the critical first year in college—is Paulson (2003).
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resources and ensure that they remain supported, 

even in tough budget years. 

Just as important for sustaining a culture, though, 

are symbols and rituals. All campuses have the 

former—slogans, mascots, images—often associated 

with success in athletic competition. Previous work, 

as well as the experiences of study campuses, makes 

it clear that carefully chosen symbols and rituals can 

be similarly captured to promote student success17. 

Presidents also are in an especially powerful position 

to provide individual recognition and opportunities 

for collective celebration. Conferring teaching or 

exemplary service awards, for example, or attaining 

retention and academic outcomes targets can 

be occasions to reinforce core cultural messages. 

Rituals like graduation ceremonies also should be 

harnessed for their cultural potential by ensuring 

that faculty visibly attend and, perhaps, a “rite of 

passage” created for students at early stages of their 

academic career like completing the first year of 

college. Presidents should always remember that 

academic communities—both individually and in 

the scholarly enterprise as a whole—often value 

recognition as much as monetary reward, and should 

consciously use this potential to shape collective 

behavior. 

Walk the Talk

As these last examples suggest, presidents should 

above all recognize that their own personal rhetoric 

and behavior are among the most powerful influence 

on campus culture. The presidential role as chief 

executive can ensure that structures are put in place, 

the right people are recruited and rewarded, and 

sufficient financial resources are allocated to student 

success efforts. But the nature of the presidency 

in the decentralized, participatory milieu of the 

academy means that the most powerful dimension of 

presidential influence is symbolic. 

As a result, presidents seeking to build or sustain a 

campus culture centered on student success need to 

regularly “look in the mirror” to examine their own 

day-to-day behavior. Questions that they should 

ask themselves might include: “How many times do 

I mention student success in formal addresses and 

informal conversations?”, “Do I visibly and publicly 

recognize members of the campus community for 

contributions to student success?”, “Do I create 

structures of shared responsibility that cut across 

organizational lines and encourage people to work 

together on this?”, “How do people know that I 

really care about student success?”, and “How do I 

know they are listening when I talk about student 

success?”18

Presidents need to remember that they are most 

effective when they can both shape and use the 

culture to send consistent messages and when they 

can make visible strategic decisions and investments 

to sustain it. Among the most powerful are actions 

to support student success programming in hard 

times, when it is tempting to cut such programs and 

concentrate only on protecting the academic core. 

Opportunities to send such messages are admittedly 

unpredictable, but presidents need to carefully 

watch for them and take advantage of them when 

they arise. And they should always remember that 

the symbolic, cultural dimensions of a presidential 

decision are just as important as its direct operational 

consequences. 

17Note the examples described in Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, and 
Associates (2005, pp. 119-23, 190-91, 244).

18For a more extensive guide to the kinds of questions presidents should 
ask themselves, see Kuh (2005).
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The experiences of study campuses illustrate the 

considerable diversity of institutions that have 

achieved unusual success in retaining and graduating 

students. This very variety makes two important 

points. First, success in this arena can happen 

anywhere. It is not just the province of small, 

academically selective institutions where students 

are likely to graduate anyway. There is no reason 

why, with the proper combination of leadership, 

strategic programming, and persistent consistency 

in decision-making that such success cannot be 

achieved at any AASCU campus.

Conclusion
Second, there is no one “magic bullet” that 

guarantees success. Simply finding what appears to 

be a “best practice” combination of programming 

and “plugging it in” on campus is unlikely to be 

sufficient. Success instead means carefully reading 

the current campus culture, aligning people and 

programs, and making a collective commitment to 

be in it for the long haul. And sound presidential 

leadership is where all of this begins. 
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Appendix A

Specific Practices

Visiting team reports contain many rich descriptions 

of individual student success programs found on 

study campuses. This appendix only reviews some 

of their highlights, grouped by type of program. 

Readers are urged to consult the individual visiting 

team reports for the details of the programs 

highlighted at aascu.org.

• First-Year Experience Programs—All twelve 
study campuses had implemented freshman or 
new student intake programs intended to smooth 
the transition to college life. These programs have 
multiple goals including providing information 
on campus services and how to access them, 
strengthening planning and study skills, basic 
skills development, and curricular orientation. 
Some incorporate other proven “good practices” 
for student success such as learning communities, 
peer mentorship, or service learning. They range 
in scope and intensity from full-year programs 
to orientations of a few weeks in length. In 
general, though, the programs offered by study 
campuses appeared more extensive, intentional, 
and intensive than those typical of other AASCU 
campuses.

 The use of upper-class peer mentors appears to be 
an especially prevalent feature of many of these 
programs. At Elizabeth City State University, 
mentors participate in freshman seminars so 

that new students can immediately establish 
relationships with students who are successful 
members of the community. At Virginia State 
University and City University of New York 
John Jay College of Criminal Justice, peer 
mentor positions are often given to Honors 
students. At Northwest Missouri, consistent 
with the institution’s unusually heavy reliance on 
student workers, most aspects of the Freshman 
Seminar program and its accompanying Summer 
Orientation program are staffed by students. 
And at Montclair State University, “First Year 
Peer Leaders” are relied upon to expand new 
student opportunities in the community as well 
as modeling behaviors and providing academic 
support. 

 Another feature in common across many of these 
programs is that they are required. At Murray State 
University the visiting team noted of the program’s 
service component, “Freshman do not have the 
option to decide whether or not to participate…
students who receive merit scholarships are 
still required to perform five hours of service.” 
At California State University Stanislaus, 
participation is required as a result of a California 
State University system initiative and students 
are pre-scheduled to ensure that enough classes 
and places will be available. Among residential 
campuses, Louisiana Tech University, University 
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of Wisconsin-La Crosse, Northwest Missouri State 
University, Truman State University, and Clemson 
University all require students to live on campus 
during their first year.

 Finally, some of these programs contained 
distinctive features that visiting teams commented 
on. At Elizabeth City State University the 
freshman seminar is preceded by a summer 
reading program for new students. At Murray 
State University first year seminars are planned and 
implemented by individual academic departments 
to socialize new students into the discipline if they 
have already decided on a major. At California 
State University Stanislaus and Montclair State 
University, the First Year program includes 
learning communities.

• “Intentional” Advising—Study campuses, 
like AASCU institutions nationwide, employ a 
considerable variety of advising models. Some 
use professional advisors to provide all advising. 
Others confine the use of professionals to students 
who have not yet declared a major. Still others 
use only faculty members as advisors. Similarly, 
study campuses varied greatly in the scope of their 
advising programs—ranging from “full service” 
counseling in addition to traditional academic 
advising to limiting the advisor role to curriculum 
planning and monitoring progress. What study 
campuses had in common, though, was the 
intentionality and intensiveness of their admittedly 
varying approaches to advising.

 A first element of intentionality concerns those 
who do advising. Many study institutions showed 
unusual attention to the selection, training, 
evaluation, and reward of advisors. At Elizabeth 

City State University, as the visiting team reported, 
“not everybody can be an advisor.” Advisors are 
selected for their personal characteristics and 
all advisors must complete mandatory training. 
Also an “advising log” is required. At Louisiana 
Tech University, that primarily employs faculty as 
advisors, the evaluation of advisement is a formal 
part of each faculty member’s annual review. At 
Clemson University similar reviews of faculty 
advising are taken into account in promotion and 
tenure decisions (though reports vary on how 
consistently this is enacted across departments). At 
Truman State University advising is incorporated 
into the Residential College program where full-
time advisors are located in each Hall and resident 
faculty participate in academic programming for 
the Hall.

 Second, advising is in most cases mandatory. At 
California State University Stanislaus departments 
require students to meet with their advisors every 
term. At Montclair State University and Clemson 
University all undeclared students are required 
to work with staff from a special orientation 
unit throughout their first year of college. At 
City University of New York John Jay College of 
Criminal Justice all students who have completed 
less than thirty credits are blocked from registering 
for classes until an advisor removes the stop, 
thus ensuring that students actually meet with 
advisors. This same requirement tends to carry 
over into basic skills assessment. Consistent with 
City University of New York policy, all students 
at John Jay College of Criminal Justice must take 
systemwide basic skills and placement test. And 
at Montclair State University placement based 
on skills test performance requires students to 
remediate shortfalls within their first year of study.
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 In addition to being mandatory, advising is 
in many cases active, with advisors taking the 
initiative rather than waiting for students to come 
to them. In at least five visiting team reports, 
the word “intrusive” was used in connection 
with advising—indicating the emphasis on 
intervention in advising at these campuses. 
Particularly common are so-called “early warning 
systems” in which students are identified quickly 
if they are in academic difficulty and then placed 
into appropriate skills-development or tutoring 
situations. Again, these approaches take many 
forms. At University of Wisconsin-La Crosse 
residence hall directors receive mid-term grade 
and intervene for students receiving Ds or Fs. At 
the City University of New York John Jay College 
of Criminal Justice the Registrar’s office sends 
special emails to relevant offices regarding students 
who are in academic difficulty. At Clemson 
University students in academic jeopardy receive 
an early warning at mid-term and advisors are 
notified to contact advisees and set up a face-
to-face meeting. At the University of Northern 
Iowa students are identified as “at risk” up front 
on the basis of entering characteristics. Special 
services are provided to them and they are tracked 
through an early warning system. At Truman State 
University students on academic probation sign a 
contract that spells out what they need to do and 
are required to see their advisors weekly. And at 
Northwest Missouri State University all entering 
students participate in a spring orientation that 
involves pre-registration in all fall classes according 
to guidelines that prior research suggests will work 
best for them individually, given their specific 
characteristics. As a result, the visiting team 
reports, “before they enroll, students already feel as 
though they are students at Northwest.”

 A third and final element of “intrusive advising” at 
study institutions is that it often has a prominent 
information component. An “academic progress 
report” at Murray State University, for instance, 
enables students to promptly check their progress 
toward completing degrees in multiple programs. 
Similar “degree audit” systems were reported at 
many other study campuses.

