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Retention Task Force Report 
Prepared for Provost Robert Holub 

January 2008 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Among the myriad of issues confronting the higher education landscape today, student 

retention and persistence to graduation is perhaps the one receiving the most attention.  While a 

focus on retention can be traced back to Vincent Tinto’s literature from the 1970’s and 1980’s, in 

the past decade, an entire “retention industry”  has emerged, including the launching of a new 

professional journal, the creation of several new annual national conferences or symposiums 

devoted to the topic, an increase in the number of retention consultants, and the development of 

multiple student surveys and online/interactive tools aimed at helping institutions increase their 

student retention rates.   

There are many reasons why student retention and student persistence to graduation rates 

warrant attention in the higher education community.  First, it is widely accepted that higher 

education provides many benefits to individuals who earn degrees as well as to our nation. 

Carnevale (2006) suggests that a college education is more important than ever before as a 

means for social mobility, stating that “with the rise of the knowledge economy, college 

education has moved from the preferred route to the only route to middle-class status.” 

Individuals who earn baccalaureate degrees experience multiple advantages, including enhanced 

career benefits, higher income, advanced intellectual skills, better physical health, higher levels 

of self-confidence, higher levels of psychological well-being, and a better quality of life for their 

children (Cuseo, Fecas, and Thompson, 2007).  Additionally, individuals who earn degrees are 

more effective citizens—they “participate more frequently in civic affairs and community 

service, have higher voting participation rates, and have greater interest in social and political 

issues (Cuseo et al, p. viii).” 

While the value of a college education is generally acknowledged, the significant 

increases in the cost of tuition at colleges and universities in recent years have resulted in greater 

public scrutiny of higher education, particularly with regard to an institution’s retention and 

graduation rates, which are viewed as a barometer of institutional quality.  Parents and students 

consider institutions’ retention and graduation rates when deciding which institution to attend.  

Additionally, retention and graduation rates impact national prominence, as college rankings 

agencies, like U.S. News and World Report, include an institution’s retention and graduation rate 



 

3 
 

in the formula for computing institutional rankings.  Retention and graduation rates also figure 

into an institution’s state appropriations.  In a recent survey, education policy makers in 27 

states, including Tennessee, said that financial support for higher education should be tied in 

some way to a university’s ability to keep and graduate its freshmen (Merrow, 2005).     

Simply stated, student retention and graduation rates matter.  Levitz, Noel, and Richter 

(1999) offer this justification: 

“Retention is an institutional performance indicator.  In this context, the corollary means 

that student retention is the primary gauge for collectively assessing the success—defined 

much more broadly than just academic success—of students, and therefore of an 

institution.  Retention, then, is not the primary goal, but it is the best indicator that an 

institution is meeting its goal of student satisfaction and success.  It is a measure of how 

much student growth and learning takes place, how valued and respected students feel on 

campus, and how effectively the campus delivers what students expect, need, and want.  

When these conditions are met, students find a way to stay in school, despite external 

financial and personal pressures.  In sum, retention is a measure of overall product”. (p. 

31-32) 

Recognizing that “the success of an institution and the success of its students are 

inseparable (Levitz et. al, p. 31),” in December, 2006 Provost Robert Holub asked Dr. Ruth 

Darling, Assistant Vice Provost and Director of the Student Success Center to assemble a task 

force on retention.  Dr. Holub charged the newly formed Task Force to: 

1. Examine national literature and data on the topic of retention to determine precisely 

where we stand, comparing UT with peer institutions as well as with aspirational peers. 

2. Review what measures have been undertaken at comparable institutions and to evaluate 

how these measures might fare on our campus. 

3. Examine the current programs at UT, trying to determine how successful they are, with 

an eye toward expanding those that have the most promise of success.  Coordinate this 

effort with the individuals responsible for Standard 3 of the Tennessee Higher Education 

Commission (THEC) performance funding proposal; consider the data and reports that 

are being generated in conjunction with performance funding. 

4. Review current policies and procedures that affect retention and determine how they 

might be modified to improve retention without sacrificing educational quality and 

standards. 

5. Develop recommendations for programs and policies that will enhance retention, and to 

justify the recommendations with the rationale for the programs you recommend. 
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6. In connection with the recommendations in (5), discuss short-term and long-term 

projects, estimate costs, develop time lines, and suggest priorities for the various 

programs and policies. 

7. Recommend structural or administrative changes that might assist the University in 

improving retention. 

(See Appendix A for the complete text of Provost’s Holub charge to the Retention Task Force 

and Appendix B for a list of RTF members.) 

 

Individuals from various parts of the institution were asked to serve.  The Retention Task Force 

began meeting in December 2006 and continued its work through December 2007.   Membership 

included faculty, staff and students, all bringing expertise in the areas of student retention, 

student experience, data acquisition, and program implementation. The following report 

addresses the Task Force’s charge and provides a summary of its findings and recommendations.  

It is the goal of the Task Force that the following report will provide the underlying principles 

and guidelines for the University of Tennessee, Knoxville to embark on a strategic and 

intentional path resulting in an institutional culture that promotes, supports, and achieves student 

success.   

 

CHALLENGES 

 

 Prior to 2006-2007, very little was known about student retention, academic success, and 

graduation at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville.  The institution’s studies of retention and 

graduation were limited to the collection of and reporting of those variables that the state of 

Tennessee’s Higher Education Commission (THEC) required the institution to report.  If THEC 

did not ask for the data, the data was neither captured nor reported.  Although the reports 

produced for THEC provided breakdowns of retention and graduation by variables such as ACT, 

high school grade point average, gender, race/ethnicity, Tennessee residents v. out-of-state, the 

reports provided insufficient detail and a lack of complexity of analyses to really inform the 

study of retention and persistence to graduation at the University.   

In addition to the data limitations with regard to who leaves the University, there was also a 

lack of reliable data on why students leave the institution.  The last survey of “leavers” was 

administered in 2002 and did not present much data that was useful in addressing the various 

questions related to retention.  Thus, as the Task Force began its work, the group faced the 

immediate challenge of wanting to make data-driven decisions, but having very little data to 
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guide its work.  The disjointed nature of the University’s several data bases, the lack of historical 

reporting and collection of various data key to understanding retention, and the lack of resources 

and staff to address data collection, interpretation, and dissemination have contributed to this 

“data crisis” at UTK.  Data acquisition, analyses, and reporting methods are simply not in place 

to address the critical retention and student success questions at UTK. 

 

STUDENT SUCCESS AT UTK: 

RETENTION, GRADUATION, ACADEMIC SUCCESS, AND SURVEY DATA 

 

 In its current cycle for performance funding for public institutions in the state of 

Tennessee, the Tennessee Higher Education Commission (THEC) focuses on retention and 

persistence to graduation in Standard Three.  For the 2006-2007 academic year, institutions, 

including UTK, were required to undergo a self-study to assess issues related to student 

persistence.  The self-study for THEC Standard Three coincided with the work of the Retention 

Task Force and included the examination of five years of data for retention (2001 through 2005 

entering cohorts) and ten years of data for graduation, examining graduation rates for entering 

cohorts 1996 through 2001.  As was noted above, the lack of infrastructure to support data 

acquisition and analyses at UTK resulted in many delays in obtaining data as well as many 

questions of the self-study going unanswered due to data not being collected or stored or not 

being accessible.    

The Task Force reviewed existing University documents, and as data became available, 

examined retention and graduation data and compared this information to the peer group 

identified by the Tennessee Higher Education Commission (THEC) as well as other institutions 

in our Carnegie Classification.  Peer data was obtained from the Consortium for Student 

Retention Data Exchange (CSRDE) as well as the Education Trust.  The data below clearly 

demonstrate that UTK’s performance relative to student success is below that of our peer 

institutions in several areas.   

 

Retention and Graduation Data 

When compared to the peer institutions identified by THEC, UTK: 

 Ranks twelfth out of the thirteen institutions in six-year graduation rates.  Only LSU is 

lower. 

 Has lower six-year graduation rates for African-American students than nine of the peers, 

but has higher rates than LSU, NC State, and UK. 
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 Ranks twelfth out of the thirteen institutions in first-year retention rates.  Only UK is 

lower. 

