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ForeworDi.  execuTive summary 

How much is talent worth?  the economic future of a city is tied to the education 
of its workforce. the higher the educational attainment of a region’s population, the 
greater the area’s success as measured by per capita income. An increase in college 
attainment of 1% in Greater philadelphia would create an annual increase of $4.4 
billion in personal income through greater economic opportunities and activities.1  
to help towards this goal, the talent Dividend project team (the project team), 
comprised of business, education, and non-profit organizations from around the 
Greater philadelphia region, tasked Fels research and Consulting with developing 
an asset map of area institutions’ strategies to improve college student retention and 
graduation. 2 

1 “City Dividends top 51 metro Data,” CeOs for Cities (may 2010)

2 the term ‘retention’ as used in this report is defined as the year-over-year persistence of students. the term ‘graduation’ is defined as the completion of 
a degree.
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Our research found four major barriers that prevent students from graduating including financial hardship, personal 
responsibilities, academic difficulty, and bad fit. these findings are corroborated by research done last fall by the 
mayor’s Office and the OmG Center for Collaborative Learning.1   to counteract these problems, schools developed the 
following strategies and tactics for improving student retention and graduation:

Methodology:
Fels worked with the project team to develop a survey and an in-depth interview guide to administer to institutions in 
the Greater philadelphia area. the project team identified appropriate representatives from the region’s colleges and 
universities to send the survey to; Fels followed up for a phone interview with all institutions that completed the survey 
as well as several others identified by the project team. A total of 19 institutions completed the survey and/or interview 
during the summer of 2012.

Institutions agreed to share information about existing programs and the details of how those programs work, in return 
for the promise of anonymity. For this reason, data is provided in aggregate wherever possible in this report and specific 
institution names have been removed. efforts were made to compare the presence (or lack thereof) of a strategy to an 
institution’s publicly available retention and graduation rates, while being mindful of the specific student populations and 
unique challenges at each institution. It should also be noted that the public statistics regarding retention and graduation 
rates, as provided by the Integrated post Secondary education Data System (IpeDS), are not perfect instruments. Due 
to the way IpeDS data is collected and measured, many institutions (notably community colleges) are unfairly penalized. 
It should be emphasized that this data was used in a comparative function and not in an absolute method. 

1 “pathways to postsecondary Completion: How are philadelphia Students Faring?” OmG Center for Collaborative Learning and the Office of the 
mayor (October 2011)

sTraTegy TacTics
Financials Supports 1) Financial Aid programs

2) Degree Audits
3) Obtaining College Credit through Non-traditional means

Flexibility to Address Working Adults 
and those with Families

1) Advising programs
2) Living and Learning Communities
3) Logistical Flexibility

Academically Challenged Student 
Assistance 

1) pre-Freshman Year Initiatives
2) Learning resource and tutoring Centers
3) retention Alert tools
4) equity and Access programs

Prevention of Bad Fit and Facilitation 
of Transfer Options

1) partnership with Other Schools
2) proactive recruitment
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i i .  major Barriers To sTuDenT reTenTion anD graDuaTion

In an effort to identify problems that prevent students from staying in school and graduating on time, institutions were 
asked about the challenges students face and when they typically occur during the course of study. Interview and survey 
respondents unanimously indicated that the retention rate usually drops off between the first and second years.  below 
are some of the main barriers cited as the reasons why retention rates suffer:

A. Financial Hardships: 
the rising cost of college has become a significant barrier to staying in college and completing a degree. According to 
Collegeboard, the cost of college has increased by 5.6% above inflation from 2001 to 2011.   public support such as direct 
funding to schools, need-based awards, and grant programs have also decreased or have not kept up with the increase in 
tuition, leaving students to fend for themselves.  Unfortunately, this comes at a time of elevated poverty and unemploy-
ment in the United States, which makes it incredibly difficult for students to pay full college tuition. this results in unsus-
tainable amounts of student debt, with lending options exhausted prior to graduation for some students, and many others 
who simply cannot continue college under any circumstances due to financial hardship for themselves or their families.