• Integrated Services—Related to intentionality, 
another feature that visiting teams frequently 
found was coordinated or integrated services for 
students. Part of this is administrative, where a 
single unit is given authority to run or coordinate 
a wide range of services—for example all of those 
having to do with the first year of college. Part 
of it is physical; where students can access all the 
services they need at a single location. As noted 
earlier, both of these features can help reinforce 
the lateral communications dimension of campus 
culture that seems so important to promoting 
student success.

 Visiting teams found a variety of different models 
for integrated service units at study campuses. 
Montclair State University operates an Enrollment 
Management Office to coordinate all services 
related to student retention and completion. 
Murray State University has established a similar 
office, entitled the Office of Retention. At 
Louisiana Tech University, Student Affairs was 
recently restructured (after a consultation with 
Noel Levitz) to create a single Director of Advising 
and Retention, as well as better definition and 
coordination of key staff roles. And at Elizabeth 
City State University, a single Department of 
General Studies provides the curriculum and 
all advisement services for the first two years of 

California State University, Stanislaus 
AASCU Graduation Rates Outcome Study 
IC1     Question 2     EL 093

Page 41 of 73



Graduation Rate Outcomes

40 • AASCU

enrollment. The City University of New York 
John Jay College of Criminal Justice has a similar 
unit called “Freshman Services” that reports to the 
Provost. But not every campus that has integrated 
its services does so through a single administrative 
unit. At Clemson University an overlapping 
committee structure plays the same role as a 
“unit” in coordinating the University’s enrollment 
management initiative.

 Just as common appear to be physical (or virtual) 
spaces where students can experience “one-stop 
shopping” to obtain needed services. At California 
State University Stanislaus a new building was 
constructed specifically to house retention-related 
services. Similarly, the Student Academic Services 
office, in which all academic counseling services 
at Montclair State University were recently 
aggregated, was recently relocated to a single 
accessible location. The University of Northern 
Iowa and Louisiana Tech University are following 
similar approaches. At the latter, a planned 
Student Success Center will be the centerpiece 
of the campus’ “Quality Enhancement Plan,” 
required for reaffirmation of accreditation by the 
Southern Association of Colleges and Schools 
(SACS) under its new guidelines. 

 Residential study campuses have a particular 
opportunity to centralize and coordinate services 
through the residence halls where students are 
already congregated. Truman State University and 
Murray State University have formal Residential 
College programs that combine academic and 
student success programming. But such programs 
also serve to create greater identification with 
the campus for new students. The visiting team 
report from University of Wisconsin-La Crosse 
specifically noted the role of residence halls in 

building a sense of “belongingness” for new 
students. And at Murray State University each 
of the eight Residential Colleges has a banner to 
symbolically heighten student identification. 

• Curricular Features—Finally, instead of just 
“offering courses,” many study campuses have 
created specific curricular features that are 
consciously designed to build greater student 
identification and engagement. The residential 
college programs are good examples of deliberate 
programming. But intentional curricular features 
appear even more important at institutions where 
the majority of students are commuters and 
where the only place to reach them may be the 
classroom.

 Many curricular policies noted by visiting 
teams involve the same balance between student 
empowerment and “intrusive intervention” noted 
in discussions of culture and service delivery. The 
City University of New York John Jay College of 
Criminal Justice offers a curriculum that features 
flexible scheduling and a range of instructional 
delivery formats. But it also has policies that 
strictly limit the number of courses that students 
can register for if they are in academic difficulty. 

 Other policies appear aimed at simplifying 
the curriculum so that students can graduate 
promptly. Louisiana Tech University has a 
compressed academic calendar that enables 
students to progress toward their academic goals 
quickly through ten-week quarters that earn 
semester credits. Using a different approach, 
Montclair State University recently reduced the 
numbers of credits needed to graduate and has 
moved aggressively to ensure that sufficient course 
sections are available each term so that students 
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can graduate on time. Clemson University recently 
undertook an initiative to “clean its curricular 
closet,” producing a curriculum of manageable size 
that students can navigate quickly and effectively. 
Northwest Missouri State University’s curriculum 
has similar features. As the visiting team reported, 
“The net effect of flexibility in the general 
education curriculum and the streamlined major 
curriculum, along with facility in using courses 
taken as electives, is to smooth students’ paths to 
graduation.” 

 Additional curricular initiatives or policies try to 
achieve similar ends by ensuring that students do 
not lose credits in transitions. At the University of 
Northern Iowa, special attention is given to make 
sure that students do not lose credit if they change 
majors and the curriculum includes an “accelerate” 
feature that employs CLEP and other challenge 
tests that allow students to graduate early. And 
at Clemson University, much advising is directed 
toward “getting students into the right majors” 
quickly so they can take the required coursework. 
The visiting team report contrasts this approach 
to “some universities’ philosophy of the ‘inquiring 
learner’” that may involve many semesters 
before entering a major with consequent student 
perceptions of irrelevance for general education 
work.

 Finally, a number of curricular features are 
designed to engage students in academic work 
and motivate them to continue. Truman 
State University, Clemson University, and the 
University of Wisconsin-La Crosse all have 
strong undergraduate research programs in which 
students work directly with faculty members 
in faculty labs or offices to pursue independent 
research and support faculty research. These 

programs feature internal grant funding and 
conferences where students publicly present the 
results of their work. At Clemson University the 
visiting team reports that this feature contributes 
to the university’s intended image as a “student-
centered research university.” 

 Curricula at other study campuses incorporate 
features that link coursework together 
programmatically, so that students see a clear 
rationale for the courses they are taking. At 
Murray State University, the University Studies 
(general education) program requires core 
courses for all students that include an intended 
outcomes statement explaining to students the 
value of the skills learned in these courses for 
future life and study. Similarly, California State 
University Stanislaus has a “Summit” program 
that intentionally links courses longitudinally to 
provide integration across terms and to provide 
learning community opportunities for transfer 
students. 

 Finally, other curricular features at study campuses 
emphasize “real world” connections—again 
demonstrating relevance and helping to increase 
student motivation. At the City University of 
New York John Jay College of Criminal Justice an 
internship program allows students to experience 
directly what happens in the profession that they 
are preparing for and students can take up to five 
internships for a total of 15 credits. Similarly, 
at the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse where 
community linkages are seen as a key to student 
identification and success, some 83 percent of 
students have participated in a practicum, field 
experience, or clinical assignment. 
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• Susan Cole, President
• Primary Contact: Richard Lynde, Provost and Vice 

President for Academic Affairs

 Carnegie Class: Masters I; Barrons Admission 
Selectivity: Competitive

 Study reason for inclusion: traditionally high rates

Murray State University

• F. King Alexander, President
• Primary Contact: King Alexander, President

 Carnegie Class: Masters I; Barrons Admission 
Selectivity: Competitive

 Study reason for inclusion: improved rates

Northwest Missouri State University

• Dean Hubbard, President
• Primary Contact: Dean Hubbard, President

 Carnegie Class: Masters I; Barrons Admission 
Selectivity: Less Competitive

 Study reason for inclusion: improved rates

Truman State University

• Barbara Dixon, President
• Primary Contact: Michael McManis, Dean for 

Planning and Institutional Development

 Carnegie Class: Masters I; Barrons Admission 
Selectivity: Very Competitive

 Study reason for inclusion: traditionally high rates

University of Northern Iowa

• Robert Koob, President
• Primary Contact: Aaron Podolefsky, Provost and Vice 

President of Academic Affairs

 Carnegie Class: Masters I; Barrons Admission 
Selectivity: Competitive

 Study reason for inclusion: traditionally high rates

University of Wisconsin-La Crosse

• Douglas Hastad, Chancellor
• Primary Contact: Elizabeth Hitch, Provost and Vice 

President for Academic Affairs

 Carnegie Class: Masters I; Barrons Admission 
Selectivity: Very Competitive

 Study reason for inclusion: improved rates

Virginia State University

• Eddie Moore, President
• Primary Contact: Eric Thomas, Provost and Vice 

President for Academic and Student Affairs

 Carnegie Class: Doctoral-Research; Barrons Admission 
Selectivity: Competitive

 Study reason for inclusion: minority serving-improved 
rates

Study Team Members by Study Campus:

California State University Stanislaus

• Study Leader: Ann Cohen Dean, Academic Support 
and Development, Queens College, City University of 
New York

• Associate Leader: Sonya Hildreth, Coordinator, 
Learning Resource Center/ Intensive Learning 
Experience Program, California State University Fresno

• Study Team Members: Lois Becker, Vice President 
for Academic Affairs, Nevada State College; 
Dorothy Escribano, Associate Vice President for 
Academic Affairs for Academic Services and Faculty 
Development, Worcester State College, Massachusetts; 
James Gyure, Assistant to the President for Enrollment 
Management, The University of Pittsburgh at 
Johnstown, Pennsylvania; Becky Mussat-Whitlow, 
Director of Assessment, Winston-Salem State 
University, North Carolina; Linda Samson, Dean, 
College of Health Professions, Governors State 
University, Illinois; and Kathleen Street, Associate Vice 
President for Enrollment Services, California State 
Polytechnic University, Pomona

Clemson University

• Study Leader: Unny Menon, Interim Associate Dean, 
College of Engineering and Professor, Industrial and 
Manufacturing Engineering, California Polytechnic 
State University, San Luis Obispo

• Associate Leader: Diane Lee, Vice Provost for 
Undergraduate and Professional Education and Special 
Assistant to the President for Education Initiatives, 
University of Maryland, Baltimore County

• Study Team Members: Randy Duckett, Associate 
Chancellor for Enrollment Services, University of 
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South Carolina Aiken; Theodore Elling, Associate 
Vice Chancellor for Student Affairs, University of 
North Carolina, Charlotte; Eileen Evans, Vice Provost 
for Institutional Effectiveness, Western Michigan 
University; William Knight, Director of Institutional 
Research, Bowling Green State University, Ohio; Karen 
Pugliesi, Vice Provost for Undergraduate Studies, 
Northern Arizona University; and Kathleen Rountree, 
Associate Provost for Undergraduate Education, 
University of North Carolina at Greensboro

