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INTRODUCTION
As a result of some inquiries made by President Brogan and Executive Vice President Davenport regarding FAU student retention and graduation rates, Provost Pritchett asked me to prepare a report covering the following topics.
· What do we do at FAU that promotes retention and graduation?

· How do we measure the success of those efforts?

· What special efforts do we make to attract good students and minorities?

I have added two additional topics which emerged logically as I looked into these matters.

· How can our existing retention efforts be improved?

· What else can we be doing to increase retention rates?
What also emerged, especially as reflected in the last topic, is that this issue is extremely broad, with major potential implications for the mission of the university and the way in which it directs its undergraduate education resources.  Thus, I have endeavored in the last section of the report to discuss a holistic approach to retention which involves a multitude of organizational components working cohesively toward this common goal.
ONGOING RETENTION INITIATIVES
FAU has numerous offices and programs devoted to promoting student retention as listed and described below.  Many parallel successful initiatives reported in the higher education literature.  The responsible organizational units are in both Academic- and Student Affairs.  Those which report directly to the Dean of Undergraduate Studies are so indicated by the (UG) symbol following their descriptions.
ACADEMICS/ACADEMIC SUPPORT
· Office of Student Retention; Dr. Jennifer L. Bebergal, Director.  Oversees university-wide retention efforts and coordinates retention activities between the academic and student support areas. (UG)

Assessment:  Various specific activities of Student Retention are assessed as given below with their descriptions.

· Call Center.  Typically used for Admissions functions, the Call Center was utilized for the first time in Spring 2005 by the Office of Student Retention.  Freshmen who failed to achieve a 2.0 GPA in their first semester and are enrolled this spring were contacted by phone by student employees of the call center in Admissions.  Students were asked about their first semester experience.  Those admitting to having difficulties were referred to specific support services that could provide the most effective assistance for their particular circumstance.  Others were reminded of some key services that should be utilized in the event that academic problems arise.  Students with extensive concerns will receive a follow-up phone call from their freshman advisor. 
· Freshman Orientation; Mr. Adam D. DeRosa, Director.  A two day program which is mandatory for all incoming freshmen.  Provides a comprehensive introduction to all FAU policies and services of particular interest to FTICs.  Includes academic advising and course registration (in cooperation with Freshman Academic Advising Services; see below).  Follow-up contact is made by orientation leaders.

Assessment:  A comprehensive survey is distributed to all student participants.  The fall 2004 survey had 1944 respondents with the following results on an overall rating of the experience:  Excellent, 32%; Very Good, 42%; Good, 20%; Fair, 5%; Poor, 1%.  Parents do not fill out a formal survey instrument, but are given the opportunity to make written comments.  Over 2000 did so in fall 2004 with the large majority being supportive.

· Freshman Academic Advising Services (FAAS); Ms. Deborah I. “Mikki” Minney, Assistant Provost.  Provides comprehensive academic advising and class scheduling to all FTICs for the first thirty credits of enrollment (see Freshman Orientation above).  Advising is mandatory - registration holds are in place until proof of advisement is presented. (UG)

Assessment:  An evaluation form is filled out by all students upon their initial advisement and registration.  Final results for fall 2004 have not yet been tabulated, but historically the effort has met with superior approval ratings.
· FAAS Contacts.  In an effort to deliver advising services when and where students need them, FAAS maintains a website, www.fau.edu/freshmanadvising, and an email address, freshmanadvising@fau.edu.  Both venues provide students with convenient access to academic advisers and advising information.  All emails, including transient student forms, receive a response within 24 hours.
Assessment:  There is a link on the website to the FAAS Evaluation Form.  As of its last updating on November 5, 2004, the site had 94,000 hits
· Summer Orientation and Academic Review (SOAR); Administered by FAAS, SOAR is the university’s “summer bridge” program for at-risk students who have been admitted conditionally due deficiencies in their SAT or ACT scores.  This six week program provides intensive review in the areas of mathematics (in cooperation with a community college) and English, as well as a first-year experience class (SLS 1503; Learning Strategies and Human Development; see below). (UG)

Assessment:  SOAR participants consistently out perform regularly admitted 
students in the bottom quartile in the first year.