When compared to other public institutions, UTK: 

 Has lower six-year graduation rates (56%) than highly selective public institutions (69%), 

public institutions of similar size (62.3%) and other Doctoral/Research-Extensive 

institutions (65.5%). 

 Has higher six-year graduation rates than selective public institutions (53.3%). 

 Has lower first-year retention rates (79.6%) than highly selective public institutions 

(87%), public institutions of similar size (83.6%), and other Doctoral/Research-Extensive 

institutions (85%).  

Provost Holub’s statement on “Retention” posted on the web site page (Fall, 2006) entitled 

“Provost’s Forum” provides additional assessment of the issue- http://provost.utk.edu/forum/.   

• UT graduates fewer than 40% of its students in four years, fewer than 60% in six years. 

• Women graduate at a higher rate than men. 

• Tennessee residents graduate at a slightly higher rate than out-of-state students. 

• Even with the implementation of the HOPE/TELS Scholarship, the first-to-second year 

retention rate has not significantly changed, fluctuating between 75% and 80% (1992 – 

2004). 

• When considering students of highest ability (entering GPA 3.5 or better and ACT score 

above 30), we do not reach the level of retention that is the average retention rate for 

Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, and North Carolina State. 

 

Academic Success at UTK 

One area that was of particular concern to the Task Force was the data regarding student 

academic performance at the University.  Although the profile of students entering UTK is very 

solid, with over one third of the entering first-year class bringing a high school cumulative grade 

point average of 4.0 or above, the Task Force’s study of academic performance revealed that 

UTK students perform lower academically than students at our THEC peer institutions and at 

other institutions in our Carnegie class.  Compared to our peers, UTK: 

• Has a larger percentage of students (21.1%) who have a first-term grade-point average 

below 2.0 than the ten peer institutions for which data is available.  Percentages range 

from 3% at UVA to 18% at UK. 

http://provost.utk.edu/forum/
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• Has a larger percentage of students (21.1%) who have a first-term grade-point average 

below 2.0 than other public Doctoral/Research-Extensive institutions (15%). 

The low academic performance of UTK students may in part offer some explanation for the 

discrepancy between UTK’s retention and graduation rates and that of its peer institutions.  

When examining the relationship between academic performance and retention and academic 

performance in the first year in relation to graduation rates, the Task Force found that students 

who earn below a 2.0 grade-point average their first term are far less likely to persist at the 

University.  Among the findings: 

• 15.6% of the students who earn below a 2.0 their first term do not return for their second 

semester (spring). 

• 31.1% of the students who earn below a 2.0 their first term are still on academic 

probation (titled “Pending Academic Dismissal” status) at the end of the spring semester, 

placing them at risk for being academically dismissed after the fall term of their 

sophomore year. 

• About one-half of the students who do not return for their second year have a grade-point 

average below 2.0, with half of those students leaving voluntarily and half leaving due to 

academic dismissal.   

• 81% of the students who earned below a 2.0 their first term did not graduate. 

 

The Task Force reviewed several other sources of data relative to the academic performance 

of UTK students, including the 2001 through 2007 National Survey of Student Engagement 

(NSSE) data, the Fall 2006 First-Year Initiative Survey (administered to students taking First 

Year Studies 101 at UTK), and the 2006-2007 ACUHO-I/EBI Resident Study (administered to 

all students living in residence halls on campus).  Each of these surveys is administered to 

college students at participating colleges and universities across the nation and provides an 

opportunity to learn how UTK students respond to questions about academic life compared to 

students at other institutions in our Carnegie classification.  Although the survey content varies 

significantly for each of the three instruments, each includes a question about how students 

spend their time.  The results from the three different surveys are remarkably consistent and yield 

the same conclusion:  UTK students study less than students at similar institutions.  For 

example, 57% of UTK students indicated they study 10 hours or less per week compared to 42% 

of students at other Doctoral-Extensive institutions.  Similarly, when asked to report the number 

of hours spent in a typical week preparing for class (studying, reading, writing, rehearsing, and 
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other activities related to their academic program), UTK students generally report preparing 6-10 

hours per week while students at other Doctoral-Extensive institutions report preparing 11-15 (or 

more) hours per week. 

The NSSE data provides additional information about students’ perceptions of the 

institutional environment.  When comparing the responses of UTK students to those of students 

at other participating Doctoral-Extensive institutions, again many significant differences are 

found.  When asked to identify to what extent their institution emphasizes spending significant 

amounts of time studying and on academic work, UTK students report less institutional emphasis 

on academics than students at other Doctoral-Extensive institutions do.  UTK students also rate 

the institution lower than other Doctoral-Extensive students rate their institutions in the area of 

“providing the support you need to help you succeed academically.”  Similarly, UTK students 

rate the quality of relationships with faculty members and with administrative personnel and 

offices lower than students at other Doctoral-Extensive institutions do.  In sum, UTK students 

perceive the UTK environment as less-rigorous and less-supportive academically than students at 

other institutions.   

To gain further insights about the factors impacting student performance, in spring 2007, the 

Student Success Center surveyed first-year students who earned below 2.0 their first term.  

Students were asked to describe the reasons why they were not successful academically their first 

term.  Sixty percent of the students indicated that they “underestimated college” and 

consequently did not invest enough time and personal energy to their studies.  In summer 2007, 

the Student Success Center surveyed all incoming first-year students during orientation to learn 

more about students’ expectations of college life.  The overwhelming majority of students 

reported that it was easy or very easy to earn A’s and B’s in high school and that they did not 

have to study much to get good grades.  When asked how many hours per week one would need 

to study outside of class in order to get A’s and B’s at the University, responses greatly varied, 

with only a small minority of students indicating that full-time students might need to study 20 or 

more hours per week outside of class.  These results suggest that students enter the University 

expecting to do well, with little or no conceptualization of the level of personal energy they will 

need to devote to their studies.      

 

Why Students Leave 

 Since the last survey of non-returning students was administered in 2002 and did not 

offer much insight into students’ reasons for leaving, the Student Success Center in December 

2006 partnered with University Housing to administer an exit survey to those first-year students 
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who indicated they were moving out and were not returning to the University of Tennessee, 

Knoxville for the spring semester.  Students were given a list of factors and were asked to 

identify each variable as a major reason for leaving, a minor reason for leaving, or not a reason 

for leaving.  The top three reasons for leaving were: 

1. UTK is too large and impersonal. 

2. I had trouble adjusting personally to UTK. 

3. I did not feel like I fit in at UTK.           

Responses were analyzed to see if there were differences between males and females in the 

reasons cited for leaving.  Males were more likely to cite financial reasons for leaving (e.g. cost 

of attending, aid not sufficient, good job elsewhere, etc.), while females were more likely to cite 

personal (trouble adjusting personally, did not fit in, homesick, pressure/stress) or campus 

environment reasons (too large and impersonal, too far from home, unfriendly campus, 

disappointment with on-campus activities, etc.).  Both males and females were less likely to cite 

academic reasons for leaving (e.g. quality of professors, too difficult, quality of major, etc.). 

 Vincent Tinto (1993) defines student departure as “the unwillingness and/or inability of 

the individual to become integrated and therefore establish membership in the cluster of social 

and academic communities” of the institution.  Tinto asserts that retention is influenced less by 

students’ prior dispositions and attributes and more by the “quality of individual interactions 

with other members of the institution and on the individual’s perception of the degree to which 

those experiences meet his/her needs and interests (p. 45).”  Tinto suggests that institutions 

should “frontload” their retention efforts by focusing on the first year of college and focus on the 

“development of supportive social and educational communities in which all students are 

integrated as competent members (p. 147).”   

As Provost Holub points out, it is known that 40% – 50% of students who do not obtain a 

degree leave in their first year, and two-thirds to three-quarters leave by the end of the second 

year.  He also observes that the poor retention rates are wasteful to the institution and students in 

several ways:  a) students leaving after just one year are wasting their time and resources, b) the 

time and energy devoted to these students by faculty and staff are wasted, and c) the resources 

these students consume while enrolled are wasted.  In addition, the low retention rates contribute 

negatively to UT’s national rankings, thus preventing the institution’s actual quality of students, 

faculty and research from being accurately represented. 
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SUMMARY OF TASK FORCE WORK:  SPRING AND FALL 2007 

 

The Retention Task Force began meeting in mid-December, 2006 at which time the charge to 

the group was presented by Provost Holub, an overview of retention/persistence research and 

literature was presented, University, peer institution and national retention and persistence data 

was examined and the timeline for spring term was finalized.  During January and early February 

the Task Force continued to review retention and national data sources, benchmarked best 

practice institutions and high-performing institutions, and participated in a “webinar” presented 

by the University of Connecticut on their successful retention initiatives and institutional 

structure created to support retention. 