City University of New York John Jay
College of Criminal Justice
• Study Leader: Carolynn Berry, Assistant Provost for 

Planning, Assessment, and Research, Winston-Salem 
University, North Carolina

• Associate Leader: Michael Grelle, Professor of 
Psychology and Director of Institutional Effectiveness, 
Central Missouri State University 

• Study Team Members: Deborah Balogh, Associate 
Provost and Dean of the Graduate School, Ball 
State University, Indiana; Milton Clark, Dean of 
Undergraduate Studies, California State University San 
Bernadino; Richard Eglsaer, Associate Vice President 
for Academic Affairs and Professor of Psychology, Sam 
Houston State University, Texas; Linda Hollandsworth, 
Professor of English and Director of Student Academic 
Support Services, Coastal Carolina University, South 
Carolina; Joseph Popovich, Vice President for Planning 
and Information Technology, Morgan State University, 
Maryland; and Robert Troy, Interim Associate Vice 
President for Academic Affairs, Central Connecticut 
State University

Elizabeth City State University

• Study Leader: David Dowell, Vice Provost, California 
State University Long Beach 

• Associate Leader: Shelley Howell, Coordinator of 
Academic Affairs Projects, Oklahoma State System for 
Higher Education 

• Study Team Members: Philip Batty, Director of 
Institutional Analysis, Grand Valley State University, 
Michigan; Michael Belmear, Vice President for Student 
Services, Fairmont State Univeristy, West Virginia; 
Steve Bondeson, Professor of Chemistry and Interim 
Director of Grant Support Services, University of 
Wisconsin-Stevens Point; Claire Cavallaro, Chief of 
Staff, California State University Northridge; Larry 

Minks, Associate Vice President for Academic Affairs, 
Rogers State University, Oklahoma; and David 
Sill, Associate Provost, Southern Illinois University 
Edwardsville

Louisiana Tech University

• Study Leader: Ralph Rascati, Associate Vice President 
for Academic Affairs, Kennesaw State University, 
Georgia 

• Associate Leader: Karla Mugler, Associate Provost and 
Dean of University College, University of Akron, Ohio 

• Study Team Members: Rick Axelson, Director, 
Academic Program Assessment, University of South 
Alabama; Carrie Brown, Director of the Office of 
Research and Sponsored Programs, Stephen F. Austin 
State University, Texas; Chris Looney, Assistant 
Vice President for Student Services and Enrollment 
Management, Registrar and Director of the Office of 
Institutional Research, Saginaw Valley State University, 
Michigan; Rosemary Mullick, Director of Transitions 
and Professor of Computer Science, State University 
of New York Institute of Technology; Mary Whiteford, 
Academic Programs Analyst, California Polytechnic 
State University, San Luis Obispo; and Harry Williams, 
Associate Vice Chancellor for Diversity and Acting 
Associate Vice Chancellor for Enrollment Services, 
Appalachian State University, North Carolina

Montclair State University

• Study Leader: Amanda Yale, Associate Provost for 
Enrollment Services, Slippery Rock University of 
Pennsylvania 

• Associate Leader: Larry Glasmire, Director, Enrollment 
Analysis and Special Projects, Academic Affairs, 
California State University Sacramento 

• Study Team Members: Donna Dabney, Assistant 
Dean, School of Education, Norfolk State University, 
Virginia; Elizabeth Howells, Assistant Professor of 
English and Director of Composition, Armstrong 
Atlantic State University, Georgia; Lynn Mahoney, 
Assistant Professor of History and Director of the 
Advising Center, Purchase College, State University of 
New York; Thomas Maraffa, Special Assistant to the 
President, Youngstown State University, Ohio; Melanie 
McClellan, Vice President, Student Services, University 
of West Georgia; and Mary Beth Snyder, Vice President 
for Student Affairs, Oakland University, Michigan

California State University, Stanislaus 
AASCU Graduation Rates Outcome Study 
IC1     Question 2     EL 093

Page 46 of 73



Graduation Rate Outcomes

AASCU • 45

Murray State University

• Study Leader: Cheryl Cardell, Assistant Vice President 
for Academic Affairs and Director, Assessment Services, 
University of Texas at Arlington 

• Associate Leader: Dennis Holt, Vice President for 
Administration and Enrollment Management, 
Southeast Missouri State University 

• Study Team Members: Tom Bowling, Associate Vice 
President for Student and Educational Services, 
Frostburg State University, Maryland; Al Dickes, Dean 
of Enrollment Management, Washburn University, 
Kansas; Robert Houston, Vice President for Academic 
Affairs, Henderson State University, Arkansas; Rhonda 
Kline, Assistant Director Institutional Research and 
Planning, Western Illinois University; Marsha Krotseng, 
Chief Planning Officer, Valdosta State University, 
Georgia; and Jon Young, Senior Associate Vice 
Chancellor for Enrollment Management, Fayetteville 
State University, North Carolina

Northwest Missouri State University

• Study Leader: Gail Dantzker, Executive Director, 
Institutional Planning and Assessment, Texas A&M 
University-Kingsville 

• Associate Leader: William Kirkwood, Associate Dean 
of Special Programs and Professor of Communication, 
East Tennessee State University 

• Study Team Members: Carrie Ahern, Director of 
Assessment and Institutional Research, Dakota State 
University, South Dakota; James Baldwin, Assistant 
Dean of Academic Affairs, Registrar, and Director 
of Science In Motion, University of Pittsburgh at 
Bradford, Pennsylvania; Mary Blakefield, Associate 
Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs, Indiana 
University East; Robert Fitzpatrick, Dean of the 
Academic Experience, Plymouth State University, 
New Hampshire; Bob Trusz, Director of Admissions, 
Shawnee State University, Ohio; and Dean Turner, Vice 
President and Academic Dean, Concord University, 
West Virginia

Truman State University

• Study Leader: Alan Mabe, Vice President for Academic 
Planning, University of North Carolina 

• Associate Leader: Paul Jones, Vice President for 
Institutional Research and Enrollment Management, 
Georgia College & State University

• Study Team Members: John Bello-Ogunu, Assistant 
Provost for Academic Services, Millersville University of 
Pennsylvania; George Daniel, Director of the Student 
Success Center, University of Tennessee-Martin; 
William Gammell, Planning Officer and Director 
of Institutional Research, Eastern Connecticut State 
University; Joseph Grant, Vice President for Student 
Affairs and Enrollment, State University of New 
York at Oswego; Kurt Hackemer, Associate Dean, 
College of Arts and Sciences and Associate Professor, 
Department of History, University of South Dakota; 
Paul Jones, Vice President for Institutional Research 
and Enrollment Management, Georgia College & State 
University; and Antoinette Tiburzi, Associate Provost 
for Enrollment Management, State University of New 
York at Cortland

University of Northern Iowa

• Study Leader: Susan Campbell, Associate Vice President 
for Academic Affairs, University of Southern Maine 

• Associate Leader: Mary Ellen Fleeger, Director, Office 
of Research and Planning, University System of New 
Hampshire 

• Study Team Members: Michelle Boyer-Pennington, 
Associate Professor of Psychology, Middle Tennessee 
State University; Linda Carlson, Director of Advising 
and Counseling, City University of New York, Hunter 
College; Patricia Donat, Professor of Psychology 
and Director of General Education and Academic 
Advising, Mississippi University for Women; Braden 
Hosch, Director of Institutional Effectiveness, 
University of South Carolina, Aiken; Barbara Jones, 
Assistant Chancellor for Student Affairs, University 
of Wisconsin-Whitewater; Ana Maria Rodriguez, 
Associate Vice President for Undergraduate Studies, 
The University of Texas-Pan American; and Timothy 
Schibik, Professor of Economics, University of 
Southern Indiana
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University of Wisconsin, La Crosse

• Study Leader: Lawrence Frank, Provost, Northeastern 
Illinois University 

• Associate Leader: James Williams, Vice President for 
Student Affairs, Emporia State University, Kansas 

• Study Team Members: John Berens, Associate Vice 
Chancellor for Enrollment and Information Services, 
University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh; Sandra Bollinger, 
Director of Assessment and Institutional Research, 
Longwood University, Virginia; Karla Luan Neeley 
Hase, Assistant Professor of Higher Education, Texas 
A&M University-Commerce; Cindy Jennings, Acting 
Associate Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs and 
Associate Professor, School of Nursing, University of 
South Carolina, Upstate; Ronald Jeppson, Dean of 
Social and Natural Sciences, Minnesota State University 
Moorhead; and Barbara Oertel, Director of Advising 
and Retention, Winona State University, Minnesota

Virginia State University

• Study Leader: Beth Pellicciotti, Assistant Vice 
Chancellor for Academic Affairs, Purdue University, 
Calumet, Indiana 

• Associate Leader: Joyce Guthrie, Associate Dean for 
Student Services, James Madison University, Virginia

• Study Team Members: Darren Alcock, Assistant 
Professor and Freshman Math Coordinator, McNeese 
State University, Louisian; Vincent Banrey, Vice 
President for Student Affairs, City University of 
NewYork at Medgar Evers College; Loren Blanchard, 
Provost and Vice President for Academic and Student 
Affairs, University of Louisiana System; Paul Faber, 
Dean, College of Arts and Sciences, Fort Hays State 
University, Kansas; Michael Orok, Special Assistant 
to the Vice President for Academic Affairs for 
Accrediation/Professor of Public Administration and 
Political Science, Albany State University, Georgia; and 
Paul Starkey, Dean, Graduate and Continuing Studies, 
Delta State University, Mississippi

Research Specialists

• Carrie Ahern, Director of Assessment and Institutional 
Research, Dakota State University, South Dakota

• Sandra Bollinger, Director of Assessment and 
Institutional Research, Longwood University, Virginia

• Lisa Cooper, Director of Institutional Research, 
Georgia Southwestern State University

• Braden Hosch, Director of Institutional Effectiveness, 
University of South Carolina, Aiken

• Rhonda Kline, Assistant Director Institutional Research 
and Planning, Western Illinois University

• William Knight, Director of Institutional Research, 
Bowling Green State University, Ohio

• Marsha Krotseng, Chief Planning Officer, Valdosta 
State University, Georgia

• Erinn Lake, Assistant Vice President for University 
Planning, Institutional Research and Continuous 
Improvement, Edinboro University of Pennsylvania

• Rosemary Mullick, Director of Transitions and 
Professor of Computer Science, State University of New 
York, Institute of Technology

• David Underwood, Associate Vice President for 
Academic Affairs, Arkansas Tech University
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CSU Stanislaus Response to AASCU Study Visit Inquiries 

California State University, Stanislaus  
 

Response:  AASCU Pre-Visit Requests 
 

INFORMATION REQUESTS 

 

Please see our AASCU Study Visit Website http://www.hrmgt.com/AASCU.htm for information 

about the following requests.  The Website will be updated continually. 