B. Personal and Family Responsibilities: 
Some institutions responded that personal and family responsibilities can be a bigger issue than financial hardships  
for why students drop out of school. many students have jobs or children, which often rank higher in priority. Given the 
current economic state, some have to work to support an impoverished family, which takes significant time and focus 
away from seeking a degree. Indeed, a national survey of 614 individuals aged 22 to 30 conducted by public Agenda found 
that work and family responsibilities was the number one reason young adults gave for why they had to leave school.  
Students sometimes find it too stressful to balance work and family responsibilities, causing them to give up on their 
academic goals.  

C. Academic Difficulties: 
Students who enroll in college and are not academically prepared for the rigors of college coursework have a difficult time 
persisting and completing their degree. In addition to not having adequate academic preparation, these students often 
lack social and academic support and/or resources needed to complete their degrees. While some institutions try to offer 
remedial programs to support these students, it may not be enough to compensate for previous years of academic difficul-
ties. As such, these students end up leaving school either because they are put on academic probation or flunk out.

D. Bad Fit: 
Some students are not fully aware of the environment and requirements of the institution to which they are enrolling, 
or are unable to gain admittance to their dream school. this frequently results in dropouts and transfers. both figures 
have an impact on IpeDS graduation rates and are detrimental to students. In the case of dropouts, some institutions 
have rigid and unforgiving rules about readmittance, especially for students who were academically dismissed. transfer 
students who leave for institutions that are a better fit for their needs may not have credits earned transfer to the new 
institution. both of these issues hurt student retention and delay time to graduation.
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i i i .  sTraTegies anD TacTics To imProve sTuDenT reTenTion  
anD graDuaTion 

A. Financial Supports

1) Financial Aid Programs
respondent institutions have implemented programs that help students increase access to aid and reduce the cost of 
obtaining a degree. For example, three institutions have supplementary assistance programs thanks to outside public 
and private support. the requirements for these programs vary from participation in pennsylvania’s Higher educa-
tion equal Opportunity program (ACt 101) or New Jersey’s educational Opportunity Fund (eOF) to an exhaustion 
of other need based grants to the number of credit hours remaining to degree completion. two institutions surveyed 
also provided special summer course rates to students who had to take remedial classes.

One institution reported the elimination of graduation fees (as well as the graduation application process) to 
encourage students to complete a degree. Some institutions have worked to partner with local employers for a steady 
stream of students in exchange for tuition reduction agreements. All but one school surveyed offer a flat-rate versus 
per-credit fee for full-time students to encourage flexible workloads. Unfortunately, many schools reported that 
they intuitively feel that not enough students take advantage of this program, and frequently only take the minimum 
hours required to remain a full-time student. 

Another institution found that providing summer courses at a discounted rate for rising sophomores helped students 
progress to sophomore status. It also helps students earn the necessary credits to graduate on time.

2) Degree Audits
Degree audits are initiatives that allow students to analyze which courses they need to take to complete a degree. 
Among schools surveyed, the timing of degree audits (including the existence of the initiative), the amount of tech-
nology involved in the process, and the basic requirements to obtain a degree varied. the timing of a degree audit 
differed across institutions based on whether the audit occurred at one of five junctures: upon application, upon 
acceptance, upon advising, upon some other criteria, or never.

eight institutions surveyed rely on computerized audit systems available to students and/or advisors in order 
to simplify the process of selecting classes and expediting degree completion. One institution asked all of its 
departments to create and provide a simple roadmap of what courses students would need to take in each semester to 
graduate on time.

When compiling a degree audit, institutions have also realized that there are certain requisite courses  (known 
as gatekeepers) that students need to pass to proceed further in their education.  However, when scheduling and 
tutoring programs fail to enable students to succeed, two institutions are working to provide alternative solutions, 
which entails finding alternate courses to satisfy gatekeeper requirements if a student fails to complete a course.