During the next month, the Task Force discussed the national literature, benchmarking 

information, practices of high performing institutions, and data as it related to the existing UT 

data and current program information.  The group also relied on the expertise and experience of 

the various members to fill in information gaps and historical background on policy, practice and 

implementation.  These discussions led to the identification of major retention goals, the 

identification of areas of concern/barriers and general overarching themes, and the creation of a 

structure within which the group would continue to work. 

Goals 

Two major retention goals were identified by the Task Force. They are: 

 

1. To improve the University of Tennessee’s first-second year retention rate to the level of 

our THEC peer institutions (90% or above) 

 

It was evident when comparing UT’s first to second year retention rate that the institution 

lags behind its THEC peer group and other aspirational peer institutions.  The Task Force 

members agree that underlying the various reasons why our institution should be concerned 

about retention is the notion that caring about and focusing on retention and student success is 

simply the right thing to do – “great universities have great undergraduate programs” (Provost 

Holub in comments to UT Faculty Senate, Spring, 2006). 

 

2. To improve the quality of the undergraduate experience at the University of Tennessee. 

 

As the Task Force members considered the various data and student success/retention 

initiatives at high-performing institutions, it was apparent that a goal of all retention and student 
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success efforts should be to improve the quality of the overall undergraduate experience.  The 

literature clearly indicates that both academic and social integration into the university 

community are critical for undergraduate persistence and degree attainment.  Also, retention 

efforts are successful only if there exists a strong institutional culture that supports and values 

student success along with strong leadership and an infrastructure underlying the retention 

initiatives.  Improving the quality of the undergraduate experience involves providing a strong 

curriculum, teaching that focuses on student learning, co-curricular experiences that enhance 

student learning, and a caring faculty and staff who support and engage students in the 

undergraduate experience.  

Areas of Concern/Barriers 

The Task Force identified three areas of concern that members felt could be barriers to 

student retention at the University of Tennessee.  

The complexity and decentralized nature of the university was identified as a potential 

barrier due to the difficulty it creates for students (as well as faculty, staff, and external 

constituencies) in becoming aware of, understanding, locating, and navigating university 

curricula, policies, processes and resources.  The difficulties students have connecting with the 

institution, resulting in premature departures, are often attributed to this type of barrier. 

Members noted that this barrier is present not only in terms of the campus’s complicated 

curricula policies, processes and physical space, but also is present on the university’s website 

and in various printed publications.  In an era in which our students are accustomed to easy 

access to information and more user-friendly resources and processes, students often experience 

frustration when interacting with the complexity of the university.  Students may feel that they 

have been “given the runaround (a.k.a. the big orange screw)” or that the university is too large 

and impersonal. It should be the university’s shared responsibility to remove barriers that inhibit 

students connecting with the various aspects of our community.  On the web or in printed 

publications, students will stop looking for the information they want/need if they cannot find it 

in just a few clicks or a few turns of a page.   In their daily lives, students will not seek the help 

they need if they consistently encounter barriers that frustrate their efforts.    

The Task Force also recognized the lack of university-specific retention data, research, 

and retention program assessment as a barrier to improving student retention. Members of the 

group felt that the university’s ability to identify what steps should be taken to improve retention 

are significantly hindered by the dearth of demographic data, surveys, and other pertinent 

reports. The current data is not robust and does not provide the needed information for faculty 
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and administrators to design student success initiatives that focus on programmatic gaps, targeted 

student populations, and a critical mass of students where the most impact can be achieved. 

The third barrier to student retention identified was treatment of students. Members of 

the Task Force noted that although the university’s student profile has changed significantly in 

the past several years, the university culture had not yet adapted to this change.  Until recently 

UT was not a selective institution and functioned like an open-enrollment institution.  The 

environment has historically been one in which faculty and staff expect many students to leave 

the University and not persist to graduation. That expectation was widely accepted and resulted 

in a culture of “blaming the students” for the low retention and graduation rates rather than 

“owning” the institution’s responsibility for student success.  The lack of a student support and 

success focus within the university’s culture has contributed to many students feeling isolated, 

not connected to the community, and could contribute to a perception that the University does 

not care about students.  This barrier is evident in the data, as UTK students clearly rate the 

environment as less supportive than students at other institutions. 

Overarching Themes 

As a result of the discussions relating to identified key barriers and the review of data and 

the retention/student success literature, the Task Force agreed that three themes should drive the 

work of the group and should be central to all recommendations that result from the group: 

a. Communication should be clear and processes should be simplified. 

b. Research, data, and assessment must be enhanced. 

c. The University culture should be one of valuing students, fostering positive 

relationships, and focusing on student success.   

Following the assessment of areas of concern, the Task Force concluded that the 

University’s efforts to improve must address the critical need to change the “retention and 

student success landscape.”   Historically, the University focused on building a first-year class 

rather than retaining and graduating a class.  However, we know that admitting and enrolling a 

highly qualified class completes only a piece of what is needed in terms of student success. As an 

institution, we must continue to admit a highly qualified class, but at the same time, we must 

focus on what the students require to be successful and persist to graduation.  Research, data, and 

assessment must be enhanced to inform decisions and a student success/retention infrastructure 

with leadership must be created before specific strategies can be successfully designed, 

implemented, and assessed.  The University has not previously taken this more visionary 

approach to the complicated questions of retention and success.  Rather, programs have been 

designed based on the specific interest of administrators and/or perceived student needs.  Little, 
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if any, data were collected or program assessments implemented as part of these efforts. 

Following an extensive assessment of areas of concern, the Task Force concluded that the 

University’s effort to improve retention must: 

a.  Provide a foundation and framework for student success, in addition to 

b.  Employing specific strategies for retention and success. 

   

The Task Force asserts that the overarching concern is “student success.”  Focusing on 

“retention” is one of the strategies employed to achieve “student success” and ultimately 

improved graduation rates.  Two groups were developed for each of these two areas to guide the 

work of the Task Force.  The workgroups and charges are listed below. 

 

Foundation and Framework for Student Success: 

The members agreed that only after the University establishes a “foundation and 

framework for student success” can specific “strategies for retention” be successfully 

implemented.  Developing an intentional and strategic data plan and creating a structure and 

culture that will sustain retention efforts are critical areas needing attention in order to achieve 

the University’s retention and student success goals. 

 

a. Developing a Data Plan:  Workgroup 

Charge: Identify indicators that could inform retention profile, identify existing sources of data, 

propose recommendations for new data sources, and develop recommendations for an 

intentional, systematic, data reporting for retention purposes  

 

b. Structuring and Sustaining Retention Efforts: Workgroup 

Charge:  Propose an organizational structure that is charged with the responsibility for the 

ongoing discussion, development, review, and evaluation of all campus retention-related 

strategies. Determine an intentional, strategic plan for coordinating retention efforts and 

establishing retention and graduation goals. 

  

Strategies for Improving Retention 

The Task Force members agreed there are current University practices, policies, and 

programs that support retention and student success while others present barriers for students.   

An intentional examination of these areas is needed, drawing from existing data and program 

assessments and resulting in recommendations for change that will contribute to and enhance a 
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culture of retention and student success.  Critical to creating a culture of success is an intentional 

and integrated focus on the first-year experience.  After benchmarking high performing 

institutions, the members noted the strong emphasis placed by the universities on creating a 

structured first-year experience for their students.  Typically, these first-year programs were 

based on specific learning outcomes supporting student learning, academic and social 

integration, and student engagement. 

 

a. Enhancing Current Practices: Workgroup 

Charge:  Examine current practices (curricula, policies and programs) that might support or 

present barriers to student success, identify strengths and weaknesses, and recommend 

enhancements that will positively impact student engagement and retention.  