· Learning Strategies and Human Development (SLS 1503).  A course designed to assist students in making the transition to higher education.  Taken by approximately one-third of this fall’s FTICs including all SOAR students.
Assessment:  In 2002 and 2003, all SLS 1503 students were surveyed as to their satisfaction with the course using an instrument provided by the Educational Benchmark Institute.  The results were overwhelmingly favorable, the most positive compared to 56 other institutions that administered the survey.

· Early Academic Warnings.  Six weeks into each regular semester, faculty who have been identified as having freshmen (1Fs) in their classes are sent a roster of 1F names by FAAS.  They are asked to indicate by checkmark and/or comments any freshmen performing below a “C”.  Those students so identified are sent a letter by FAAS informing them that they could be headed for academic difficulty.  The letter goes on to make recommendations on intervention measures one can utilize to improve academic performance.

Assessment:  A study is done at the end of each semester to determine how many of the students notified actually end up on freshman warning or academic probation.  On average, one-third of the warned students avail themselves of the intervention measures outlined and salvage the semester with a passing performance.

· Freshman Learning Communities (FLCs).  Originated and administered by the Office of Student Retention.  Cohorts of no more than 25 freshmen with a common major take all of their first year courses together including SLS 1503 in the first semester.  Participants have been shown to achieve higher GPAs, and have higher retention rates higher than their non-FLC counterparts. (UG)
Assessment:  The Director of Retention keeps detailed comparative statistics on the academic performance of FLC participants and non-FLC freshmen.  FLC participants consistently achieve at a statistically significant higher level, as measured by credits taken, credits completed, first semester retention and GPA, than non-participants.
· University Center for Excellence in Writing (UCEW); Dr. Jeffrey R. Galin, Director.  Serving the entire FAU community, the UCEW is devoted to the support and promotion of writing by providing one-on-one consulting to help writers with a range of writing and reading concerns including understanding assignments, critical reading, grammar/mechanics, organization, documentation and global revision.  UCEW also manages the Writing Across the Curriculum initiative (WAC) for the university.  WAC is the first major undergraduate curriculum reform enacted in many years. (UG)

Assessment:  Clients are surveyed to determine satisfaction with the services provided.  Results indicate a 99% satisfaction rate as evidenced by virtual unanimity that they would consult with the UCEW again.
· Student-Athlete Center for Academic Excellence (SACAE), Dr. Michael S. Allen, Director.  This comprehensive academic support entity is dedicated to assisting our student-athletes in achieving academic success.  Services include individualized academic counseling, tutorial services, secondary academic advising, academic progress tracking, study hall and a life skills program. (UG)

Assessment:  The Director keeps detailed statistics on the academic performance of student-athletes, and participates in the certification of eligibility process.  Representative results are: in 2003-04, 86 % of all student-athletes enrolled for the fall 2003 semester returned to school for the fall 2004 term; departing student-athletes cited personal, athletic or economic reasons – less than 1% were not retained for academic reasons, yielding an academic retention rate of 99%; football went from having a serious eligibility problem in its first year of competition to a 100% retention rate (eligible to compete) from spring 2004 to fall 2004; average GPA for all teams in 2003-04 was 2.67 (180 student-athletes had GPAs of 3.0 or better).
· University Scholars Program, Dr. Fred A. Fejes, Director.  The lower division honors program of the Boca Raton campus.  Its retention strategy is based on creating a cohesive cohort of high achieving students who strongly identify with the program and FAU through a specialized curriculum which includes interdisciplinary freshman seminars and the Honors Forum. (UG)

· Office of Multicultural Affairs; Ms. Pamela M. Byrd, Associate Director.  Provides free tutoring in selected subject areas and administers a mentorship program which pairs up faculty and academic administrators with individual students.