Another organizational challenge identified by institutions was ‘credit creep,’ where the amount of credits required 
to complete a degree had steadily risen. In response to this, three programs mandated that four-year degrees be 
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capped at between 120 to 124 credit hours. programs that are above this level could not advertise as a four-year 
program. At one institution, this led to the creation of optional certificate programs that could attach to a degree. 
Other institutions have implemented mandatory time to degree completion programs or else students face punitive 
measures. Still another institution took the opposite approach and allows students to be eligible for a special degree 
after earning 124 credit hours so that they can finish with some form of completion.

the complexity of implementing degree audit strategies depends upon the existing advising infrastructure and 
requirements to complete a degree. the first part of that challenge has its own pros and cons as previously addressed, 
while the second depends upon the institution. Institutions reported consistent success from making it simpler and 
more transparent for students to earn a degree.

3) Obtaining College Credit through Non-Traditional Means
Institutions have adopted several methods to allow students to obtain credits without completing classes at that 
school, which aids in reducing the time to degree and ensuring students complete a program. Such endeavors include 
articulation agreements and partnerships with community and junior colleges, accepting life and work experience as 
college credit, and working with local high schools to award credit.

Articulation agreements are arrangements between institutions as to what courses can be transferred for credit. 
Some programs go beyond just these statements. One institution allows students to take summer classes at other 
institutions without transferring.  two institutions surveyed have formal commitments with local junior and 
community colleges where if a student successfully completes two years, that individual is guaranteed acceptance and 
transfer to the new institution to complete a four- year degree.  

Only two institutions surveyed had robust programs to accept work and life experience for college credit.  College 
Level examination program (CLep) credit was never asked about, nor mentioned, by any surveyed institution. In 
addition, employer training programs that provided college credit were never mentioned by surveyed institutions 
as a way to enhance degree completion either.  A couple of institutions, however, did mention working on programs 
to provide college credit courses at local high schools and to streamline and advertise the process to get Advanced 
placement (Ap) credit accepted. 

While developing detailed partnerships can involve extra time and work for administrative staffs, there are 
documented benefits for both schools and students. the allure of a four-year degree makes it easier for community 
colleges to recruit students and provides four-year universities with students more likely to succeed. For participating 
students, these programs can significantly reduce the cost of a degree and the time to complete a degree.



Talent Dividend Project   6  

B. Flexibility to Address Working Adults and Those with Families

1) Advising Programs to Address Retention:
Over half of the respondents use early-warning or early-alert programs to identify students at-risk of dropping out 
who they can then work with through advising and mentoring to get them back on track. Almost all institutions have 
some form of advising and mentoring program in place. While behavioral intervention programs are one standard 
approach to addressing at-risk students, there are also other programs that look at students whose GpA is low or who 
are having trouble with financial aid. 

One institution we interviewed that seems to be ahead of the curve developed an empirical risk model which 
predicts students who are most likely to drop out in the first year based on students’ admissions data (e.g. high school 
grade point average, SAt scores, high school attended, etc.). Incoming students are grouped into deciles based on 
a predicted drop-out rate where risk 1 Group consists of students whose predicted drop-out rate is 34% and risk 
2 Group has a predicted drop-out rate of 30%, etc. the risk 1 Group students are assigned volunteer academic 
advisors. the advisors are required to proactively make five contacts with these at-risk students throughout the year 
and ensure that students have all the information they need available to them. After the first year of implementing 
this model, the institution’s freshman retention rate improved from 85% to 89%.

Another institution has the financial aid staff meet one-on-one with new families whose students are enrolling at 
the university. they also try to reach out to incoming students’ parents and their families through newsletters and a 
specific page on the school’s website dedicated to parents. they found that this increased effort at communication 
and financial aid education helped to retain these students at a higher rate than students who had not met with the 
financial aid staff. Similarly, a different institution has implemented a persistence team composed of current students 
who have been assigned to reach out to their peers to help ensure that they stay enrolled in school.  