 

b. Creating and Structuring the First-Year Experience: Workgroup 

Charge:  Examine current programs specifically targeted to first-year students, consider best 

practices, identify gaps, and propose recommendations for a distinct, integrated first-year 

experience. 

 

The remaining weeks of the spring term were devoted to each workgroup further 

investigating the specific areas and preparing a report that included background and discussion, 

justification for recommendations, and short-term and long-term priorities for retention 

initiatives.  The Task Force members participated in a day-long retreat the first week in June 

during which the workgroups presented their reports and the task force arrived at a consensus as 

to the recommendations that should be presented to Provost Holub, including the 

recommendation that the Task Force continue its work to more fully examine current practices, 

policies, and programs that impact retention and student success. 

Given the complexity of the work to fully address Provost Holub’s charge, the Task Force 

members requested a continued appointment through Fall term 2007.  During Fall term, the Task 

Force members inventoried and examined UT programs that, based on data, show a positive 

impact on student success and critiqued current UT policies, practices, and procedures that affect 

retention and persistence to graduation.  A set of specific recommendations and proposed actions 

were agreed upon and integrated into the final Retention Task Force Report under “Enhancing 

Current Practices.” 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The recommendations are outlined in three distinct sections.  The first section addresses areas 

that need to be addressed immediately in order to provide the support and structure for the 

remaining recommendations.  The second section presents recommendations that fall under the 

category of “foundations and framework for success.” The final section focuses on “strategies to 

address challenges and barriers.”   

 

Immediate Action 

 

The University needs a strong, centralized infrastructure to coordinate efforts to 

improve teaching and learning, to improve first to second-year retention, and to improve 

graduation rates. The goal should be to create a culture of caring and student success on 

campus that includes efforts to reach not only students, but also faculty and staff. It was 

generally acknowledged that the role, scope, and resources of the Student Success Center should 

be expanded to include leadership of all student success and retention programs under a new 

“unit” rather than a “center.”  Retention and success initiatives that specifically involve a faculty 

focus, such as a teaching/learning center and FYS 129, should fall under the leadership of the 

Vice Provost for Academic Operations. These two administrators and their respective units 

would work closely together to create the changes needed in our teaching/learning and student 

success environment. 

 

After reviewing the draft RTF Report in July, Provost Holub requested from co-chairs 

Darling and Kahrig a more specific proposal for an organizational structure that would 

support retention and student success efforts along with resource estimates for the various 

recommendations. During the summer, Darling and Kahrig benchmarked aspirational and 

AAU institutions examining the various organizational structures that housed student success 

and retention programs, faculty, and staff.  Taking into consideration the recommendations 

of the RTF, current UT structure, and the leadership in place, a proposal was submitted to 

the Provost that aligned programs focusing on student success initiatives involving faculty 

leadership with the Vice Provost for Academic Operations. Programs focusing on initiatives 

involving student academic support and engagement were aligned with a new unit, rather 

than a “center.”  Benchmarked institutions often show a unit titled “Undergraduate Studies” 

or “Student Success and Learning Enhancement.”  The Student Success Center, Thornton 
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Athletics Student Life Center, UT LEAD Program, Educational Advancement Program, First 

Year Studies, Supplemental Instruction, and other academic support initiatives would fall 

under this new unit. 

 

Darling and Kahrig also recommended the immediate appointment of a “leadership team” 

that would coordinate retention and student success initiatives across the university to avoid 

duplication, enhance best practice, and ensure assessment of the various programs.  The 

team would consist of the Vice Provost for Academic Operations, the Assistant Vice Provost 

for Student Success,  the Director of the Student Success Center, the Dean of Enrollment 

Services, the Director of Institutional Research, the Dean of Students, and the Special 

Assistant to the Provost (current UT retention research). The Vice Provost for Academic 

Operations would chair the committee and be ultimately responsible for all undergraduate 

retention and student success initiatives at the University.  The Task Force further 

recommends this new group be considered a standing sub-committee of the Enrollment 

Management Committee charged with accountability in the following areas:  pursuing the 

Retention Task force recommendations, monitoring retention data, providing regular 

retention and student success reports to the EMC and other faculty, administrative, and staff 

committees/councils, monitoring assessment of retention initiatives, and recommending 

retention interventions and programs based on research, data, and assessment. 

 

Estimates for funding the recommendations were submitted to Dr. Holub in August 2007.  

The organizational structure and leadership team proposal provides units and processes that 

will accommodate all recommendations made by the Retention Task Force. 

 

Recommendations:  Foundation and Framework for Student Success 

 

What can and should institutions do to further the end of student retention?  Tinto’s (1993) 

book, Leaving College:  Rethinking the Causes and Cures of Student Attrition, addresses this 

question by discussing a range of programmatic initiatives that institutions can employ to 

enhance student retention and persistence to graduation.  Tinto asserts, however, that 

programmatic efforts are effective only when implemented strategically, based on sound 

principles of effective implementation, and governed by an underlying philosophy and 

commitment to the education of and success of all students.   Tinto identified coordination, 

ownership, broad participation, training/development, frontloading, and assessment as central 
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themes necessary for the effective implementation of successful retention and student success 

programs.  Specifically, Tinto suggests that: 

• Institutional actions should be coordinated in a collaborative fashion to insure a 

systematic, campus-wide approach to student retention (p. 151). 

• Institutions should place ownership for institutional change in the hands of those across 

campus who have to implement that change (p. 151).    

• Institutions should frontload their efforts on behalf of student retention (p. 152). 

• Institutions should act to insure that faculty and staff possess the skills needed to assist 

and educate their students (p. 151). 

Recommendations 1 through 6 stem from the above principles of effective implementation Tinto 

outlines.  

 

Recommendation 1:  Establish central coordination of retention to begin to address areas that 

were cited as barriers to student retention and function as retention advocates on campus, raising 

the profile of the issues and providing leadership for enhancing current practices or developing 

new student success initiatives.  A specific list of retention initiatives needing immediate central 

coordination and leadership was identified: 

• Work with Creative Services and individual departments to improve the user-friendliness 

of university websites. 

o Ensure that all advising centers/offices are accessible under the A-Z index under 

advising. 

o Work with each college to create standardization of information on all “advising 

sites.”  All sites should clearly indicate how to access services and what the 

desired outcomes for those services are. 

o Ensure that all tutoring and learning support resources are listed under the A-Z 

index under “tutoring and supplemental instruction.” 

• Lead an effort to report mid-term grades for all first- year students; review and redesign 

the current Early Alert Program for first- year absence tracking. 

• Develop and provide a retention report to the Provost and Enrollment Management 

Committee each term, including the number of students retained and not retained at the 

end of the semester, reasons for leaving, progress reports of ongoing initiatives, and 

indications of new proposals. 
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• Appoint retention staff to serve on physical facilities planning groups as well as city 

planning groups to ensure that the retention perspective is considered in key decisions 

that are made about the campus’ and surrounding areas’ physical space.      

 

Recommendation 2:  Establish a group responsible for the First-Year Experience.  Membership 

of this group should include faculty and administrators charged with managing the various 

programs related to the first-year experience.   

• The FYE group would bring together academic officials and their counterparts in student 

affairs.  Working together, these officials would coordinate orientation offerings, 

welcome week activities, and myriad other activities encapsulated in the first-year 

experience. 

• Adopt a set of desired learning outcomes for the first-year experience, including but not 

limited to general education curriculum, FYS 101 (The UT Experience) and FYS 129 

(Freshman Seminar), academic advising, and co-curricular experiences.   

• Use the First-Year Learning Outcomes matrix (see Appendix G.4.a.) as a tool for 

proposing an integrated first-year experience.  This matrix links first-year learning 

outcomes to specific first- year programs/services (social, academic, institutional) to be 

delivered at different student stages.  Best practices and an area for assessment and 

indicators for success are included. 

 

Recommendation 3:  Ensure that the central coordination of retention includes greater access to 

data, acquisition of more informative data, assessment of programs, and increased dissemination 

of information as well as the staff to support these data needs.  The proposed Retention and 

Student Success Committee should work closely with the Director of Institutional Research on 

this needed coordination and acquisition of data. 