Assessment:  All students who participate in the tutoring (Academic 
Enhancement) program are asked to complete an evaluation that is used to 
determine future tutoring offerings and their satisfaction with the tutoring 
experience.  Students indicate satisfaction with the tutoring experience.  The FAU 
Connections (Mentor) Program provides evaluations to all mentors and protégés 
to assess their satisfaction with the mentoring experience.  The 2003-04 results 
indicated satisfaction with the program.
STUDENT SERVICES/STUDENT LIFE
· University Ombudsman; Ms. Barbara J. Rice.  Assists students in solving problems that regular processes and procedures have failed to address in a timely manner.  Services range from being an information resource to direct intervention as an impartial mediator in unresolved disputes.
· Counseling Center; Dr. David L. Wallace, Director.  Supports retention through its individual and group counseling efforts as well as through its psychiatric services and substance abuse program.  Significant numbers of students who seek or are referred to counseling are at risk of dropping out of school.  The assistance afforded by the Center is often successful in preventing such action.

Assessment:  A satisfaction survey is under development.  In 2003-04, the Center had 15,184 contacts involving both counseling contact hours as well as outreach and consultation.
· Career Development Center (CDC); Ms. Sandra L. Jakubow, Director.  Provides extensive assistance for “undecided majors” (one of the highest “at-risk” student groups) including collaboration with FAAS on a session during freshman orientation for “undecided majors” and their parents; collaboration with Student Retention and FAAS on learning communities for “exploratory” majors; and provision of extensive workshops, classroom presentations, and individual career assessments – all of which assist students in learning about the resources provided by the CDC and the career development/major selection process.
Assessment:  Participation in the career assessment program has steadily increased.  The number of assessment inventories administered in a 6 month period (July 04 – February 05) increased by 37% as compared to the same period last year.  Students participating in the fall 2004 “Undecided FLC” were slightly more likely to enroll in spring 2005 than “undecided majors” not participating in the FLC and had equivalent first semester GPAs although their incoming SAT test scores were lower than the non-FLC undecided students.
· International Student and Scholar Services; Ms. Ingrid Jones, Director. Initiates and provides all necessary documents to track the immigration status of students from other countries to assure that they continuously meet the requirements of their visas and can thereby complete their academic programs.

· Office of Students with Disabilities; Ms. Nicole U. Rokos, Director.  Provides accommodations to students with disabilities in order to allow them equal access to academic programs and to enhance their chances for success.

· State of the Art Student Housing; Dr. Constance L. Foley, Assistant Vice President for Student Affairs.  A major student housing improvement program was begun in 1995 with the construction of the student apartments.  This was followed by completion of the Indian River Towers and Heritage Park residence halls in 2001 and 2004 respectively.  These facilities provide resident students on the Boca Raton campus with not only comfortable living quarters and easy access to university support services, but also with academic classroom space and modern study aids, such as high speed Internet access, in their rooms.  Additional student housing of the same quality will soon be underway.

Assessment:  Each year, Housing and Residential Life distributes the Resident and Apartment Studies Survey offered by Educational Benchmark Institute.  Results from this benchmarking project is reported to Institutional Effectiveness and Analysis through their on-line reporting database.
· Student Health Services; Ms. Cathie Wallace, Director.  Provides primary health care services on campus in modern, well equipped facilities. Services include cost effective medical care, dental care and health promotion services.  There is no charge for unlimited visits to the medical clinic or for dental consultations.

· Weeks of Welcome; Retention starts at the very beginning with attempts to establish a “connection” to the university through a host of events designed to extend the academic orientation effort into social aspects of the college experience.  It affords new students the opportunity to get acquainted with campus life and make friends in an informal setting of enjoyable activities.  This occurs during the week preceding the start of classes and is organized by the Office of Orientation and Student Activities.  Barbecues, music performances, presentations by fraternities and sororities and the like are scheduled for every day.