Advising Programs to Address Graduation
proper advising enables students to seek the most efficient path to degree completion and specific advising policies 
varied considerably across institutions.  the different variables include the number of professional and faculty advi-
sors to the number of students, whether advising is mandatory or voluntary, whether it is centralized or decentral-
ized, and the nature of an advising meeting.

Successful advising programs incorporate a mix of professional and faculty advisors and work to ensure each one has 
an equivalent workload. While centralization is not always prevalent, consistent standards across departments are 
crucial at institutions who credited their advising program with improving graduation rates. Surprisingly, despite 
many institutions highlighting the importance of their advising programs, advising was only mandatory at eight of 
the institutions that responded, and in those cases, usually only for freshmen and sophomores.

tutoring programs are another aspect of advising at institutions that aid students in passing requisite courses to 
complete a degree. these programs either reach out to students who fall into demographics that traditionally have 
lower graduation rates or have understood additional responsibilities (such as athletes).  Outcome data for these 
programs was not available to quantify the results but the institutions with a defined tutoring program had higher 
graduation rates than their peers.

two major challenges were reported in implementing advising and tutoring programs. the first is the financial 
burden of hiring professional advisors and support staff. the second is ensuring their work is appreciated by students, 
faculty, and staff to prevent consistently high turnover rates (average duration of employment of only two years).
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2) Living and Learning Communities: 
Living or learning communities are a best practice strategy used by about half the respondents to improve retention 
and is typically targeted towards students who reside on campus. Institutions structure them differently but the 
general goal of these programs is to partner students with faculty members around specific topic areas to engage in 
activities outside of classes. For example, one institution has five communities in areas such as sustainability, global 
issues, and diversity. the program helps group students into interest areas and creates a community that they feel 
connected to. 

At another institution, they have a first year student interest group that creates a community of learning among 
freshmen. this group is organized by broad topic areas such as leadership, globalization, and sustainability. each 
freshman is allowed to select which learning community they will participate in, which, in turn, increases their 
engagement. While this school is not currently able to report the impact of this learning community they believe it 
to be a positive one since they have seen a greater interest from freshmen who want to participate. 

One school has an Office of Academic transitions in place that offers a few programs for different student cohorts 
including freshmen, transfer students and students with undeclared majors. For freshmen, a freshmen-year seminar 
helps improve the first-year experience. For transfer students, there are special services to help them seamlessly 
transition into the school. For students who have not yet declared a major, the school offers an exploratory Studies 
program. by putting resources into an office dedicated solely to addressing these unique students’ needs, this 
institution is making retention efforts a high priority.

3) Logistical Flexibility 
Institutions have identified a number of innovative solutions for when students have to take time off from school 
or to help make balancing work with school less problematic. they recognize that an inability to schedule requisite 
courses can severely hinder degree completion and have embraced flexible course scheduling and accelerated degree 
programs to solve this issue.

Course scheduling and location is the first part of this initiative at many institutions. For example, one institution 
found that professors were arbitrarily scheduling when to hold classes, resulting in students who had to pick and 
choose between requisite courses as well as careers simply because of scheduling issues.  A course matrix was 
developed which allocated specific time blocks that courses could be held (such as mWF from 11Am to 11:50Am) 
and then departmental and central administrative staff would work to ensure there was no breaking from this 
schedule or overlap of core courses.  

Another method to free up blocks of time is to hold courses at night, on Saturday, and online.  Night courses are 
most likely to be utilized by working adults and provide a more convenient time to attend class. Schools reported 
mixed results in Saturday course enrollment, with no explanation provided.  Online courses, however, are rapidly 
growing at many institutions.  At six institutions, entire classes can be completed online but most require a minimal 
physical presence. these institutions all have plans to expand online offerings.