• An assessment of student personal variables that effect student retention should be 

implemented this fall and continue thereafter.  Information from the ACT Student Profile 

should be examined and an instrument that assesses personality variables, such as the 

Transition to College Inventory (TTC) or similar instrument, should be employed. 

• Survey students leaving the university after the first year and at other critical points to 

assess student perception of the university environment.   

• Conduct focus groups with first-year students to gain insight on expectations and 

perceived needs. 
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• Conduct focus groups with faculty to gain insight on strategies to improve the first- year 

experience and determine needs for faculty support and development. 

• All current retention initiatives and programs should be evaluated each year to identify 

effective initiatives that should continue and determine ineffective ones that should be 

terminated. 

 

Recommendation 4:  Create a Tennessee Teaching Learning Center (TN TLC) to support and 

sustain faculty/staff involvement in delivering exemplary teaching.   

• Benchmark and research best practices in teaching/learning centers at aspirational peer 

institutions. 

• Propose a permanent administrative structure and set of responsibilities and offerings of 

the center. 

• Implement a teaching needs assessment. 

• Excellence in teaching and learning is especially important in the first year.  As noted by 

Gardner et al (2005), expectations are set during the first year.  Faculty might be 

motivated to think about the curricula and the teaching and learning occurring in the first- 

year classroom with the end goal of creating the students they hope to have in their senior 

seminars (see Gardner et al). 

 

Recommendation 5:  Establish an Academic Support/Learning Enhancement Center for 

students.  UT’s NSSE data and academic performance data of our students clearly indicate that 

the current tutoring, supplemental instruction, and academic support programs do not meet the 

needs of our student body.  In the absence of a comprehensive learning assistance center (which 

is what universities of comparable size generally provide) and no direct budget or authority in 

this area, the Student Success Center helps match students with services that do exist.  With the 

exception of student athletes, the demand for tutoring, supplemental instruction, and academic 

support far exceeds our abilities.  A related issue is that UT currently does not offer any reading 

assistance or study skills courses.  Study skills courses were previously offered by the Student 

Counseling Center but were discontinued after Spring 2007.  Courses such as these would fall 

under the auspices of a Learning Enhancement Center. 

• Benchmark high performing institutions that have comprehensive learning centers and 

design a plan for implementation of a Student Learning Enhancement Center for UT 
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• Explore current academic support programs that could partner and collaborate in the 

formation of Learning Enhancement Center. 

• Explore the possibility of partnering with University Libraries until a learning assistance 

center is established in its own space.  Many Universities benchmarked by the Task Force 

members include learning assistance centers in the main and branch libraries across their 

campuses. 

• Propose the resources needed for start-up of a learning center. 

• Include the space for a learning center in the planning document for the new “academic 

building” that will be built on the Melrose Hall site. 

 

Recommendation 6:  Educate and engage the campus community to effect change.   

• Provide regular retention/student success reports to faculty, staff, and administrators and 

discuss at key faculty gatherings, e.g. Undergraduate Council, Faculty Senate, 

Chancellor’s Council, Dean’s Council and college departmental meetings.  Coach the 

campus community on how they can make an impact on student success and persistence.   

• Develop strategies to involve a critical mass of faculty in the first-year experience. 

• Make the importance of student retention, and best practices in the classroom that 

encourage this retention, a prominent and permanent part of new faculty orientation and 

continuing faculty development. 

 

Recommendation 7:  Encourage and support faculty and staff attendance and presentation at 

national conferences focusing on student success.  Target key associations within higher 

education that focus on retention and student success for University membership and 

participation. 

• Ensure that the university is represented annually at retention best practices conferences. 

• Encourage faculty and staff to present at national conferences.  Strong networking and 

sharing ideas with other universities that are aggressively pursuing retention efforts can 

only aid our efforts to improve retention. 

 

Recommendations:  Strategies to Address Barriers and Challenges 

 

As was noted in the student data section of this report, a significant factor in the 

University’s low retention and graduation rates is the academic performance of UTK students.  
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The data indicate that incoming students underestimate the academic demands of the University 

environment, study less, and perform lower academically than students at our peer institutions.  

Additionally, UTK students perceive the UTK environment as too large and impersonal, and less 

supportive academically and personally, resulting in student difficulties adjusting to and 

connecting with the campus.       

Recommendations 8, 9, and 10 respond to these concerns, and in conjunction with the 

three goals of prevention, intervention, and integration established for THEC Performance 

Funding Standard 3 (see Appendix C for details), are designed to address students’ successful 

integration into the academic communities of the University. Recommendation 11 addresses the 

role that academic advising plays in student retention and success.  Based on ten years of 

qualitative research with over 1,600 students, Richard Light (2001) asserts that good advising 

may be the single most important characteristic of a successful college experience.  George Kuh, 

et al (2005) support the notion the academic advising is a way to connect students to the campus 

and help them feel that someone is looking out for them.  Finally, Vincent Tinto (1999) states in 

his article “Taking Retention Seriously: Rethinking the First Year of College” that good advising 

is one of the key conditions that promotes retention for it reflects an institution’s commitment to 

the education of students.”  Further defining the role and scope of academic advising and 

determining the effectiveness of our current programs are critical to improving our student’s 

undergraduate experience. 

Recommendation 12 addresses current UT programs that have proven to positively 

impact the retention rates of students who participated when compared to the retention rates of 

students who did not participate.  The Task Force makes recommendations based on the data and 

asserts the need for critical retention programs to be developed at UT based on initiatives that 

exist at high performing/best practice institutions and address obvious “gaps” in our student 

success and support programs.  See Appendix 4.D for a complete list of “proven” programs at 

UT. Recommendation 13 is the Task Forces’ response to the Provost’s request to review current 

University policies and practices that might negatively impact student success. A complete chart 

of policies, recommendations for clarification and change, and the current status of each can be 

found in Appendix 4.E.  

 

Recommendation 8:  Modify/expand Welcome Week for first-year students and/or develop a 

special summer program of academic preparation. 

• Begin Welcome Week for first-year students two or three days before the returning 

students report to campus.  This would give incoming students more time, in a more 
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comfortable setting, to become familiar with and establish a sense of ownership of the 

campus.  The new “Light the Torch of Academic Excellence” programs would be central 

to Welcome Week programs.  

• Consider a summer orientation format that creates the academic context for the First-Year 

Student Welcome Week in August, presenting a Part I and Part II of an orientation 

program for first-year students. 

 

Recommendation 9:  The proposed Retention and Student Success Sub- committee of the 

Enrollment Management Committee should monitor the success data of special student groups 

that are considered high-risk and recommend interventions and programs that support students 

who bring certain challenges to UT or experience barriers once they arrive on campus (e.g. 

students with disabilities, UT LEAD students, out-of-state students, transfer students, high ability 

students who leave UT without completing their degrees). 

• The new pilot summer bridge program for Promise Scholarship students (UT LEAD 

Institute) should serve as a model for other bridge programs designed to address specific 

at- risk factors of special student groups. 

• Current units that serve special student populations (e.g. Thornton Athletic Student Life 

Center, Office of Disability Services, Minority Student Affairs) should design assessment 

programs that help determine how effective their programs are and if students’ needs are 

being met through current efforts.  Such data will help guide future program 

development. 

 

Recommendation 10:  Expand student learning communities (i.e. linked/clustering of courses) 

to create connectedness to campus.  Astin’s student involvement model and Tinto’s student 

departure model, suggest that learning communities should “increase students’ development, 

achievement, and persistence through encouraging the integration of social and academic lives 

within a college or university and its programs, and through quality interaction with peers, 

faculty members, and the campus environment (Lenning, 1999, p. 22).”  Learning Community 

Research and Assessment:  What We Know Now, a National Learning Communities Project 

monograph, by Taylor, Moore, MacGregor, and Lindblad (2004) demonstrates that students who 

participate in learning communities have higher levels of involvement/engagement, are more 

successful academically, and have significantly higher retention rates than students who do not 

participate in learning communities.   
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One year of data shows that students who participated in UT’s Volunteer Learning 

Community for undecided students in Fall 2006 had a higher retention rate (88%) than students 

who did not participate in a learning community (84%).  Currently, UT has six learning or 

“themed” communities that are based in residence halls with little if any assessment data 

available on their impact.   