WAYS TO IMPROVE EXISTING RETENTION MEASURES
There are two fundamental ways in which our ongoing retention efforts can be improved; enhance follow-up procedures and effect increases in the number of initiatives which have been shown to have positive results.
FOLLOW-UP PROCEDURES
· Personal Contact Opportunities in FAAS.  Opportunities for personal contact with freshmen advisers, a practice known to enhance retention, are limited.  The reason is simple and easily explained by two numbers:  2500, the approximate size of our most recent freshman classes; 6, the number of full-time advisers in FAAS.  It is a true testament to the creativity and hard work of Ms. Minnie and her staff that all FTICs receive some professional advisement which most often amounts to assistance in preparing their schedules of courses in compliance with university requirements and those of their intended majors.  Most importantly, this limitation affects the students who are in the greatest need of contact, those in academic difficulty.  Ideally, FAAS should have, in addition to a substantially increased general advising staff, a full-time coordinator whose sole responsibility would be to establish follow-up contact and advisement with students notified that they are headed for academic warning or probation.  Intervention of this kind, when possible under present circumstances, has had a positive effect in getting students on a passing track.  This coordinator could also interview students who have decided to withdraw from all classes.  This interview would be required before the withdrawal action can be approved.
· Advising in the Colleges.  Institute or expand faculty involvement in the advising process.  Be sure students know who their faculty advisers are and how to get in contact with them.  Make it a basic responsibility that faculty advisers initiate contact with their advisees for follow-up discussions of their academic progress.  A personal connection to a faculty member has been clearly shown to have a powerful positive impact on a student’s engagement with the entire institution and, thereby, on retention.  To implement this measure, it is imperative that serious recognition to faculty involvement in advising be given in promotion and tenure decisions.
INCREASES
· SLS1503.  Work toward having all FTICs take SLS 1503.  Currently, about one-third do.  Organized instruction on the transition to college life has been met with great satisfaction.  Also consider increasing the number of credit hours of the course to allow for expansion of the topics covered.  This would mirror national trends resulting from research which shown a correlation between the number of credit hours and the outcomes of students taking the course.  
· Freshman Learning Communities (FLCs).  Since FLCs have already been shown to have a positive effect on hours taken, hours completed and GPA, it seems advisable that their numbers be increased.  Student Retention would need a full-time coordinator to administer the increased workload.  The most successful learning communities at institutions throughout the U.S. have elements of integration in the courses that students take.  It is recommended that opportunities (and support) be available to faculty to integrate their courses as part of the learning communities to better engage students with their coursework.
· Orientation.  Add an academic component to the orientation program.  John Gardner suggested that orientation should not just be concerned with the social and operational aspects of campus life, but that a tangible introduction to the academic expectations of the university is also very important at this early juncture.  He saw no coverage of this type in our existing program.  One approach is to provide a book to every student at orientation which they will be expected to read, and be prepared to discuss, in their ENC 1101 classes.  They may even be asked to complete a writing assignment on the book to be turned in at their first ENC 1101 meeting.  Additionally, the issue of placement testing must be revisited in order to best place students in courses for which they are best prepared.
· University Scholars Program.   Dr. Gardner also suggested that lower division honors opportunities on the Boca Raton campus should be expanded.  Recognize an “honors faculty.”
· Tutoring Services.  Now in Multicultural Affairs and in various individual academic units, this is not a well-coordinated effort.  More on how these services should be enhanced follows in the next section.
WHAT CAN BE ADDED TO IMPROVE UPON EXISTING RETENTION INITIATIVES
While the number of retention initiatives in existence at FAU is substantial and representative of successes reported in the literature, a number of additional incremental measures are worthy of consideration.
· Residential Learning Communities (RLCs).  Presently under development, RLCs take the FLC concept a step further.  The freshman cohorts actually share space in the same residence hall and participate in co-curricula activities with faculty.  In addition to raising GPAs, RLCs have also been shown to foster a strong student bond with the institution thereby providing an added enhancement to retention rates.  The first FAU RLC will be implemented in fall 2005.  The support of the Provost and the Deans, so that additional RLCs can be developed in the future with a truly academic basis, would be of great assistance.
· Peer Adviser/Mentor Program.  Use of advanced undergraduate and graduate students as supplemental advisers.  Freshmen tend to connect with individuals who are not far removed from what they are experiencing in adjusting to college life.  A very modest effort is underway in FAAS, primarily to assist undeclared students (about one-third of our FTICs, and a high risk group for leaving) in deciding on a major.
· Supplemental Instruction.  First developed at the UMKC Medical School, SI uses peers to help promote learning and success in traditionally “high-risk courses” (those with high rates of students who earn a D/F or withdraw).  SI is now offered in approximately 1400 institutions in 26 countries.  In SI, students are selected, after demonstrating in an interview that they have the requisite ability and interest, to be trained as supplemental instruction leaders (SI leaders).  The task of an SI leader is to assist students in a high-risk course in their learning of the material.  They sit in on all lectures and conduct supplemental instruction sessions each week.  These are not tutoring sessions – they are learning sessions conducted by a peer who is good at it.  Outcomes at other institutions have been excellent.  SI is also very cost-effective.
· Service Learning.  The addition of a community service component to degree requirements which is an integral part of the curriculum.  It provides structured time for students to reflect on their learning experiences as they relate to the “real world”.  This activity has been shown to enhance student engagement with the subject matter of their chosen fields of study thereby promoting completion of their degrees.
· Comprehensive Teaching/Learning Center (TLC).  Known by many other names at various colleges and universities around the country, the TLC is an organizational and physical entity where all activities related to teaching excellence and student success, such as well-coordinated tutoring, take place.  Many have observed that FAU is now at the appropriate stage of its development to give serious consideration to establishing such a center.  Typically, a complete TLC unit/facility would be headed by a director and would contain: math labs; a writing center (the existing UCEW); rooms for one-on-one free tutoring; self paced, computerized tutorials in a multitude of subjects; offices for participating faculty, consultants and staff; and conference rooms for faculty workshops in areas such as teaching large lecture classes, new classroom technologies, distance learning modalities and general improvement of teaching skills.  An orientation program on teaching expectations for new faculty could also be conducted there.  
A core of dedicated faculty and academic support staff have already been meeting on the development of an FAU TLC, and well-attended teaching workshops have been conducted for the past few years.  It is understood that construction of a building to house the TLC is a long term goal, but ideas for how we can at least get started with existing resources abound.  The essential factor in this endeavor is that all faculty and student academic support services would be coordinated in a single organizational entity rather than delivered in a fragmented manner.
THE COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO STUDENT SUCCESS
The following statement is paraphrased from a report on college graduation rates published by the Education Trust in January 2005.
“…high performing institutions don’t limit themselves to initiating a few new programs.  They work hard to raise student success to a high institution-wide priority.  One way or another, they make it everybody’s business to ensure that barriers to student success are identified and removed, and the whole culture of their institution reflects this priority.”
Many other examples exist in the literature on retention and graduation rates which emphasize that success in these critical measures of institutional performance depends upon a comprehensive effort which engages all areas of the institution, and on an academic culture which values undergraduate education as a top priority of its mission.  As John Gardner observed in his recent visit, again paraphrasing, “the stars are aligned at FAU to begin working on this kind of approach to the retention/graduation issue.”  He cited, in particular, our new executive organization and leadership, our new academic organization and leadership, and effort that will emanate from the awarding of the Title III planning grant for the improvement of undergraduate education.  Dr. Gardner also posed that “universities do what they want to do.”
So, what do we want to do?  There is no question that a tremendous amount of imagination, cooperation and hard work have already gone into implementing measures that are intended to achieve student success at FAU, particularly first year success.  There is also no question that some additional measures will improve upon that effort.  So why do our retention/graduation rates languish at unacceptable levels?  Most objective observations indicate that the institution-wide unity of purpose and sense of commitment which seem essential to success is lacking at FAU.   The question then becomes, if we embark on a plan to change the situation, is there a particular aspect of the undergraduate programs on which that effort should be focused to maximize results?  There is.  Our data show that the low retention rates which give rise to low graduation rates are primarily a lower division problem.  The greatest loss of students occurs in their first year, a circumstance which many trace to the origins of FAU as an upper division and graduate institution.  As the highly selective lower division grew more rapidly and less selective than originally planned, curriculum and other decisions were made primarily to accommodate the growth.  In retrospect, less attention was paid to an enriching, comprehensive educational experience that engaged faculty and students alike.  That is not to say, however, that great strides have not been made in academic support and student life over the years as was illustrated earlier.  Unfortunately, these advances are not yet reflected in the ultimate metrics attending the effort, those being retention and graduation rates.
It seems clear then, that to improve our retention/graduation performance, a university-wide commitment, focused on all aspects of the lower division experience in general and our approach to the needs of the first-year student in particular, must be undertaken.  Academics, academic support and student life issues must all be readdressed in a comprehensive manner.
The following suggestions are offered to assist in achieving that goal.  Many come from the most recent literature on undergraduate student success.
· Establish a “Council” to continuously monitor lower division educational policies and their effect on student retention.  To send the correct message about the importance of these issues to carrying out the mission of the university, membership should reflect the highest levels of the academic administration, student affairs and the faculty.  Academic support units are excellent at creating and implementing programmatic retention strategies and initiatives, but for them to be embraced by the institution as a whole, as is necessary, it must be clear that a university-level commitment is what drives them. This body should be chaired by the head of an “organizational responsibility center” that oversees and coordinates all first-year initiatives.
· Compose a “mission statement for the first year” which identifies the goals of the institution with regard to FTIC student success.  This would logically be assigned to the “Council.”

