First Steps for Student Success and Retention (FSSSR) Committee Initial Recommendations for Improving Student Success at Portland State University.
Committee Members: Janine Allen, Mary Ann Barham, Grant Farr, Dan Fortmiller (Convener), Sukhwant Jhaj, Kathi Ketcheson, Phillip Rodgers, Cathleen Smith, Martha Works.
The First Steps for Student Success and Retention (FSSSR) committee has been meeting since August 2007. The group has reviewed data supplied by OIRP regarding retention and graduation rates, reviewed literature on best practices and reviewed certain policies/practices at Portland State that may impact student success. In addition, the group has begun an inventory of retention activities at the institution using a best practices grid adopted by OUS. From these activities the group has made recommendations that could be implemented in the short-term and has identified longer-term issues for further exploration and additional faculty/staff/student input. 

Data Summary:

First-year retention and graduation rates for first-time full-time freshmen have remained a concern at Portland State for a number of years. Although the retention rate for freshmen has increased 3.1% over the last 10 years, it has remained at @68% since the increase in the entering HS GPA in AY 2004-05.The graduation rate spiked for the 2000 cohort to 35%, but decreased again to the roughly 32% rate of the last 6 years. While we may have made some improvements, those improvements seem to have stalled. And, when comparing Portland State with our peers we are still below the mean on both measures and could and should do better.

The FSSSR recognizes that many students enter PSU at various stages of their academic careers, often attend part-time and reflect characteristics that differ from the traditional definition of first-time full-time freshmen historically and broadly used to track graduation and retention rates. 77.5% of students in Freshman Inquiry classes in fall of 2007 who completed the Prior Learning Survey indicated they intended to graduate from this institution, up from 70.5% in 2005, but still noteworthy in that Portland State may have a more fluid population to start with for whom the standard metrics may not easily apply. In addition, Portland State University has a long history of providing opportunity to students who may not come from traditional backgrounds and may have more risk factors that may impact their educational experience. New metrics are needed for these students to measure their success and the university effectiveness in support of their goals. A concerted effort needs to focus on student progress toward the degree, certificate, successful transfer, etc. based on a breadth of factors. 

Premise: 

The FSSSR believes Portland State should continue to stress the goals of opportunity and academic excellence. It is not the responsibility of any one individual, office or program to reach this goal; it must be an institutional ethos. To accomplish much of this requires a system that allows for the early identification of those students most at risk to provide early interventions while also providing ongoing support for all students throughout the college experience. Students need clear expectations, information to align expectations with university opportunities, and continued guidance to assist them in making progress along their varied pathways. An essential element to this success is having more student contact with caring individuals (faculty, staff, and other students) throughout the educational experience. The committee recognizes the importance of the first-year experience in establishing a positive start for students but is also mindful of the need to provide ongoing support of students throughout their years in aiding their persistence and goal achievement.

The FSSSR has looked at numerous policies and procedures in place at the institution, student data and best practices with an eye toward both the short and long term on how to impact student success. What follows are recommendations both short and long term the committee feels fits this institution’s needs. This is by no means all-inclusive and requires more involvement from others on and off campus to provide a more comprehensive approach toward meeting the goal of greater student success.

Short Term Initiatives

Advising 
1) Make immediate investments in advising (professional and faculty resources) and mandate advising for all students at critical junctures in their academic careers. This may require a phase-in approach with select populations e.g. first-year students, undecided/undeclared, special admits, etc. until fully implemented. 
Recommendation: Task the Advising Council to explore the advising model designed from the President’s Advising Initiative in light of current university needs. This includes identifying personnel and technological resources necessary to implement both short and long-term initiatives to enhance the delivery of advising.
2) FSSSR recognizes that many efforts have been made to assist students in their first-year of transition through orientation, general education options, and centralized advising. In addition, many academic departments have undertaken efforts to require declaration of major as a prerequisite for upper division courses and have expanded their efforts to provide excellent advising. However, the FSSSR recognizes a greater emphasis needs to be undertaken university wide and supported centrally as well as in the departments/schools and colleges. There has been an emphasis on the first year, but this needs to continue into the second and subsequent years as well.

Recommendation: Students should be required to declare a major by at least the end of the sophomore year. In doing so, students will have a far more developed academic plan incorporating appropriate advising and developing community at the next level; the academic discipline. The FSSSR feels that to further integrate students beyond the first-year, academic departments should develop means to introduce students to the major in meaningful ways during the freshman and sophomore years. This should be done both through the curriculum (departmental introductory courses/seminars and the re-design of Sophomore Inquiry as gateway courses) as well as through programming (open houses, mentoring projects, etc.) that create community within the department. 
3) Many students enroll for classes for which they have neither the academic skills nor maturity in which to fully engage and be successful.

Recommendation: Academic departments should re-assess course pre-requisites and adhere to both prerequisites and class standing technological capabilities within Banner to manage appropriate class placement for students.
Customer Service

4) Identify high traffic/demand areas where students interact regularly and provide additional staffing, technical support and concurrent customer service orientation training. Examples include programs/services within the Neuberger Lobby such as Financial Aid, Admissions, and Business Affairs.

5) Acknowledge that most interactions beyond the aforementioned high traffic areas are between students and their individual departments. These areas should also be assessed as to whether sufficient resources exist to support faculty/student needs, and also be provided the customer service orientation training that may be helpful. 