• The Retention Task Force recommends that assessment measures be built into the 

existing programs to determine their effectiveness.   

• Various approaches to learning communities should be explored, including the 

linked/clustering of courses, additional living/learning communities, and themed housing 

opportunities.  All of these approaches are found in the retention literature to create 

positive opportunities for students to connect with and engage in campus community. 

• If learning communities are considered viable retention programs for our students, 

specific responsibility needs to be assigned for the development, coordination, 

implementation, and assessment of learning community initiatives.  Assigned leadership 

and coordination in this area will ensure a strategic approach to developing learning 

communities rather than “cherry picking” programs that appeal to various campus units. 

 

Recommendation 11:  Conduct a comprehensive examination of academic advising to examine 

the delivery models and quality of the services provided.  The final report should include 

recommendations for improving campus wide academic advising. 

• Hire consultants from the NACADA Consultants Bureau to provide an external 

perspective on advising as implemented at UT and to assess the academic advising 

program review/audit – scheduled for Spring 2008. 

• Increase academic advising staff, particularly in those academic units where the 

advisor/student ratios are problematic.  Sound and timely academic advising is 

consistently referred to as one of the most critical issues in retention literature.  Habley 

and Gore (2004) in their research study of institutions with high retention and graduation 

rates found that increases in advising staff, the establishment of academic advising 

centers, and advising interventions with selected student populations were retention 

initiatives frequently implemented at high performing four-year public colleges.  Current 

staffing levels severely limit the institution’s ability to provide the level of proactive, 

“intrusive” advising and graduation tracking that is in place at our high-performing peer 

institutions. 



 

24 
 

• Critically examine our current academic advising policy to determine if we are at an 

optimum level or if more mandated contact would better facilitate student retention and 

persistence to graduation.   

• Purchase and implement a web-based system, such as AdvisorTrac or a similar product, 

to improve and support academic advising at the university.  The technology would 

increase greater access to advising and make advising more user-friendly by providing 

students a centralized system for scheduling appointments with academic advisors.  

Students would be automatically reminded about their appointments via email, thus 

decreasing absenteeism and cancellations and opening more advising appointments for 

students.  The technology would also provide a means for storing advising notes 

electronically, which in turn would allow for easier sharing of information across 

advising centers and other departments and would improve the quality of advising that 

students receive.  This technology would allow, for example, academic advisors to see 

what issues a student had presented at the Student Success Center or other advising 

center/office and what advice the student had been given, and vice versa.  In addition, the 

technology would allow advising offices instant access to data about academic advising, 

such as demographics, peak usage reports, high demand resources, and many other 

reports. 

 

Recommendation 12:  Continue to support programs that show through data and assessment  

they have a positive impact on student retention, consider partnerships and collaborations 

that could represent an integrated approach to learning assistance, and focus on developing 

new programs that are known to impact student success. The Task Force examined many 

programs at UT that claim to impact retention and student success.  Based on data, nine of 

these programs show that students who participated in them had a higher retention rate than 

students who did not participate.  For a full listing of these programs, descriptions, and cost 

analysis, refer to Appendix 4.D.   

Most importantly, the members noted UT falls behind its high performing peers and 

aspirational peers in retention based programs known to positively impact student retention 

and success. These areas/programs include: 

A. Comprehensive Learning Enhancement Centers (e.g. tutoring, 

learning specialists, supplemental instruction, academic success 

courses in reading, study skills, time management) 
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B. Pro-active academic advising interventions (e.g. tracking progress to 

degree to identify students who are off-track or side-tracked, 

advising presence in residence halls, special advising for the first-

year population) 

C. Learning Communities (e.g. non-residential, course clusters, 

increased number of theme and academic focused living/learning 

communities) 

D. Structured first-year experience and unit (e.g. undergraduate studies 

unit, university college, first-year college, home for undecided 

students) 

E. Early identification of at-risk students and intervention (e.g. use of 

data mining, surveys, or other data sets and techniques to identify 

students most in need of targeted interventions) 

• Explore the possibility of combining programs that could possibly result in a learning 

enhancement center initiative and/or a first-year experience unit. 

• Continue programs that serve students with specific needs but build in clear assessment 

measures. 

• Focus on the development of programs that will impact a critical mass of students and 

represent best practice (e.g. a comprehensive learning enhancement center, pro-active 

academic advising interventions, learning communities, and a structured first-year 

experience and unit). 

 

Recommendation 13:  Assign accountability to the proposed Committee on Retention and 

Student Success for the monitoring of University policies, procedures, and practices that impact 

student retention and success and for making recommendations to appropriate University 

administrators and faculty. As the Task Force examined current policies and procedures 

(practices) that affect retention and persistence to graduation, the main themes that guided the 

work of the group emerged as being particularly relevant: 1) Communication should be clear and 

processes simplified and 2) Research, data, and assessment must be enhanced, and 3) The 

University culture should be one of valuing students, fostering positive relationships, and 

focusing on student success.  Policies and practices presented in the UT Undergraduate Catalog 

were examined by the group and recommendations made with the intent to clarify, to simplify, 

and to focus on known best practices in retention.  In a number of cases, ambiguous language 

was clarified or relatively simple policy changes were submitted to facilitate immediate 
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improvement. In other cases, continued work is required by the various groups targeted as 

responsible and detailed policy proposals were submitted to the appropriate faculty governance 

bodies.   For a complete list of policy and practice changes, recommendations, and actions refer 

to Appendix 4.E. 

In addition to the recommendations made concerning policies and practices, the Task 

Force acknowledged that it did not have the time or resources to review all of the policies and 

practices of academic and non-academic offices, departments, and programs that might affect 

student retention and persistence to graduation.   

• A policy and practice review should be an on-going assignment given to the proposed 

standing committee on retention and student success. 

• Continued policy and practice review should be approached by the retention and student 

success committee within the contexts of clear communication and simple processes, use 

of data and assessment, and promoting a culture that values students and student success. 

 
 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

 

In conclusion, the Retention Task Force members ask again – What can and should 

institutions do to further the end of student retention and success?  The Retention Task Force 

submits this report containing thirteen broad-based recommendations, each with a bulleted list of 

specific actions needing attention and support to move towards meeting the stated goals.  The 

members note that a number of the Task Force recommendations have already been approved 

and actions have been taken to support specific retention and student success initiatives.  In other 

areas, actions were taken to submit policy changes and progress made as increasing numbers of 

faculty, staff and students join the various conversations involving retention and student success.  

Perhaps most gratifying is the rising retention rates of the first to second year students. Appendix 

F presents the status of various Task Force recommendations and retention initiatives that are 

connected to or are a direct result of the work of the Retention Task Force. 

Although the Provost did not direct the Task Force to consider the direction retention 

recommendations should take as the University plans for considerable growth in the 

undergraduate population, the members briefly discussed the implications of the current strategic 

planning exercise.  It was evident from the data and the examination of current University 

retention and student success practice that the University currently lacks the infrastructure to 

support good practice in student success.  Due to the many deficits that currently exist in student 
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success areas, growth would only magnify these deficits.  Substantial resources are needed now 

to bring the University to the level of peers to meet the needs of our current students; 

significantly more resources and programs would be needed to accommodate an even larger 

undergraduate enrollment. 

Thus, the final recommendation of the group rests in the reassertion that the University needs 

a strong, centralized infrastructure to coordinate efforts to improve teaching and learning, to 

improve first to second-year retention, and to improve graduation rates.  Tinto (1993) suggests 

that programmatic efforts are effective only when implemented strategically, based on sound 

principles of effective implementation, and governed by an underlying philosophy and 

commitment to the education of and success of all students.  As stated in the first and most 

immediate Task Force recommendation (p. 18), Tinto identified coordination, ownership, broad 

participation, training/development, frontloading, and assessment as central themes necessary for 

the effective implementation of successful retention and student success programs. The Task 

Force observes that there are, perhaps, the administrators in place on campus to provide 

leadership for the University in the manner Tinto prescribes.  However, the strategic plan, 

ownership, infrastructure/organization, and accountability for retention and student success 

initiatives are not clear to the Task Force members or to the broader university community.   