· Better articulate the purpose and value of our core curriculum.  Survey data indicate that it does not engage many of our students.  They see it as no more than a series of unrelated hurdles that must be cleared in order to advance to the curriculum that does engage them, our majors programs.  This might suggest that revision is warranted.  However, revision is a long and arduous task that could literally take years without any guarantee of a positive effect on retention.  Thus, we must first better demonstrate the unity and value of the existing core as the means by which FAU imparts on our students the basic skills and content knowledge which define an educated person.  Revision can be undertaken at a later time if warranted.
· Establish a formal freshman convocation.  Getting students engaged in the life of the university is absolutely essential to retaining them.  A formal convocation in which new students are addressed en masse by the president, provost and other top level administrators from academics and student affairs provides an excellent opportunity for that connection to be made with the principle mission of the university and the importance placed on it by the leadership.  The author of the work all freshmen were assigned at orientation is often invited as a guest speaker.
· Continue to raise admission standards and performance expectations.  Good students have the talent to do well but want to be academically challenged.  All students will rise to meet expectations which are clearly articulated.  FAU has lost its edge as one of the places to go, or to remain, within our state peer group because it is perceived to not be selective enough and, therefore, not academically challenging.  The only means at our disposal then to attract good students (and minorities) is scholarships and other financial incentives such as tuition waivers.  They are used now with some success, but to attract the number of superior students of all kinds that would make a difference to our retention/graduation profile, a dramatic increase in such resources is needed.
· Add staff where needed and will do the greatest good.  For example, FAAS needs more professional advisers (recall the staff to student ratio of 2500 to 6) and a coordinator for intervention and follow-up assistance to students in academic difficulty.  The Office of Student Retention needs an additional coordinator to administer the Freshman Learning Communities and the Residential Learning Communities.