 

 Organization of the institution 

 Retention and graduation processes a student might encounter (such as points of 

intervention) from pre-admission through graduation.  

 Current mission statement and any changes in the mission statement since 1996. 

 Any existing strategic planning documents that specifically address the various aspects of 

graduation rate outcomes (e.g. admissions, orientation, freshman seminar, advising, 

tutoring, early alert, academic progression, sophomore and junior levels, senior capstone, 

senior experiences, etc.) 

 Existing policy, programmatic or procedural statements whose purpose is to positively 

affect retention and graduation rates.  

 Other existing information that reflects deliberate plans or choices made in your 

institution that you think has led to your success in overall or improving graduation rates. 

 

 

Identify the elements (e.g. individuals, offices, committees, task forces, etc.) of the 

organization with explicit responsibility to positively impact the retention and graduation 

rates 

 

All members of the campus community play important roles in ensuring the success of students.  

However, the following individuals, committees or departments share explicit responsibility for 

retention and graduation rates: 

 Deans 

 Department Chairs 

 Academic Senate (Senate Executive Committee, University Educational Policy 

Committee) 

 Retention Services (Senior Director, Educational Opportunity Program, Student Support 

Services, Advising, Re-Entry Program, Orientation, Tutoring, Disability Support 

Services, Career Services, Faculty Mentor Program) 

 Successful Remediation Committee 

 Student Success Center Committee 

 Strategic Enrollment Management Committee 

 Enrollment Services (Outreach, Admissions, Financial Aid, Records, Title V Grant) 

 Early Assessment Program (through Enrollment Services and the College of Arts, Letters 

and Sciences) 

 Athletics Advising 
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Show changes in the organization since 1996 that were/are intended to positively affect 

graduation rate outcomes. 

 

 1995/1996:  Selected departments were grouped into a Retention Services unit and a 

senior level manager appointed to direct and coordinate programs. (Programs included  

Advising, Counseling, Career Services, Testing, Disability Services, Advising, 

Educational Opportunity Program, Tutoring, Student Support Services, Faculty Mentor 

Program.) 

 1998:  First Year Programs and Advising Department:  expanded responsibilities for 

Advising Office, included responsibility for Tutoring Center, Re-Entry Program, 

Orientation, and Remediation counseling.  New name denotes efforts at retention for first 

year students. 

 1999:  Remediation Committee appointed with senior Associate Dean of Arts, Letters 

and Sciences as chair. 

 2000-2001:  Math Remediation Pilot started. 

 2001:  Enrollment Services moved under Academic Affairs in order to address entering 

student academic index and ensure college-buy in for enrollments. 

 2001:  Disability Services and Counseling Services established as independent offices. 

 2001:  Testing moved from Counseling Services to First Year Programs. 

 2002:  Orientation management established as matrix program with First Year Programs 

and Advising and Student Leadership. 

 2002:  Mathematics Program Revisions implemented. 

 2003:  Career Services established as independent office. 

 2003 FYE director named and program housed in College of Arts, Letters and Sciences. 

 2004:  Five year, $3 million Title V Collaborative Hispanic-Serving Institutions Grant—

CSU Stanislaus teaming with Modesto Junior College and Merced College to improve 

student success in math-related courses and to improve the transfer process. 

 

 

NARRATIVE RESPONSES 

 

Please provide brief responses to the following queries:  

 

1. What do you think are the most important features (e.g. policies, practices, initiatives, 

expectations, culture, etc.) of your institution that have contributed to your success in 

graduation rate outcomes?    

 

Our most valuable asset in student success is our faculty.  The campus has a tradition of caring, 

committed faculty.  The following attributes all contribute to student success through creating 

meaningful, personal interactions for students: 

 Committed, caring faculty members 

 Faculty/Department development of learning goals 

 Small class sizes (and classroom sizes) 

 Lower student to faculty ratios (18:1) 

 Effective General Education curriculum 
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 Improved outreach activities for pre-college   

 Early outreach to K-12 and partnerships with local school systems 

 Improved campus tours 

 Territorial management of prospective students 

 Improved/mandatory orientation activities for new students 

 Pre-advising and course selection for freshmen in orientation 

 Welcoming activities and traditions designed to increase student identification with 

campus (e.g., summer reading, convocation, homecoming) 

 Demographic of students in Liberal Studies historically has high retention rates:  

students who have identified their major and their career path upon matriculation 

 Collaborative campus advising process and culture of reflective analysis of advising 

issues 

 Effective programs for at-risk students through  the Educational Opportunity Program 

(EOP), Student Support Services (SSS), Title V,  and Faculty Mentor Program (FMP) 

 Attractive and welcoming campus environment 

 Additional, high quality student housing 

 Accessible library with helpful faculty and staff 

 Free tutoring for any discipline through Tutoring Center 

 Diverse participation in clubs and organizations 

 Strong student leadership program and student government—participation in campus 

planning by students 

 Appropriate support services (counseling, health, career, tutoring, etc.) 

 Sincere and dedicated students and their families 

 Special programs for increased success:  First Year Experience (FYE), Summit, 

Faculty in Residence (FIR) 

 Applied experiences in courses (field work, projects, service learning, etc.) 

 Effective analysis, discussion and follow through with remediation, probation, and 

disqualification issues (good communication) 

 University-wide support through all divisions for the university’s learner-centered 

focus 

 

     

How do you know each feature has contributed to your success? Why do you think these 

features have been important to your success?   
 

We have done a variety of assessments, but not in a regular, systematic manner.  Our primary 

indicators are anecdotal information, student surveys, and tracking of the yearly retention data.  

When graduation or retention dips in a particular year, we have attempted to identify the cause 

and determine if existing efforts are adequate to address the need.   In the past, we used the Noel 

Levitz survey to assist the university in better understanding students’ perceptions of the 

university’s strengths and areas of improvement with regard to students’ progression toward their 

degree objectives.  Faculty governance groups reviewed this information and worked with 

student affairs professionals to enhance advising, programming, and support services.  Since then 

we have continued to conduct numerous satisfaction and benchmarking surveys for programs 
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(Health, Disabilities, etc), and have recently used the NSSE (as a BEAMS campus) to study 

student engagement.   

 

As a result of support unit review procedures on campus, we have begun to identify student 

learning goals for Student Affairs programs and begun to identify appropriate assessment 

measures for determining effectiveness. Using the Council for Advancement Standards (CAS) 

and self-assessment guides, Student Affairs has begun a systematic methodology for assessing 

and demonstrating the success of each of the programs that contribute to high student graduation 

rates.  The assessment of data is an area that merits continued attention.  Overall, there is a web 

of support services.  The campus has endeavored to facilitate the various projects and programs 

through enhanced communication and to encourage innovative programming through a culture 

of support for new ideas (such as Title V Grant, FYE, FIR, Summer Reading).    

 

 

Who are the most knowledgeable people, with respect to each identified feature, with 

whom we should speak?    
 

Members of the Coordinating Group are key individuals to consult with regarding all of the 

above.  They will be available to the team throughout the visit and will assist in arranging 

additional meetings. 

 

 

2. Is there one school or college within your institution that deserves particular attention 

vis-à-vis its approach or effectiveness of its practices? If so, how is that effort different?   

 

While there are a number of excellent student success initiatives at both the department and 

college levels,  the Liberal Studies Department has been identified by the Coordinating Group as 

a unit the team should visit.  The Liberal Studies faculty has a thoughtful advising process and 

orientation.   

 

 

3. Please describe any initiative that was intended to improve graduation rates that was 

not successful.  How did you know it was a failure? What happened when the initiative 

was recognized as a failure? 

 

NA 

 

 

4. Please provide us with a profile of your undergraduate student population and identify 

those features that most help to explain the institution’s graduation rate success. 

a. Which groups of students make up the majority of your student body? 

 

Undergraduates 

CSU Stanislaus’ overall undergraduate headcount enrollment in fall 2004 was 6,192.  The 

majority of students were enrolled full-time (68.7%), classified as upper-division (66.1%), 

female (65.7%), white (42.0%) and Hispanic (26.9%), 24 years of age and younger (69.6%), an 
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average age of 23, and from the three largest counties in the university’s primary service area 

(75.5%), which includes Stanislaus County, San Joaquin County and Merced County.  The 

majority of undergraduates lived off campus or commuted (91.3%).  The majority of 

undergraduates were enrolled in the following degree programs: Liberal Studies (20.9%), 

Business Administration (15.6%), Psychology (6.8%), and Nursing (6.1%).  Approximately 

7.5% of undergraduates had not declared a major. 

 

 

First-Time Freshmen 

CSU Stanislaus’ first-time full-time freshmen headcount enrollment in fall 2004 was 653.  The 

majority of students were females (69.8%), white (44.4%) and Hispanic (29.4%), 24 years of age 

and younger (99.8%), an average age of 18, and from the three largest counties in the 

university’s primary service area (62.4%), which includes Stanislaus County, San Joaquin 

County and Merced County.  The majority of first-time full-time freshmen lived off campus or 

commuted (68.8%).  53.1% of fall 2004 first-time full-time freshmen (of those who responded 

about their parents’ level of education) were first generation college students.  Of entering 

freshmen, 23.7% had not declared a major.  The majority of enrollments were in the following 

degree programs: Business Administration (12.7%), Liberal Studies (10.0%), Nursing (9.6%), 

and Criminal Justice (7.6%). 