We express our gratitude to Provost Holub for bringing focus to and placing priority on the 

critical issues of student success and retention.  We also thank the Task Force members for 

accepting this responsibility and for the many hours of work given to this important project.  We 

believe through the collaborative efforts of our various campus communities, we can make a 

difference and create a “web of interlocking initiatives” that over time will shape an institutional 

culture that promotes and results in student success (Kuh, 2001). 
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Provost Holub’s Charge to the Task Force 

 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
          3 November 2006 
 
To: Ruth Darling, Assistant Vice Chancellor and Director, Student Success Center 
From: Robert Holub, Provost and Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs 
Re: Charge to Task Force on Retention 
 
As you know, retention from the first to the second year is a serious problem on the Knoxville 
campus.  Although I was please to learn that we have finally improved to over 80% retention for 
the years 2005-2006, we are still retaining students at a level far below that of peer institutions 
and far below what we have a right to expect.  Retention is to some extent a barometer for the 
way in which we treat our students; it is a symptom of a much larger mind set on campus that 
must be changed.  For this reason I would anticipate that we will need several years to turn 
around our current retention rates. 
 
Low retention rates almost invariably mean low graduate rates and poor time-to-degree statistics.  
Low retention rates also mean that we are wasting valuable resources expended on students in 
their initial year on campus.  And low retention rates figure negatively in our attractiveness to 
students and in our rankings. 
 
In asking you to convene a task force on retention, I am charging you with a series of tasks: 
 
1. I would like you to examine national literature and data on the topic of retention to determine 
precisely where we stand.  Please make certain that we compare ourselves with our peer 
institutions as well as with our aspirational peers. 
2. I also ask you to review what measures have been undertaken at comparable institutions and to 
evaluate as well as you can how these measure might fare on our campus. 
3. I request that you look at current programs at UT, trying to determine how successful they are 
and with an eye toward expanding those that have the most promise of success.  In this 
connection please also coordinate with the individuals responsible for Standard 3 of THEC's 
performance funding proposal.  You should consider the data and reports that are being 
generated in conjunction with performance funding. 
4. It will also be necessary for you to review current policies and procedures that affect retention 
and determine how they might be modified to improve retention without sacrificing educational 
quality and standards. 
5. An important part of your task will be to develop recommendations for programs and policies 
that will enhance retention, and to justify your recommendations with the rationale for the 
programs you recommend. 
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6. In connection with your recommendations in (5) I would ask you to discuss short-term and 
long-term projects, estimate costs, develop time lines, and suggest priorities for the various 
programs and policies. 
7. Finally, should you and your Task Force have any thoughts on structural or administrative 
changes that might assist us in improving retention, I would be happy to hear them. 
 
Please share this charge document with the members of the Task Force and let me know how I 
might be of assistance to you in carrying out your tasks. 
 
You have already provided me with a tentative time line for your deliberations.  According to 
that time line I would receive a draft report at some point in the spring and a final report before 
Labor Day in 2007.  Please let me know should you anticipate a significant change in that time 
line. 
 
Thank you so much for agreeing to take on this important issue. 
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Appendix B 

 

Retention Task Force Membership 

 

Ruth Darling, co-Chair, Assistant Vice Provost for Academic Affairs and Director, Student 
Success Center 
 
Tammy Kahrig, co-Chair, Associate Director, Student Success Center 
 
Victor Barr, Director, Student Counseling Center 
 
Richard Bayer, Dean, Enrollment Services 
 
Caula Beyl, Dean, College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources 
 
Adam Brown, undergraduate student in the College of Communication and Information 
 
Denelle Brown, Director, Minority Student Affairs 
 
Charles (Chuck) Collins, Associate Professor, Mathematics 
 
Linda Cox-Broyles, Management Specialist, Provost and Vice Chancellor’s Office 
 
Donald Cunningham, Associate Director, Institutional Research and Assessment 
 
Davita Dantzler, undergraduate student in the College of Arts and Sciences 
 
Todd Diacon, Vice Provost for Academic Operations 
 
Hoda El-Ghazaly, undergraduate student in the College of Business Administration 
 
Laura Jolly, Professor, Retail, Hospitality & Tourism and Chair, General Education Committee, 
Undergraduate Council 
 
John Koontz, Professor & Interim Director, Division of Biology and Faculty Senate 
representative 
 
Brandon Morrow, undergraduate student in the College of Arts and Sciences 
 
Missy Parker, Director, College of Arts and Sciences Advising Services 
 
Fred Pierce, Director, Undergraduate Business Programs 
 
Anton Reece, Director, Student Activities 
 
Richard Saudargas, Professor, Psychology and Undergraduate Council representative 
 
Phyliss Shey, Administrative Specialist, Student Success Center 
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Rita Smith, Associate Dean and Professor, University Libraries 
 
Kenneth Stoner, Assistant Vice Chancellor of Student Affairs and Executive Director, University 
Housing Administration 
 
Terrell Strayhorn, Special Assistant to the Provost and Assistant Professor, Educational 
Psychology and Counseling 
 
Lance Taylor, undergraduate student in the College of Business Administration 
 
Maxine Thompson-Davis, Dean of Students 
 
Matt Varga, graduate research assistant 
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Appendix C 

THEC Performance Funding 

Standard 3C:  Persistence Planning Initiative 
 
Goal 1:  To reduce, through prevention and early outreach, the percentage of students who earn 
below 2.0 after their first term.  
 
PREVENTION:  Change in academic presentations at Orientation and expanded academic 
success emphasis during Welcome Week. 
 
Goal 2:  To increase the percentage of students who, after having earned below a 2.0 their first 
term, are in good standing in the spring term.  
 
INTERVENTION: Academic Success Workshops. 
 
Goal 3:  To increase the percentage of first-time freshmen who are enrolled in one of the seven 
first-year seminar/transition courses.  
 
INTEGRATION: The literature clearly supports the significance of first year experience 
courses in students’ persistence to graduation.  It is imperative that we increase our offerings in 
the fall term and engage more students in courses that are designed to assist students in making a 
successful adjustment and transition into the academic and social communities of our institution. 
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Appendix D 
Current Programs and Recommended Programs Chart 

 
Charge #3 

 
Look at current programs at UT, trying to determine how successful they are and with an eye 
toward expanding those that have the most promise of success. Vincent Tinto describes several 
programmatic elements that enhance student retention and success: 

1. Recruitment and Admission to College:  Setting the Stage for Retention 

a. Orientation 

b. Pre-Entry Assessment of Preparation and Alignment of Expectations 

2. The First Year:  Making the Transition to College 

a. Transition Assistance 

b. Early Contact and Community Building 

c. Academic Involvement and Support 

d. Monitoring and Early Warning 

e. Counseling and Advising 

f. Integrated First-Year Programs:  Putting It All Together 

3. Incorporation into College:  Long-Term Actions for Retention 

a. Programs for to Meet Specific Needs of Differing Students (academically at-risk, 
students of color, high-ability, adult, transfer) 

b. Facilitating Institutional Commitment and Individual Goal Commitment 

As we examined current UT programs, we classified each program according to the 
programmatic elements identified by Vincent Tinto as enhancing student retention and success. 
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What data do we have that suggests that current UT programs are successful with regard 
to retention? 
 
CURRENT UT PROGRAM WHAT WE KNOW ELEMENTS 
Volunteer Community 
 
Estimated Cost:  $6000 
Estimated Cost per Student 
(50 students) Served:  $120 

• A1989 study of 
Volunteer Community 
students found that 
only 15% of 
participants earned 
below 2.0 their first 
semester, compared to 
24% of students in the 
control group.  
Students were also 
compared on a 
measure of Locus of 
Control to determine if 
this construct might 
account for differences 
in GPA performance; 
no differences in 
Locus of Control were 
found. 

• The retention rate of 
students who 
participated in the 
Volunteer Community 
in 2006-2007 was 
87.9%, compared to 
83.8% for the class as 
a whole. 

• The entering profile 
(average ACT and 
high school GPA) of 
the VC students was 
slightly lower (i.e. 
higher retention is not 
explained by profile). 