Another take on this idea was not to change the time of courses but to only change the physical locations.  One 
institution provided courses at various workplaces in the area, while a select few provided courses at various 
community colleges.
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the second portion of this strategy is accelerated degree programs. many schools utilize accelerated degree 
programs that involve shorter courses for longer hours to enable an individual to obtain a degree much more quickly 
than through a traditional route. through such a program, a degree can be completed in half the usual time, but still 
at the same cost. 

the major limitation to these programs is the discipline required by students and administrators.  Online and 
accelerated degree programs require students who are driven and focused. Also, sticking to a course matrix, 
providing different options for courses, and partnering with other institutions and organizations requires discipline 
from school administrators.

C. Academically Challenged Student Assistance 

1) Pre Freshman-Year Initiatives: 
providing support for incoming freshman students in the summer prior to the start of school was used by four 
schools as a strategy to improve retention. In pennsylvania, summer programs for incoming Act 101 students help 
them adjust to college life. the services provided to these students typically include tutoring, counseling, study skill 
and time management sessions as well as a variety of cultural activities.  

the New Jersey educational Opportunity Fund (eOF) program is similar to Act 101 and provides access to higher 
education for economically and educationally disadvantaged students. the program targets incoming freshmen 
by recruiting students who show potential from inner-city high schools in various parts of the state.  they award 
supplemental financial aid, ranging from $200 to $2500, to help cover college costs. In addition, individual 
institutions are able to provide additional programming to support eOF students, such as bringing them to 
campus for a five-week summer program which covers a full range of activities to help prepare them mentally and 
academically as well as foster a tight-knit cohort group. Counselors often continue to work with these students 
throughout their time at the institution. 

Schools who participate in these state-supported programs report a higher student retention rate for this student 
cohort compared to their non-participating student cohort. For example, one school we interviewed reported that 
their sophomore eOF student retention rate was 92.1% while their non-eOF sophomore student retention rate was 
87.4%. Data collected by eOF programs demonstrate that they are closing the gap in graduation rates between low-
income students and the total student population.  

2) Learning Resource and Tutoring Centers: 
Four institutions anecdotally reported that providing additional academic support for students in the form of spe-
cific learning or tutoring centers or peer tutoring can help improve student retention. Not only does it give students 
the academic help they need, it is also another resource on campus that advisors are able to direct students to when 
counseling is not enough. Some institutions have a general tutoring center while others have more subject-focused 
centers such as a writing center or a math resource center. 
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3) Retention Alert Tools:
Nine institutions we surveyed and interviewed use retention-specific software such as Datatel retention Alert 
system that uses real-time, student-level data to alert the appropriate staff about students who may be falling through 
the cracks. there are also retention early alert systems that are part of blackboard, which will alert faculty members, 
advisors, and deans to struggling students. by having such systems in place, schools can proactively address these 
students’ issues immediately, such as offering additional advising, and intervene before it is too late. It also brings 
awareness to the students, early on, that they need to seek help and improve their contact with advisors, counselors, 
and the financial aid office. One institution which started using a retention alert program found that their academic 
dismissal rate  had decreased by 40%.  

4) Equity and Access Programs:
many institutions are aware that there are specific subpopulations of students whose retention rates are lower, 
such as minorities and economically disadvantaged students. to improve retention, a few schools have identified 
achievement gaps to figure out which populations need the most help and implemented programs to assist these 
populations. One institution which participated in the national initiative, Achieving the Dream, found that clos-
ing the achievement gap with African-American male students had to be a target project. thus, they implemented 
a minority male mentoring program and found that African-American students were retained at a greater rate than 
their Caucasian counterparts. this same institution also received a title III grant to focus on retention efforts for 
the most academically needy students. For example, they offer a course called “Strategies for College Success” for 
students who place into two or more developmental courses. 