 

Approximately 93.7% of all first-time freshmen enrolled in fall 2004 submitted national 

standardized test scores (SAT/ACT) during the admission process.  The average SAT score 

(including ACT scores converted to SAT scores for students who only submitted ACT scores) 

was 961 for fall 2004 first-time freshmen.   

 

 

b. Have there been any changes in the make-up of your student body since 1996? If 

so, were the changes the results of demographic shifts in your service area or are 

they a result of changes in your recruitment or admissions policies and 

practices? 

 

Undergraduates 

The fall 1996 overall undergraduate headcount enrollment was 4,845 compared to 6,192 in fall 

2004 – a 27.8% increase over the last eight fall terms.  Hispanic and white students have made 

up the majority of the undergraduate enrollment in the last eight fall terms, with increasing 

enrollments each fall term.  However the Hispanic student enrollment has increased at a faster 

rate than white student enrollment – 58.5% compared to 6.8%.   

 

Further, female students have made up the majority of the undergraduate enrollment in the last 

eight fall terms as well, and while there was a 37.0% increase from fall 1996 to fall 2004 in 

female enrollments, there was a 13.3% increase in male enrollments over that same period.   

 

Since fall 1996 undergraduate students ages 24 and younger have constituted the majority.  The 

percent increase of students in this age group from fall 1996 to fall 2004 was 50.0%, while the 

percent increase of students ages 25 and older from fall 1996 to fall 2004 was 4.6%. 

 

California State University, Stanislaus 
AASCU Graduation Rates Outcome Study 
IC1     Question 2     EL 093

Page 55 of 73



 

 Page 6 of 8 

CSU Stanislaus Response to AASCU Study Visit Inquiries 

First-Time Freshmen 

The fall 1996 first-time freshmen headcount enrollment was 433 compared to 747 in fall 2004—

a  72.5% increase.  White and Hispanic students have made up the majority of the first-time 

freshmen enrollment in the last eight fall terms.  From fall 1996 to fall 2004, Hispanic student 

enrollment had a 77.1% increase, compared to white student enrollment with a 60.2% increase. 

Asian/Pacific Islander student enrollment has had increasing enrollments and went from 23 

students enrolled in fall 1996 to 97 students enrolled in fall 2004.  African  American student 

enrollment went from 23 students in fall 1996 to 43 in fall 2004. 

 

Additionally, as with the university’s overall undergraduate enrollment, females have made up 

the majority of the fall entering first-time freshmen in the last eight years, and have entered at a 

faster rate than their male counterparts.  The percent increase of first-time freshmen females 

from fall 1996 to fall 2004 is 84.9%, compared to 50.3% for first-time freshmen males. 

 

While the majority of students have entered the university from the three largest counties in the 

service region since fall 1996, there has also been an increase in the number of students who 

have entered the university from California counties other than those in our primary service area.  

In fall 1996, 62 (14.3%) first-time freshmen were from California counties other than those in 

our primary service area, compared to 173 (23.2%) first-time freshmen in fall 2004.  

 

Since fall 1996, the following undergraduate degree programs have experienced the greatest 

first-time freshmen headcount enrollment increases: Nursing, Criminal Justice, Biology, and 

Psychology. 

 

The enrollment increases in Nursing and Liberal Studies can be attributed to the increasingly 

high demand for these positions in the university’s service area, and at the state and national 

level as well.  Additionally, as of fall 2002, the Nursing Department offers students the option of 

obtaining a B.S.N. without already holding an R.N. certificate, in addition to the original 

program (R.N. to B.S.N. track). 

 

We do not have any evidence of demographic shifts in the university’s service area since 1996 to 

support why the changes noted above occurred.  We have continued to improve our outreach 

efforts to area high schools and junior high schools, and have endeavored to make materials and 

outreach available outside our area.   

 

 

c. Has the institution assessed whether its reported graduation rates, given the 

profile of incoming students over time, are as good as or better than should be 

expected from such a group? If so, what did you conclude?   

 

We do compare ourselves to other CSUs based on data we receive from the CSU system office.  

We compare favorably to CSU institutions with higher entering student academic profiles, and 

we often exceed graduation rates for other CSUs whose student populations are more like ours.  

In addition, Institutional Research is working with the Provost’s Deans Council to identify peer 

institutions outside the CSU that will allow us to benefit from comparisons nationwide.  For the 

comparisons to have integrity and provide meaningful data to CSU Stanislaus, the process of 
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selecting a set of peer institutions requires careful consideration of essential criteria.  We are 

currently reducing the large number of potential universities (from several thousand to 33 and 

ideally no more than 15) by employing criteria we believe represent the most essential 

characteristics of CSU Stanislaus  – e.g., public institutions by size, location (rural/urban) highest 

degree offered, student acceptance rates, faculty profile, student profile, SFR, accreditation, 

among others.  Once identified, these peer institutions allow us to compare retention and average 

graduation rates within a six-year period.  Thus, we profit from comparisons within and outside 

the CSU system.   

 

 

5. Please describe any routinely used data driven policy or decision making processes that 

are used to contribute to student success in progressing toward a degree (please 

consider things such as, but not limited to, degree audits, determinations of which 

students require remediation or inclusion in first year programs, assessment of which 

students require academic interventions, analysis of why students do not graduate, etc.). 

a. What kinds of processes do you employ to share these kinds of data throughout 

your campus? 

b. Who receives such data? 

c. How is the data used? 

d. Is use of the data reported back to a central authority? 

e. Do those receiving it perceive the data that is disseminated as useful? 

 

Through First Year Programs and Advising (FYPA) we do provide audits and personal 

intervention for students on probation.  This data is shared with the Retention Services units, 

college deans, the Successful Remediation Committee, and the Student Success Committee.  Pre-

enrollment analysis is done of all EOP admissions and students identified as at-risk are enrolled 

in a mandatory Summer Bridge Program.  There is no one repository for the data.  We are 

presently developing a Degree Audit program that will be very useful in this area. 

 

 

6. How are faculty members involved in efforts to improve graduation rates?   

 

Faculty members sit as members of the Strategic Enrollment Management Committee, the 

Successful Remediation Committee and the Student Success Committee.  Deans and department 

chairs receive enrollment, retention and graduation data through regular channels in Academic 

Affairs.  In addition and very importantly, through shared governance, faculty in the Academic 

Senate deal with curricular issues and policies that influence student persistence and graduation.  

Departments regularly discuss graduation and retention in relation to department learning goals. 

 

 

7. Where does responsibility lay for achieving/ensuring your graduation rate outcomes? 

 

This is a shared responsibility on campus.  Retention Services, the Successful Remediation 

Committee, the Strategic Enrollment Management Committee, the Deans’ Council, and the 

Student Success Committee serve critical roles in helping facilitate communication and 

mobilizing resources to address issues.    However, it is fairly clear that everyone ―owns‖ this 
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issue.  The campus has been successful in encouraging a shared commitment to student success.  

In particular, the Vice President for Student Affairs and the Vice President for Academic Affairs/ 

Provost share the leadership role for ensuring outcomes and work collaboratively on many 

programs. 

 

 

8. Who assisted in/contributed to the preparation of this document? 

 

This document was drafted by Chair of the Coordinating Group/Vice President for Student 

Affairs.  Members of the Coordinating Group (a sub-group of the Student Success Committee), 

the Vice Provost for Assessment and Quality Improvement, and the Provost contributed 

information and reviewed the final submission. 

 

 

Members of the CSU Stanislaus Coordinating Group: 

 

Stacey Morgan-Foster Kelvin Jasek-Rysdahl 
-Convenor of Coordinating Group 

-Vice President for Student Affairs 

-Chair, Student Success Committee 

 

-Interim Director, Institutional Research & 

Planning 

-Associate Professor, Economics  

June Boffman Ron Noble 
-Associate Dean, College of Arts, Letters and 

Sciences 

- Chair, Strategic Planning 

- Chair, Successful Remediation Committee 

- Member, Student Success Committee 

 

 

-Senior Director for Retention Services 

- Member, Successful Remediation Committee 

- Member, Strategic Enrollment Management 

Committee 

- Member, Student Success Committee 

Edward Hernandez  Roger Pugh 

-Associate Professor, Management 

- Member, Student Success Committee 

-Assistant Vice President for Strategic Enrollment 

Management 

-Chair, Strategic Enrollment Management 

Committee 

- Member, Student Success Committee 

Marjorie Jaasma Lisa Tristan 

-Associate Dean, College of Arts, Letters 

and Sciences 

- Professor, Communication Studies 

- Director of the First Year Experience 

program 

- Member, Student Success Committee 

-Analyst, Institutional Research and Planning 

-Member, Student Success Committee 

 

  

California State University, Stanislaus 
AASCU Graduation Rates Outcome Study 
IC1     Question 2     EL 093

Page 58 of 73



Graduation Rate Outcomes Study 

Campus Visit   

California State University – Stanislaus 

 

 

 

March 1 – 3, 2005 

 

 

Ann Cohen 

Team Leader 

Queens College – CUNY 

 

Lois Becker 

Nevada State College 

 

Dorothy Escribano 

Worcester State University 

 

Jim Gyure 

University of Pittsburgh – Johnstown 

 

Sonya Hildreth 

California State University, Fresno 

 

Becky Mussat-Whitlow 

Winston-Salem University 

 

Linda Samson 

Governors State University 

 

Jan Somerville 

National Association of System Heads 

 

Kathleen Street 

California State Polytechnic University, Pomona 

 

California State University, Stanislaus 
AASCU Graduation Rates Outcome Study 
IC1     Question 2     EL 093

Page 59 of 73



Table of Contents 

 

 

I. Context and Nature of the Visit 

a. Purpose of the Visit 

b. Organizational Context 

i. Organization chart 

ii. System organization 

iii. Campus setting 

iv. Demographic distinctiveness 

v. Classifications 

vi. Student population 

vii. Revenue from appropriations, tuition, fees 

viii. Revenue from all sources 

ix. Institutional history 

c. Interactions with constituencies during visit 

d. Listing of documents, materials, web materials provided for visit 

 

II. Campus Features Contributing to Graduation Rates 

a. Shared values of mission and sense of place 

b. Presidential leadership 

i. Affirmation of community 

ii. Institutionalization of planning, enrollment management, and 

student success 

c. System initiatives and campus responses 

i. Accountability:  Retention and Graduation Rates 

ii. Remediation limitations 

iii. Graduation Initiative 

d. Faculty initiatives 

i. Review of General Education and WASC 

ii. Summit Program: Responses to WASC and Transfer 

iii. First Year Experience 

 

III. Integration, Leadership, Campus Culture, Context 

 

IV. Key Challenges 

 

 

California State University, Stanislaus 
AASCU Graduation Rates Outcome Study 
IC1     Question 2     EL 093

Page 60 of 73



Executive Summary 

 

California State University, Stanislaus is a member campus of the California State 

University System.  It is a Masters I institution that serves just under 8,000 

undergraduates and approximately 800 graduate students, almost all of whom come from 

the three county region in which it sits.  CSU, Stanislaus is an Hispanic serving 

institution.  Faculty and staff both describe the study body as highly motivated and 

determined to “do what it takes” to succeed.   