· Engage the Faculty.  Without faculty support and active participation, no retention initiative, can be successful.  In fact, by definition, there is no comprehensive culture shift to student success as a top institutional priority without them.  It is essential that incentives, rewards and appropriate recognition be accorded to faculty who accept a role in advancing student success in their teaching assignments (lower division courses) and in ancillary activities such as advising, the Freshman Learning Communities, the Residential Learning Communities, and the Teaching/Learning Center.  Rigorous, genuine engagement in student success is worthy of consideration as an alternative path to promotion and tenure.  It should certainly be a major factor in any faculty evaluation system.
· Adopt and implement the Foundational Dimensions of the American Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) which are attached.  This is a long range goal, as the Foundational Dimensions comprise an aspirational model of the ideal case.  However, working toward their implementation would have us on the right path to major improvements in first-year student success. 
IF THERE’S A WILL, IS THERE A WAY?
To implement a fundamental shift in institutional culture and educational emphasis which would bring lower division student success to the forefront of the institution’s mission, human, material and fiscal resources which exceed the levels now allocated to that area are sure to be required.  While many of the measures proposed above are revenue neutral, others represent entirely new areas of effort and are thus, not funded.  Just by way of example, having all freshmen take SLS 1503, a surefire help in student success, would mean tripling the number of sections now offered!  What will that take in additional instructor compensation, in instructional space assignments, in additional FAAS and Student Retention coordinators to manage the increased workload, and on and on.  Securing the full Title III grant would certainly help in getting things underway, but planning for future support as a basic aspect of the university budget cannot begin soon enough if we are to embark on this endeavor.  
As I see it though, the “stars are aligning” in many areas of the FAU enterprise, all at the same time. This is good in concept, but competition for resources will be keen.  Choices will have to be made.  What do we want to do?
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