Another institution also participates in a national initiative sponsored by the National Science Foundation to 
increase the number of underrepresented minority students obtaining a degree in the disciplines of Science, 
technology, engineering or mathematics (Stem). Students who participate in this initiative have access to 
resources that help them successfully complete their degree such as academic and financial counseling, learning and 
study skills workshops, and professional development seminars and conferences. In addition, it creates a community 
of learning among Stem students that helps keep them engaged academically. 
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D. Prevention of Bad Fit and Facilitation of Transfer Options

1) Partnership with Other Schools
Oftentimes, even with such strategies and tactics in place, students will need to change to another institution in their 
efforts to complete a degree. this can include changing between a two-year and a four-year institution, or changing 
institutions within the same category. Greater partnership between institutions is one tactic to facilitate transition 
between institutions with minimum hassle for the student and institution.

two respondent four-year institutions had formal agreements with local community colleges, whereupon completion 
of a two-year program, a student would automatically be admitted to the four- year institution with all the credits 
transferring.  Another four-year institution worked with community colleges to ensure that credits would transfer 
between institutions, though did not guarantee placement for individuals who completed studies at the community 
college. On a smaller scale, all institutions reported crafting articulation agreements with other institutions, as 
discussed above, which are specific contracts that stipulate which courses will transfer for credit between the 
institutions.

2) Proactive Recruitment 
Of course, an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure. While aforementioned tactics help improve the student 
experience including efforts to improve partnerships with other schools and facilitate transfer students, proactive 
recruitment can help to address the problem prior to enrollment. One school specifically mentioned that they are 
using a best fit approach to student recruitment. In order to prevent students from dropping out after enrolling, they 
proactively do a more rigorous screening of best fit when accepting students into their programs.

Full-Time Position for Director of Student Retention and Student Retention Committees:
to improve student retention and graduation and make it a priority by consolidating the efforts described above un-
der one place, six institutions have added or are adding full-time positions dedicated to addressing retention issues, 
such as, a Director of Student retention or creating Student retention Committees or task forces. by having these 
resources in place, schools can systematically analyze retention for specific student populations, areas of studies and 
various campuses as applicable. It allows them to understand which subpopulations are having the greatest issues so 
that they can put programs in place to help that specific cohort. 

For example, the Student Success and retention Committee at one school found that retention rates are 
consistently low for African-American men. to address this problem, they put in programs specifically to help 
improve African-American male student retention such as the brother-to-brother mentoring program and targeted 
advising. Another institution created a Strategic enrollment management Office about a year ago to focus on 
recruitment and retention. this office uses an evidence-based approach to the students they recruit by looking for 
factors that encourage success.  
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iv.  conclusions

We selected these best practice strategies based on our survey and interview findings. 
We found that institutions in the Greater philadelphia area are undertaking great 
initiatives and programs to improve retention and graduation. Clearly, some schools 
are implementing these individual strategies and tactics more effectively than others. 
the best effort that institutions can put forth is to put resources towards addressing 
student retention and graduation, whether that is hiring more advisors and counselors 
or creating a full-time position for a Director of Student retention. by dedicating 
resources to addressing these issues, schools are making retention and graduation a 
high priority, and are therefore often able to make more progress.
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v.  aPPenDix

A. Survey Questionnaire

Background:
through the support of the Kresge Foundation and the Lumina Foundation for education, the talent Dividend prize 
is a $1 million prize which will be awarded to the metropolitan area that exhibits the greatest increase in the number of 
post-secondary degrees granted per one thousand residents over a four-year period. the competition is part of CeOs for 
Cities’ effort to encourage cities to realize their “talent Dividend” and improve their economic potential by increasing 
their college attainment rate by one percentage point. Greater philadelphia is one of 57 regions in the running for the 
talent Dividend prize.

Purpose:
In order to create an inventory of retention and graduation practices at Greater philadelphia’s higher education institu-
tions and highlight these innovative programs, Greater philadelphia’s talent Dividend Leadership team is administering 
this survey to a targeted number of colleges and universities in the region.