 

From the outset, the team identified CSU, Stanislaus’ strong sense of mission and place – 

shared by upper administration, staff at all levels, faculty and students – as one of the 

most important elements in its graduation rate outcomes.  All constituencies with whom 

the team spoke were consistent in describing themselves as: 

 Student centered 

 Committed to access, especially for first generation students 

 Committed to making that access meaningful by helping students to 

succeed 

 Committed to empowering students to take responsibility for their success 

 Dedicated to providing service to the local community and citizens. 

 

President Marvalene Hughes, who is retiring after eleven years as President, has provided 

strong, consistent leadership in focusing the University on assisting students to achieve 

success.  The strategic planning process, initiated soon after her arrival, created a plan for 

an environment to support student success.  She also set in place an integrated 

administrative structure, with overlapping committee memberships to address student 

success, enrollment management, budget priorities, and successful remediation.   

 

Perhaps because of the underlying campus agreement on its mission and the focused 

administrative structure, campus efforts at all levels were consistent in their mission.  

This has led to a particularly style of decision making within the institution that: 

 Encourages active problem solving to address issues of student success, 

student progress to graduation (“keeping on track”) and student 

engagement in the curriculum 

 Empowers staff at all levels to generate and implement solutions to issues 

identified and 

 Coordinates efforts through communication and active collaboration. 

 

The result of campus culture, leadership initiative, and organizational focus is that CSU, 

Stanislaus has been well positioned to respond to system incentives to improve graduate 

rates and retention in ways that reinforced its mission.  The strong sense of campus 

identity and the focus on service to CSU students provided the direction of the campus 

response.  The integrated administrative structure served to coordinate the resulting 

efforts.  These system initiatives, then prompted CSU, Stanislaus to focus in particular 

ways on the needs of its students, but it did not move the campus away from its focus on 

those students. 
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The literature strongly suggests that the important elements in retaining and graduating 

students are: 

 Contact with faculty 

 Consistent advising 

 Advising focus on creating a plan (roadmap) for graduation 

 Student connection to the campus through organizations and activities 

 Engagement in the classroom. 

At CSU, Stanislaus, these elements are not only in place; they are constantly being 

reviewed and refined.   

 

The CSU, Stanislaus Study Team concluded, to a person, that there is no one primary 

reason or program or person who is responsible for the success of the University in 

retaining, nurturing, and graduating its students.  Rather, it is the strongly integrating and 

motivating effect of a shared mission, reinforced by consistent leadership and integrated 

implementation that has led to the success of the University.   

 

Context and Nature of the Visit 
 

 Purpose of the Visit.  To be provided by AASCU 

 

 Organizational Context.  California State University, Stanislaus is one of 23 

campuses of the California State University system.  As a member of that system, the 

campus is subject to annual enrollment target negotiations and the usual budgetary 

allocation procedures.  The establishment of enrollment goals is certainly guided by the 

Accountability Process, mandated by the system’s Board of Trustees.  The accountability 

targets provide general guidelines for system campuses in gauging their performance in 

retention, time to graduation, graduation rates and other critical key success factors.  In 

addition, the system provides annual profiles of campus performance that are provided to 

the state legislature and made public on the CSU system website.  In this setting, then, the 

campus is well aware of its performance on these measures and others in comparison 

with their CSU peers. 

  

 The President of CSU Stanislaus is appointed by the Chancellor of the CSU 

system.  President Marvalene Hughes was appointed to her position in 1994.  She 

announced her retirement effective at the end of the 2004 academic year; however, she 

agreed to serve as President until the end of the 2005 academic year  The campus is now 

engaged in a search for her successor.  With three interim deans, the campus is 

anticipating a leadership transition, although the current president has remained engaged 

and committed to the mission of the University as a student-centered learning 

environment – a characterization with which the campus is in concert.   

 

 President Hughes was described by many at CSU Stanislaus as an ambassador for 

the campus, providing a strong external image of the University to the community and to 

the CSU system.  In addition, she is credited by most with whom we spoke with focusing 

the efforts of the campus on improving student success and reinforcing the sense of 

mission of the campus.  She has consistently validated faculty, staff and students; and she 
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has built personal relationships with many on the campus.  She encourages the staff of the 

University to take the lead on initiatives and empowers middle managers to set direction 

and to develop strategies.  She has also created an administrative structure that values 

team work among her Cabinet members, especially the vice presidents.  This value of 

team work is mirrored in the many committees that span Student Affairs, Academic 

Affairs, and their units to integrate and coordinate efforts to improve student success, 

graduation rates, and the attractiveness of the University to incoming students. 

 

 The organization chart (Appendix) must be viewed in light of the membership of 

the integrative committees:  Strategic Enrollment Management, Student Success, Budget 

Advisory, and Strategic Planning.  These committees not only provide coordination of the 

efforts of many offices, they also permit multiple opportunities for staff and faculty to 

develop common goals, provide input and receive information about what the campus is 

doing and how the various initiatives work.  In many different settings, faculty and staff 

articulated the idea that student success is our job, not their job.  Formalized and informal 

communication patterns built upon shared values and joint ownership of responsibility 

for student success has been a powerful impetus to build programs that institutionalize 

that support.  This is true even in the absence of any one person or organization that 

either seems to exert direction or is credited with doing so by the faculty, staff, and 

students. 

 

 Another important characteristic of the University environment is the extent to 

which the University has “hired its own”.  Many of the staff at the University, including 

the directors of units, are graduates and/or first generation students of California State 

University, Stanislaus.  We do not have an exact count or a percentage of the workforce, 

but many of the people with whom we met identified themselves in this way.  Faculty, 

too, often identified themselves as first generation college students, much like the 

students that they teach.  This seems to be another important strand in the network of ties 

between the faculty and staff and the University and their commitment to “pay back” for 

the support and services they enjoyed as students.  Faculty and staff turnover is small.  

The main reason given for faculty turnover is the relatively low salary structure in 

competition with a national market.  

 

 Campus Setting.  The main campus is located in Turlock, California, in the central 

valley.  The area retains many of its characteristics of a rural setting, although the town of 

Turlock has grown to 68,000 as the suburban sprawl from the Bay Area moves eastward.   

Nonetheless, many of the students come from rural backgrounds and are first generation 

college students.   

 

The campus shows considerable development in the past decade.  Older buildings have 

been remodeled to bring them to seismic standards or to strengthen the technological 

infrastructure.  The student dining hall has been upgraded to resemble a network of 

restaurants and people-friendly settings. Three phases of a planned on-campus residence 

area have been completed, providing apartment-like units with recreation areas, a pool, 

and laundry facilities for approximately 650 students.  Housing capacity recently doubled 

with the addition of these new residence halls.  The additional halls are expected to 
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support an anticipated increase in freshmen students and will support increased on-

campus activities. 

 

  One physical characteristic that has been retained in the building process is the creation 

and maintenance of a campus with mostly small to medium sized rooms. In fact the 

campus has only three classrooms that have a capacity of 100 or more students. This is in 

keeping with the stated focus on teaching and learning.   

 

The recent addition of the Mary Stuart Rogers Building has effectively provided a one-

stop shop for student services and has contributed to the building of community and 

communication among administrative and staff occupants of the building.   

 

 Intensive management of the grounds and the installation of a series of man-made 

lakes to provide catchment areas for run-off both prevent flooding and provide beautiful 

buffers among the classroom areas.   

 

 Demographic Distinctiveness.  See discussion of campus setting. 

 

 Classifications 

 

 Student Population. 

 The student population at CSU Stanislaus is drawn primarily from its three county 

service area:  Stanislaus County (42.8%), San Joaquin County (19.6%), and Merced 

County (15.7%).  [Figures are from the California State University, Stanislaus Fact Book, 

Fall 2004.]  Most students are seeking baccalaureate degrees (78.8%).  Most (64.2%) are 

full time.  A majority (58.9%) are 24 years of age or younger. 

 It is notable that approximately two thirds of the undergraduates (65.7%) are 

female.  CSU Stanislaus is classified as an Hispanic-serving institution, with 25.5% of its 

students identifying themselves as Hispanic.  Almost half of the students (44.5%) classify 

themselves as Caucasian, and 10.1% identify as of Asian/Pacific Island origin.  The 

African-American population is small (3.3%).   

 The distribution of class standing among the undergraduate population is also 

notable and undergoing change.  In fall 1998, the enrollment of first time freshmen at the 

campus was 503; that was an increase of over 15% in just three years.  By fall 2004, 

incoming first year student enrollment was 747 – almost a 50% increase from 1998.  The 

transfer population is also growing.  In 1998, 781 incoming students were transfer, 

primarily from community colleges in the three county service area.  By fall 2004, there 

were 928 incoming transfers  - an increase of 19% over fall 1998.  This is the result of an 

aggressive enrollment management program at CSU Stanislaus which is designed to draw 

a more balanced population between native and transfer populations. 

