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Policy Package

Oregon University System institutions and Oregon’s community colleges in December of 2005 participated in a survey of best retention practices. The Retention Best Practices Glossary was developed in 2004 by Jem Spectar, Provost, Western Oregon University, Linda Reisser, Dean of Student Development, Portland Community College (Cascade Campus), and Diane Watson, Dean of Student Services, Linn-Benton Community College. Institutions rated themselves on a four-point scale within categories of curriculum, instructional assistance and academic interventions, student development initiatives, campus climate, partnerships, electronic and online tools, and institutional leadership and direction. While there were many highly self-rated areas within OUS, there were areas identified where substantial improvements could be made that could lead to greater student success.
Portland State University has since created the First Steps for Student Success and Retention (FSSSR) committee to address the historically low retention and graduation rates for first-time freshmen. A major theme identified by this group, as well as prior working groups, was the difficulty the institution has in offering students comprehensive academic guidance that leads to a clear and comprehensive pathway towards their ultimate student success. Efforts have been undertaken to provide improved new student orientations and to reinvigorate advising; yet a comprehensive plan remains elusive. Portland State is not alone in this as most OUS institutions reported in their survey some success, but with a lack of campus-wide applicability, in helping students formulate a comprehensive success plan identified as follows:
The institution helps students develop a comprehensive success plan, a plan for completing degrees or certificates, and/or a plan for transferring to another institution.  These may be based on individual assessment measures.

Noteworthy results from the OUS retention survey: 

Few OUS institutions rated mandatory assessment as successful on a campus-wide basis with three in four reporting limited success, the lowest possible rating, while the fourth identified as having some success but success that could not be implemented across campus. Using a broad definition, assessment would mean gaining information not only about students’ academic skills in writing, mathematics and critical reasoning; it would also mean having a greater understanding of students’ needs based on other factors of a non-academic nature that may interfere with student learning such as time management, living alone or with others, work and school issues, etc..
Advising is generally seen as a major contributor to student success on college campuses. Two of the OUS schools report having exemplary advising programs, two report success with possible potential for greater benefits with expanded implementations, and two report some success but cannot be implemented across campus. Though OUS professes to be doing a good job of advising, is this possible without comprehensive information about students’ academic and social preparedness? There may be a disconnect in the reporting of academic advising effectiveness if institutions are not mandating assessments that provide essential information for proper class placement let alone information that would allow advisers to connect students to essential programs and personnel based on other non-academic factors.
Concurrently, and perhaps not surprising given the previous information, few schools report having anything but limited success with Early Warning Systems. Generally these systems amount to academic warning/probation policies that may call for an intervention once grades have been posted. Some schools attempt mid-term progress reports for target populations but often rely on a slow paper process faculty cannot embrace. A basic assumption in being successful in working with students at-risk is to intervene proactively while an intervention still has the opportunity of providing a positive result. 
Premise:

Institutional policies and practices may be allowing students to enter the OUS system without sufficient information about their academic and social preparedness for the experience. Without this information institutions cannot establish the kind of intrusive advising necessary for success. Quantifiable data regarding academic test scores and entering grade point averages have limited utility in the advising process. Qualitative data is very limited regarding students’ readiness to enter and be successful within the college environment. This latter issue is of particular importance in serving the large first-generation population and students coming from low SES backgrounds who may be at greater risk in the college setting. When students subsequently struggle in the academic environment, institutions may be slow to identify and rectify the problems since the means to fully engage with the students when these problems first appear is often lacking. And finally, and perhaps most importantly, students most at risk are not afforded an opportunity to address these issues of academic and non-academic readiness through proven interventions such as pre-enrollment academic programming such as offered through Summer Bridge programs.
Recommendation:
Opportunity Oregon: Graduate College Policy Package #2
Increase capacity, and create programming and approaches in campus retention programs targeted at students most at-risk of leaving college before graduation, including first-generation, rural students, students of color, parenting students, and disabled students.
Investments from OUS to:

Aid in the design of assessment tools inclusive of academic and non-academic variables to provide greater understanding of students’ preparedness to engage in institutional experiences at this level. 

Build on existing College Success curriculum to extend more offerings for at-risk students by designing and implementing a Summer Bridge program.

Create an early warning system for faculty to notify students of concerns with options for referrals to appropriate services.

Provide additional advising resources through technology via the creation of advising e-portfolios to allow the development of portable comprehensive academic plans.

Outcomes:

Class selection/placement based on appropriate academic skills/readiness.

Provide advisers information and tools necessary to connect students with appropriate services/programs based on identified at-risk variables to assist in the creation of comprehensive academic plans. 

Provide institutions data to better understand the needs and issues faced by students in the advising process. 

Increase capacity to intervene at earlier dates with higher risk populations through Summer Bridge program and other early warning initiatives.
Costs:
1) Assessment Specialist to design, coordinate with faculty and maintain 
$  95,000

web-based assessment and early warning program.






2) Instructional component for Summer Bridge: coordinator, instruction,
$100,000

advising component.

3) Room & Board for cohorts of 25 plus 2 resident assistants per cohort
$  48,000

@ $12,000/cohort with expectation of four cohorts/summer.

4) Tuition waivers for three credit class for 100 students.


$  50,000

Total policy package







$293,000