Recommendation: Portland State should consider offering a monthly brown-bag series of workshops regarding the needs of frontline employees. These brown-bags would allow for individuals to share concerns, learn from others, increase referral sources and would acknowledge the importance of their work to the University in meeting student success goals.

Communication

6) Invest in the PSU Portal to provide an essential communication tool in order for departments and programs to create communication plans to connect students to appropriate resources, departments and individuals at the various stages of their academic careers. Without this tool, much of what needs to be accomplished will not come to fruition in setting clear expectations for students, staff and faculty.
7) Invest in university-wide efforts to assist departments in creating web sites that provide access to information that supports students’ success such as advising links, career information, and institutional support in a consistent format that provides continuity of message.



Longer Term Initiatives


The First Steps for Student Success and Retention committee, in reviewing best practices in retention, recognizes that many of the issues related to student success require a longer term outlook. The following represent those initiatives/ideas the committee feels require additional feedback on, and participation with, various constituencies on campus to prioritize and ultimately bring to fruition where probable and possible.

1) Invest in pre-admission assessment of student preparedness for the university experience. [See Opportunity Oregon: Graduate College Policy Package]

2) Design and implement a Summer Bridge curriculum/program that would allow the institution to maintain a welcoming and supportive environment for those students identified through the assessment process as in need of pre-enrollment assistance in making a successful transition to university studies. [See Opportunity Oregon: Graduate College Policy Package]

3) Implement Admissions Deadlines and Evaluate Quick Entry Policy - Portland State has long prided itself on an open access mission. However, there are certain risks inherent in having a policy that allows students to be admitted mere weeks prior to the start of a given term, let alone once a term has begun. Late admissions impacts students in numerous ways including, but not limited to: lack of quality financial aid packages, limited course availability, limited access to orientation and advising. Furthermore, planning the curriculum, classroom scheduling and faculty workloads may all be negatively impacted by late enrollments. Finally, an open admissions policy may imply a product of inferior quality and could therefore impact both student and community perceptions about Portland State adversely.

Recommendation: 

Portland State should establish an admissions deadline to provide greater stability to the curriculum, enhance advising, and provide opportunities for intrusive programming; i.e. Summer Bridge, writing/math classes or co-admission options; for those students who may be at risk prior to their initial enrollment in classes. Maintain conditional admit process for exceptional cases where the deadline could be waived.

Concurrently, the institution should re-evaluate the Quick Entry policy that allows non-admitted students to enroll for up to 8 credits each term without being admitted. For many degree seeking students this becomes an initial pathway to ultimately being admitted but this pathway precludes financial aid and new student orientation. Quick Entry students are allowed an indeterminate amount of time in this category; is this in their best interests if they are ultimately degree seekers?

4) The institution should identify and review the courses with a preponderance of D, W, F, I grades to determine if these courses would benefit from course redesign, smaller class size, peer tutors, supplemental instruction, different instructional techniques, and/or graduate assistance. The assumption would be that more students can improve their performances in these classes with alterations.

Recommendation – Engage the Vice Provost for Instruction and Dean of Undergraduate Studies, the Institutional Assessment Council, Center for Academic Excellence and Skills Enhancement & Tutoring Center, (others) regarding curricular work, campus-wide learning goals assessment and supplemental instruction potential.

5) Portland State has many of the individual components that would be considered essential components for a Learning Center. Peer tutoring in specific courses, study skills workshops and classes, general writing/reading/math assistance, advising/counseling, and supplemental instruction are offered in a variety of campus locations. Some of these are administered through academic units and some are within Student Affairs. However, unlike a true Learning Center, a designated area does not exist on campus in which these services are provided making for an unstructured delivery of significant tools for aiding in student success.

Recommendation – Identify a space or building on campus that could be designated for student services that would benefit by centralization and collaboration.

6) Transfer Seminar - Transfer seminars are designed for students who have spent at least one term at another institution of higher education after high school graduation. These seminars give students the chance to explore either their major or other disciplines of study.  Small groups of transfer students meet weekly with a faculty member or facilitator.  Students learn how to navigate the resources on campus, including financial aid, internships, study abroad, and career opportunities.

Recommendation As part of the Core Commitments project with AACU, Undergraduate Studies has worked to create curriculum for a two-credit hybrid course for transfer students. This particular project united faculty, student advisors, and academic professionals from International Affairs in a two-quarter process to develop a curriculum to introduce students to PSU, to inform them about the University’s culture and expectations, and to educate students about the resources that are available to them. Pete Collier joined this project as a work-group leader and advisor, and the project seeks to build upon his previous work with first-generation college students. We are now preparing to share this proposed curriculum with faculty and administrators at PCC, who will advise us about the needs of transfer students from their perspective. UNST will offer this course on a pilot basis to 100-200 students in winter quarter 2009. We plan to rigorously assess student’s performance. If the program clearly impacts student success, we recommend making it mandatory for all transfer students. 
Conclusion:

The first-year efforts of the committee are not meant to be viewed as all-inclusive in the data collection/analyses nor in the initial recommendations. The FSSSR hopes these initial recommendations are a starting point for further discussions and perhaps delegation to faculty governance committees/councils where appropriate for implementation and/or to appropriate administrators for consideration during the budget allocation/strategic investment process. The FSSSR looks forward to continuing its efforts on behalf of the institution in furthering research and policy/programming that may lead to greater student success.