    The class standing structure of the undergraduate population should be expected 

to change.  In fall 2004, 19.5% of undergraduates were classified as freshmen; 13.5% 

were sophomores.  In contrast, reflecting the large transfer population, 29.1% of students 

were classified as juniors; 37% were seniors. 

 One of the characteristics of incoming students that is significant for graduation 

rates is the percentage of incoming students requiring remediation in one or more areas.  
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In Fall 1998, of entering first year students, only 42% were proficient in mathematics; 

57% were proficient in English.  By fall 2002, 61.3% of entering first year students were 

proficient in mathematics, while 50.1% were fully proficient in English.  The percentages 

of students needing remediation at entry who were fully proficient one year later are 

similarly impressive.  After 1 year, only 42.0% of those entering with remedial needs in 

fall 1998 were fully proficient one year later.  Of those entering in 2002 with remedial 

needs, 88% were fully proficient one year later.  Combined with those entering students 

who were fully proficient at entry, 97% of the entering class from fall 2002 were fully 

proficient by fall 2003. 

 

 Revenue from Appropriations, Tuition, Fees. 

 General fund revenues (including student fees): 

  FY 2004-2005   $  69,822,970  78.3% 

  FY 2001-2002   $  61,048,684  81.74% 

 

 Revenue From All Sources. 

 FY 2004-2005   $  89,163.921 

 FY 2001-2002   $  74,682,875 

 

 The differences are accounted primarily by increases in auxiliary enterprises, a $1 

million increase in gifts, grants, and contacts, and an almost $2 million increase in 

dormitory fund revenues. 

 

 Institutional History. 

 

 Interactions with Constituencies During Visit.  This listing of constituencies with 

whom the Study Team met during the visit can be found in the Appendix.   

 

Campus Features Affecting Retention and Graduation Rates 
 

In its self study, CSU Stanislaus identified its faculty as one of the most distinctive 

features and an important element in its success in retaining and graduating students.  It 

also provided a long list of initiatives and programs related to strategic planning, 

curriculum revision, advising, and academic support that have created an institutional 

support system for students.  In fact, our visit underscored the importance of all of these 

but in somewhat different configurations than the self-study provided.  As a result of the 

study team’s visit and analysis, we present the “campus features” in a somewhat different 

format.   

 

Campus Feature:  Shared Sense of Mission and Place 

From the outset, the team identified CSU Stanislaus’ strong sense of mission and place – 

shared by upper administration, staff at all levels, faculty, and students – as one of the 

most important elements in its graduation rate outcomes.  The community of CSU 

Stanislaus – faculty, staff, administration, and students – sees itself as: 

 Student centered 

 Committed to access, especially of first generation students 
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 Committed to making that access meaningful by helping students to 

succeed 

 Committed to empowering students to take responsibility for their success 

 Dedicated to providing service to the local community and citizens. 

It became apparent during our visit to the campus that this agreement on purpose 

positioned CSU Stanislaus well during the past decade to respond to pressures for 

improvements in retention of students, student success, and graduation. 

 

Perhaps one of the most difficult questions we have tried to answer is to define the 

genesis and history of this strong sense of purpose.  Its existence is in little doubt.  

Interviews with students revealed their understanding of the commitment of the 

University to them.  In many different ways, students discussed the openness of the 

faculty, the accessibility of professors and advisors to their concerns, their sense of 

having a role to play at the University.  Faculty talked about the importance of helping 

their highly motivated students to succeed, even when it meant working through 

difficulties with work, family, or difficult subjects.  Student affairs professional staff 

talked of collaborating with faculty in providing support to academic programs. 

Administrators talked about the importance of the University to the community or of their 

commitment to a place at which they had often started their careers as students.  

Administrators talked about being driven by the product (quality and student success) and 

not by the market.  These were not scripted comments but rather expressions of a deeply 

held sense of purpose. 

 

When did this culture develop?  That is difficult to say.  Almost everyone who had a 

lengthy history with the University could recall this sense of personal connections that 

seems to characterize individual relationships with CSU Stanislaus.  What is clear is that 

the past decade has served to sharpen the University’s focus on and understanding of its 

mission through strategic planning as well as a translation of this mission into specific 

programs and actions that we believe are related to the University’s success in retention 

and graduation.  This first “feature” led to four others. 

 

Campus Feature:  Commitment to Teaching and Advising 

CSU Stanislaus prides itself on being a teaching university rather than a research 

university.  New faculty are carefully screened for their commitment to and expertise in 

teaching to determine their fit with the campus prior to a hiring decision being made.  

Senior faculty serve as mentors to new faculty and discussions of pedagogy and course 

curriculum frequently occur across departments.   

 

Orientation is now mandatory for all entering undergraduate students.  Most departments 

(at least two-thirds) of academic departments require students to see their academic 

advisor each term.  Others require this on a yearly basis.  In addition to this formal 

advising session, faculty are readily accessible to students both in and outside the 

classroom.  One faculty member explained this accessibility and commitment by 

commenting that the campus was “residential in terms of faculty and staff”.  Small class 

sizes allow the faculty to get to know the students on a personal level and “advising” is 

commonplace in the classroom. 
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In speaking with students, some indicated that they did not see their advisors on a regular 

basis yet they were still on track for graduation in four years.  This speaks to the 

commitment of the faculty to effectively manage the number of units required for 

graduation, to provide clear roadmaps for students to follow and to empower students to 

take charge of their education.  Although common to students on many campuses, 

administrative roadblocks/red tape, difficulties getting classes or meeting pre-requisites 

appear to be non-issues for CSU Stanislaus students.  Faculty mentioned that they were 

lenient in finding spaces for graduating seniors in classes that were full. 

 

It appears that faculty communicate clear expectations to students and empower them to 

take ownership of their education.  One example of this involves the requirement that 

students complete their remedial coursework within a twelve month period.  Approval of 

exceptions to this policy has been reduced significantly in recent years and this 

communicates very positively to students that the expectation is that they meet this 

requirement. 

 

Campus Feature:  Presidential Leadership as an Affirmation of Mission 

 

In 1994, Dr. Marvalene Hughes became the President at CSU Stanislaus.  Under 

President Hughes’ leadership a strategic planning initiative began in 1995, with the focus 

on the University’s mission.  In part, that mission statement says: 

 

 The faculty, staff, administration, and students of California State University, 

 Stanislaus, are committed to creating a learning environment which 

 encourages all members of the campus community to expand their 

 intellectual, creative, and social horizons.  [1996] 

 

Throughout her presidency, President Hughes has supported the student centered mission 

of the University and worked to solidify the strong sense of community that already 

existed on the campus.  Some of these efforts were symbolic, such as the Creating 

Community program that funds projects designed to foster different dimensions of 

community.  This program supported projects such as: 

 A communal effort to plant flowers and beautify the campus 

 A program to recognize excellence in the actions of individuals 

 A “feed the students” day, in which faculty and administrators cook for 

and feed students and the campus community. 

 

In addition to the symbolic affirmation of community, the strategic planning process 

served to sharpen the sense of mission and to institutionalize the student-centered focus at 

CSU Stanislaus.  This was a focus encouraged and applauded by the Western Association 

of State Colleges (WASC).  Thus, the existing culture had already become a strong base 

for presidential initiatives and for responses to accrediting body initiatives. 

 

As a result of the strategic planning process, CSU Stanislaus proceeded to integrate 

several administrative areas relevant to student retention and graduation: 
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 In recent years, formal organizational changes in the area of enrollment 

management have been implemented, producing a positive impact on 

several retention trends. In the latter half of the 1990s, an enrollment 

consultant was brought to campus to make recommendations regarding 

enrollment management issues. Members of the campus community 

attended conferences on enrollment topics. These efforts helped introduce 

contemporary enrollment methods and vernacular on campus, and helped 

clarify the enrollment management concept for members of the campus 

community, especially those who participated in various committee 

activities. One individual pointed out that this discussion of enrollment 

management was an “eye-opener,” particular for faculty. 

 Establishing the position of Assistant Vice President for Enrollment 

Management focused organizational authority for a number of enrollment 

planning and management efforts in a specific department. Moving the 

department to Academic Affairs underscored the importance of the 

academic elements of enrollment management, while also creating the 

framework for the cross-functional collaboration demonstrated by the 

Strategic Enrollment Management Committee and the Student Success 

Committee. The designs to systematically collect data (see below) will 

improve these functions. 

 Strategic Enrollment Management (committee membership in Appendix)  

This committee has brought together staff from Admissions, Institutional 

Research, Student Services, and Academic Affairs to coordinate the 

recruitment and retention efforts of the University. At the same time, the 

institution is getting serious about a data-driven process to improve 

enrollment management efforts. While this is not yet in place, efforts 

evidenced reaffirm the commitment to strategic enrollment management. 

 Student Success Committee (committee membership in Appendix)  This 

committee has brought together staff from Advising, Academic Support, 

Academic Affairs, Student Affairs, Testing, and the faculty to discuss 

issues affecting the success of students. 

 Successful Remediation Committee (2002 - Committee membership in 

Appendix).  This committee coordinates the efforts of the units involved in 

identifying and evaluating student needs for remediation as well as the 

transition from remediation to the general curriculum.   

The committees recommend but do not set policy; setting policy is the responsibility of 

the President, in consultation with the Cabinet and other campus constituencies.  

However, these coordinating committees do ensure that faculty and staff in all areas 

affecting student success and satisfaction are in contact with their colleagues.  This 

facilitates the flow of information, coordination of efforts, understanding of impact and 

creative problem solving.  It also reinforces the institutional commitment to focus on the 

success of students at CSU Stanislaus.   

 

Because the membership of these committees is overlapping and because the members 

are actively engaged in the discussions generated by their agendas, this structure does 
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appear to work.  It has led to a particular style of decision making within the institution 

that: 

 Encourages active problem solving to address issues of student success, student 

progress to graduation (“keeping on track”), and student engagement in the 

curriculum. 