We hope that you will take the time to fill out the questions to the best of your ability. the survey should take 
approximately 10 minutes to complete.

please note, for the purposes of the survey, the Greater philadelphia region is defined as the 11-county area that is shown 
in the map below (bucks, mercer, montgomery, Chester, Delaware, philadelphia, burlington, Camden, Gloucester, 
Salem, and New Castle).
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 1. Demographic Data
o Your Name:
o position/title:
o Institution:
o email Address:
o phone Number:

2. Please select the Carnegie Classification that best describes your institution.
o Associate’s – private Not-for-profit
o Associate’s – public  2-year colleges under 4-year universities
o Associate’s – public 4-year primarily Associate’s
o baccalaureate Colleges – private Arts & Sciences
o private master’s Colleges and Universities
o public master’s Colleges and Universities
o Doctoral/research Universities
o Other (please specify)

3. What is your tuition basis?
o tuition
o Donations
o endowments
o mix of Sources

4. What percentage of your students are from the 11-county area? Estimates are fine, but 
county names and zip codes are provided below if you wish to provide a specific answer.

5.  Please list any specific programs at your institution that are designed to improve the 
student degree completion rate (such as degree audits, accelerated degree completion, 
etc.)

6.  Please list any specific programs at your institution that are designed to improve the 
student retention rate (such as retention/academic officers, concierges, etc.)

7.  Does your institution collect persistence data from year to year? If yes, would you be 
willing to share this data?

8.  Is there a particular year where your student persistence rates change significantly? If 
so, please indicate the year and briefly comment on these changes.
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9.  Please select the most commonly cited reasons provided by students and/or faculty on 
why student persistence rate drops off significantly at your institution.
o Financial Hardship
o Family responsibilities
o Insufficient Student Support programs
o bad Fit
o Inadequate Academic preparation
o Don’t Know/Don’t Collect this Data

10. Considering the range of priorities at your institution, please indicate the level of pri-
ority that addressing student persistence and completion receives at your institution.
o top priority
o moderate priority
o Low priority
o Not at all a priority

11. Please provide the contact information for an appropriate individual to follow up with 
more detailed questions.
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B. Interview Questionnaire

Increase the Obtainment of Associate Degrees:
1) We are working to identify best practices and showcase the work institutions are undertaking towards the goals of 
the talent Dividend.  

a. Can you identify some of the challenges that those in associate programs have in completing their degrees?

b. What types of programs or initiatives are you familiar with (at your institution or others) to address these 
challenges?  

c. If there could only be a single initiative, with proper resources behind it, to get more people to complete 
an associate’s degree, what would it be (e.g. a marketing campaign to obtain the degree before transferring; 
increased advising to those in adult advancement programs; etc.)?

Reducing the Time to Degree/Encouraging Those with Some College, 
 but No Degree to Complete Their Degree: 

1) What do you see as the primary challenges for students at your institution completing their degrees on time? 

2) What strategies are you using to reduce the time it takes students to earn a degree (e.g. making it easier to transfer 
credits, accepting work/life experience, etc.)? Are these strategies evidence-based or is there an evaluation process 
for their effectiveness?

3) What are your outcomes? Are the outcomes changing because of what you are doing around retention/graduation? 
How are you improving retention or graduation rates? Have you instituted any policy or institutional changes that 
improved student outcome?

4) We would like to probe a number of areas that may impact students’ timely completion of their degrees and get 
your feedback on each. For the following areas, please tell us how significant a challenge this issue is, what efforts 
your institution has initiated to address this, and whether you see this improving in the next few years and why/why 
not.

a. Student awareness of eligibility requirements (e.g. course requirements for the degree, minimum require-
ments for financial aid, how drop/add or withdrawal works, minimum GpA requirements)?  

b. Funding notice of tuition increases (e.g. financial aid availability, employer tuition benefits, etc.)

c. Academic challenges (e.g. academic probation, seek any red flags, etc.) 

d. Need to take remedial courses (do those remedial courses help or hurt?)

e. personal issues (e.g. family problems, finances, work-life balance, etc.) 

f. Anything else we haven’t asked that may impact completing a degree on time and what your institution is do-
ing to address this for students? 

Other:
1) Would you say that college completion and persistence is a top priority for faculty and staff at your institution?  
How is this manifested (i.e. how is a “culture of completion” created and transmitted)? 