 Empowers staff at all levels to generate and implement solutions to issues 

identified and 

 Coordinates efforts through communication and active collaboration. 

 

Again, this structure produces policies that are not always governed by “one big idea” or 

by centralized administrative oversight.  Rather, the deeply shared commitment to the 

mission of the University and the understanding of administrators, staff, and faculty of 

the nature and needs of their students serves as the integrating force.  This 

institutionalized network of offices, programs, and staff has enabled the University to 

respond in an organized way to the next two factors that have contributed to CSU, 

Stanislaus’ success in retention and graduation rates. 

 

Campus Feature:  System Initiatives to Improve Student Success and Graduation 

 

The California State University system has been actively engaged in efforts to encourage 

campuses to find ways to: 

 Retain students who enter the University (CSU Accountability Cornerstones 

Project, 1999) 

 Improve the time to graduation for students (CSU Accountability Cornerstones, 

1999) 

 Limit the time in remediation for students enter CSU to 12 months (2001) 

 Improve the graduation rate and time to graduation (CSU Graduation Initiative, 

2002) 

 Establish 4, 5, and 6 year academic road maps for all majors 

 Reduce units required for degree completion 

 Establish enrollment priorities for different student populations (i.e., upper 

division transfers, first-time freshmen, California residents, etc.) 

 

Recent CSU efforts reflect the need to be responsive to the tremendous increase in the 

number of qualified students desiring to enroll in the CSU system, while balancing 

budget and resource limitations to ensure the quality of a CSU education.  The CSU 

System is to be commended for its proactive direction in setting standards and providing 

system-wide workshops and training for campuses to explore and implement different 

alternatives. 

 

CSU Stanislaus was well positioned to respond positively to these initiatives in ways that 

reinforced its mission.  The strong sense of campus identity and the focus on service to 

CSU students provided the direction of the campus response.  The integrated 

administrative structure served to coordinate the resulting efforts. These system 

initiatives, then, prompted CSU, Stanislaus to focus in particular ways on the needs of its 

students, but it did not move the campus away from its focus on those students. 
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Campus Feature:  Faculty Supported Initiatives to Meet the Needs of Students 

 

When WASC suggested to CSU Stanislaus in 1999 that it should review its general 

education curriculum with an eye to improve the integration, the faculty senate convened 

a variety of fora to elicit faculty perspective on this charge.  The result was a review and 

revisions to the general education curriculum.  In one revision, the needs of the growing 

transfer student population for both academic and social integration with the campus 

were addressed by incorporating 9 units (credits) of upper division GE in a learning 

community.  This led to a faculty initiative entitled the Summit Program.  This program, 

still in a pilot phase, links courses serially across terms to provide integration of the 

general education requirements and to provide “learning community” environments for 

transfers.  The same students persist from one semester to another and the curriculum 

they encounter is better integrated than independent general education requirements.   

 

Another faculty curricular initiative has been the Faculty Mentoring program, which 

collaborates closely with student affairs professionals.  The 150-250 students who 

participate each year in the mentored relationship with a faculty member are 

predominantly self-selected with some provision to directly enroll vulnerable students. 

Each year the program invites approximately 2000 “at-risk” students to attend an 

introductory session about the program. Faculty members may also recommend students 

who they view as particularly vulnerable.  Those who elect to participate in the program 

persist from the enrollment year into the next year at a rate of almost 100%. Students 

often continue in the program for longer than one year and many go on to recommend 

others for participation in the program.  Faculty who participate in the program go 

through a one-year training program, kicked off with a full-week week of faculty 

development and team-building to ensure that they know the University’s requirements, 

appropriate referral points for students with difficulties, and have skills that will make 

them effective listeners and counselors.  This initiative was begun by the CSU system in 

1987 with start-up grants for faculty development.  Its roots on campus are clear, with 

faculty continuing to recruit new faculty for the program. At the present time some 37 

faculty members serve as mentors, although not all currently have protégés assigned to 

them.   These faculty report that the training and the experience of acting as a mentor 

improves all their teaching and has positive impacts on retention for all their students.  To 

the degree that they discuss their new knowledge in their respective departments, these 

faculty provide another engine for impacting the campus community as a whole. 

 

The First Year Experience program has been another product of faculty initiative to 

meet student needs.  This learning community program actually grew from the perceived 

benefits of the Summit Program and collaborations with student affairs professionals 

about improvements for overall first year programs.  While the number of entering first 

year students at CSU Stanislaus is rather small (approximately 750 in 2004), the First 

Year Experience program is designed to provide a learning community environment to 

link two general education courses with a 2 unit (credit) orientation seminar.  The 

seminar is team taught by a peer mentor and at least one of the two instructors in the 

linked courses.  While the retention of entering first year students is reasonably good 
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(over 80% since Fall 1997), the need for first generation students to be oriented to the 

University, prepared for the more rigorous requirements they would encounter, and 

acquainted with the services offered to them drove the creation of the experience.   

 

The First Year Experience also provides an insight into the decision process that keeps 

CSU Stanislaus moving toward higher levels of service for students.  It became apparent 

that scheduling courses for the first year experience would be a major commitment for 

the University.  In addition, it was sometimes difficult to use the limited time of the 

advising center staff to advise students and then get them to accept learning communities.  

The University’s response was to create a “pre-schedule” for entering first year students, 

based on student responses to a questionnaire they submit as part of the admissions 

process.  Advising staff then call students to build a personalized schedule prior to 

orientation.  This allows faculty advising at orientation to focus more on content issues in 

the major, rather than course schedules. 

 

Integration, Leadership, Coordination, and Context 
 

The CSU Stanislaus Study Team concluded, to a person, that there is no one primary 

reason or program or person who is responsible for the success of the University in 

retaining, nurturing, and graduating its students.  Rather, it is the strongly integrating and 

motivating effect of a shared mission, reinforced by consistent leadership and integrated 

implementation that has led to the success of the University.  The graduation rates for 

CSU Stanislaus shown within the CSU system are impressive.  [See Table].  They are 

even more impressive when viewed within the context of the University’s undergraduate 

student population.   

 

The literature strongly suggests that the important elements in retaining and graduating 

students are: 

 Contact with faculty 

 Consistent advising 

 Advising focus on creating a plan (roadmap) for graduation 

 Student connection to the campus through organizations and activities 

 Engagement in the classroom. 

 

A backward look at CSU Stanislaus finds that these elements are not only in place; they 

are constantly being reviewed and refined.  The timeline of activities provided by the 

campus to assist the Study Team is provided in the Appendix.  It shows the consistent 

pattern of responsiveness to external (system guidelines, accrediting agencies) and 

internal stimuli in ways that are informed by the constant concern for the welfare and 

advancement of its students.   

 

The empowerment of staff and faculty to generate new proposals and to either implement 

them or to bring them to the coordinating committees for funding or approval has 

provided the campus with the “space” to innovate and to address opportunities before 

they become problems.  The ability of the President to identify the strengths of the 
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campus and to provide direction in developing them has made change possible without 

many of the disruptive results.    

 

In many ways, CSU Stanislaus reflects the ideal planning model with one difference.  

Because the campus is so united, it responds to initiatives from the President, 

Chancellor’s office, or its own observations with pragmatic problem-solving, based 

primarily on the basis that “it’s a good idea”.  There has been some use of data, largely 

generated for external audiences.  The campus is aware of this as an area of concern, and 

recent staffing and organizational changes are designed to address this need.   

 

The Provost together with the Assistant Vice President for Enrollment Management have 

developed a system of enrollment management software that will enable department 

chairs to have a clear picture of the impact of enrollment decisions made in the past.  As 

the budget is decentralized, the task of scheduling courses to meet the needs of 

graduating students while keeping within budget and within faculty workload will 

become increasingly complex.  Faculty development and database development is well 

underway to assist the rationalized use of resources while keeping the needs of students 

in mind.  In order to make better use of a decentralized budget, administrators are 

receiving additional training and all deans will have their own budget person on staff. 

 

Another area where more data is being collected is in the assessment of student learning.  

There are plans to hire another person in Institutional Research to oversee assessment 

along with a half-time faculty member.  Institutional Research has partnered with several 

departments to support the research that is being initiated within the departments.  

Examples include the Academic Advising Survey, Graduating Senior Survey, NSSE and 

the Alumni Survey. 

 

In these efforts, CSU Stanislaus continually commits resources to faculty and staff 

development.  Whether through on-campus training, or by sending faculty and 

administrators to AAHE summer programs, or by increasing connections on campus 

through the many committees that faculty and staff serve on, it is clear that the campus is 

cultivating leadership in its employees, who then have the confidence to be creative in 

solving problems.  This effort is matched by the Student Leadership Program that 

provides training in leadership skills for students. 

 

Key challenges 

Strain on faculty time and unclear expectations.  As class sizes increase in response to the 

decline in state revenues for higher education in California, faculty members are feeling 

the pinch.  Department chairs found their task of assigning courses more complex as they 

try to provide relief for those faculty members who were teaching larger sections than 

they formerly had.  The intense involvement of faculty in student advising has made a 

positive difference on retention and is commented upon by all constituencies.  However, 

there were some comments made by students that not all the faculty members are 

responding appropriately to this responsibility.  There was also some confusion over the 

tenure and promotion guidelines and standards.  The team was told by the President’s 

Cabinet, Deans, department heads, and individual faculty that the promotion and tenure 
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standards did not adequately reflect the emphasis on teaching and learning and that there 

was little in the guidelines to support the scholarship of teaching.  Some faculty felt that 

research was being emphasized at the cost of teaching; some administrators felt that the 

faculty had misinterpreted their desires.  In short, several department heads commented 

that, “We are being asked to do more.  We are at a breaking point.” 

 

The motivation for faculty and staff to focus on student success appears to be more 

personally motivated (i.e., desire to “pay back”, desire to support highly motivated 

students, etc.) rather than externally motivated (i.e., RTP, personal recognition). 
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