Early contact and community 
building; transition assistance  
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FYS 101 
 
Estimated Cost:  $95,500 
Estimated Cost per Student 
(1000 students) Served:  $95 
 
$1500/section; 47 sections 
Administrative costs: $25,000 
 

• A nine-year study of 
data revealed that in 
most years of the 
study, the retention and 
graduation rates of 
students who took FYS 
101 were higher than 
those students who did 
not take FYS 101. 

• The entering profile 
(average ACT and 
high school GPA) of 
the FYS 101 
participants was 
slightly lower than the 
non-participants (i.e. 
higher retention is not 
explained by profile). 

Early contact and community 
building; transition assistance 

African American 
Achievement and African 
American Incentive Grant 
Academic Support Program 
 
Estimated Cost: 
Approximately $191,000 
(salaries and operating, not 
including scholarships) 
Estimated Cost per Student 
(1000 students) Served:  $191 
 

• Students who received 
the AAA or AAIG in 
years 2002, 2003, and 
2004 had higher 1st, 
2nd, and 3rd year 
retention rates than the 
class as a whole and 
significantly higher 
than other Black 
students who were not 
in the programs   

• AAA students had 
higher graduation rates 
than the class as a 
whole 

 

Program to meet specific 
needs of differing students; 
academic involvement and 
support; monitoring and early 
warning; counseling and 
advising 

Minority Engineering Program 
 
Estimated Cost:  Information 
requested (grant-funded) 

Information requested  

Educational Advancement 
Program 
 
Estimated Cost:  Information 
requested (grant-funded by 
federal TRIO grant) 

Information requested Program to meet specific 
needs of differing students; 
academic involvement and 
support; monitoring and early 
warning; counseling and 
advising 
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Academic Support for First-
Year Student Athletes 
 
Estimated Cost:  $1.6 million 
budget (salaries and operating,  
including athletic 
scholarships) 
Estimated Cost per Student  
(520 students) Served: $3,076 
 
 

• Student-athletes have 
higher retention rates 
than the class as 
whole. 

• In recent years, 
retention rates for 
student-athletes have 
been ten to fifteen 
percentage points 
higher than the class as 
a whole. 

Program to meet specific 
needs of differing students; 
early contact and community 
building; monitoring and early 
warning; academic 
involvement and support; 
counseling and advising 

Strategic Recruitment and 
Admissions 
 
 

• The retention rate has 
increased dramatically 
since the Enrollment 
Services began 
“making a class” 
 

Pre-entry assessment 

BA 100 
 
Estimated Cost: $5800 (staff 
time—does not include 
materials or time taken away 
from advising appointments) 
Estimated Cost per Student: 
(200 students) Served: $29 

• Higher retention rates 
for first-year students, 
86% compared to 
university average of 
84% 

Early contact and community 
building; transition assistance 

Academic Success Workshops 
Student Success Center 
 
Estimated Cost: $6000 for one 
term (staff time, materials) 
Estimated Cost per Student 
(532 students) Served: $11.28 

• Data currently being 
analyzed 

Academic Involvement and 
support; monitoring and early 
warning 

  
What programs exist at high performing/best practice institutions that we have not fully explored 
or developed at UT or do not currently support? 
 
PROGRAM ELEMENTS 
Comprehensive Learning Assistance Center 
(e.g. tutoring, learning specialists, 
supplemental instruction) 

Academic involvement and support 

Pro-active Academic Advising Interventions 
(e.g. tracking progress to degree to identify 
students who are off-track or side-tracked, 
advising presence in residence halls, special 
advising for first-year student population) 

Counseling and advising; monitoring and early 
warning 

Learning Communities (e.g. non-residential 
options, course clusters, increased number of 
theme and academic focused living/learning 
communities) 

Early contact and community building; 
transition assistance 

Interconnected Institutional Retention Efforts All elements 
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Early Identification of At-Risk Students and 
Intervention (e.g. use of data mining, surveys, 
or other data sets and techniques to identify 
students most in need of targeted interventions)

Pre-entry assessment of preparation and 
alignment of expectations; academic 
involvement and support; monitoring and early 
warning; counseling and advising 

Structured First-Year Experience and Unit (e.g. 
undergraduate studies unit, university college, 
first-year college, home for undecided 
students) 

Integrated first-year program to put it all 
together:  counseling and advising, transition 
assistance, academic involvement and support, 
monitoring and early warning 

Early Alert Program Monitoring and early warning 
Student Involvement in Clubs and 
Organizations 

Early contact and community building 

Faculty-Student Mentoring Programs Early contact and community building 
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Appendix E 
Policy, Procedures, and Practice Summary Chart 

 
Charge #4 

 
Review current policies and procedures (and practices) that affect retention (and persistence to 
graduation) and determine how they might be modified to improve retention without 
sacrificing educational quality and standards. 
 
Policies, Procedures, or Practices Currently Being Addressed: 
 
Policy, Procedure, or 
Practice 

The Issue or Concern that 
Needs Addressed 

Actions to 
Date/Recommendation 

Academic Review and 
Dismissal 

1) Language is not clear 
to students (probation 
and suspension is 
stronger) 

2) Current policy, which 
uses deficiency points, 
is not clear and is not 
consistent across 
colleges in terms of 
students being 
dismissed 

A work group, chaired by 
Dulcie Peccolo, past chair of 
the Undergraduate Council 
Appeals Committee, presented 
a proposal that is currently 
working its way through the 
Undergraduate Council 
approval process. 

Calendar for Student 
Registration for Classes 

The registration system rolls 
out registration dates over 5 
weeks therefore condensing 
the time students think they 
“need” to be advised in.  Is 
there any reason the 
registration date calendar 
could not be extended over 
more time (until the last day of 
classes)?  This fall the last 
freshman registration date is 
November 15.  Two more 
weeks could cut down on 
some of the panic that likely 
contributes to negative 
perceptions of advising and a 
feeling of not being supported. 

The University Registrar has 
tentatively agreed to extend 
the time period for 
registration.  If implemented, 
this will cut down on the 
“panic” to get advised in a 3 – 
4 week period and ease the 
pressure on advising centers to 
advise large numbers of 
students in a short time period. 
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Late Withdrawal:  WP/WF 1) Current policy is too 
harsh in counting the 
WF as an F in the GPA 

2) Current policy of early 
drop date is not in line 
with peer institutions 

3) Current dates for W 
may not mean that a 
student has to make a 
decision about 
withdrawing before 
he/she has mid-term 
grades 

Todd Diacon developed a 
proposal that has passed the 
Academic Policy Committee 
and is currently going through 
the Undergraduate Council 
approval process.  

Placement in First-Year 
Language Courses 

1) Not enough space in 
intermediate language 
courses for first-year 
students who place 
into this at orientation 

2) Lack of offerings for 
each level of 
placement prevents 
students from taking 
language in the first 
year which likely 
contributes to greater 
anxiety about language 
and poorer 
performance due to the 
lack of continuity 

Missy Parker and Don Cox 
have discussed this issue with 
the department.  The 
department plans to address 
this issue by Fall 2008 and 
will begin offering some 
sections of all the courses in 
both spring and fall. 

General education petitioning 
process and communication 

A need for consistent 
decisions and actions across 
the board 

The General Education 
Committee is currently 
looking into this. 
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Policies, Procedures, or Practices Requiring Further Attention 
 
Policy, Procedure, or 
Practice 

The Issue or Concern that 
Needs Addressed 

Actions to 
Date/Recommendation 

Progression Requirements Requirements keep students 
from pursuing academic goals 
and likely are a factor in our 
retention and graduation rates. 
Some progression 
requirements in the form of 
sequencing of classes, 
stipulating gpa for admissions 
into specific academic 
disciplines, etc. effectively 
limit enrollment in various 
academic disciplines while 
accumulating students in the 
limbo state of having more 
than adequate credit hours of 
completion and gpa’s to 
remain in school, but unable to 
obtain classes toward any 
specific major.  It is hard to 
retain students by just telling 
them they can continue taking 
classes but must major in 
“something else.” 
There seems to be confusion 
among students about what are 
prerequisites for the major as 
opposed to actual progression 
requirements.  Students may 
delay declaring their major 
because they believe that they 
must complete certain courses 
in order to declare or progress 
into the major. 

Todd Diacon is leading an 
effort to reduce or eliminate 
progression requirements. 
 
A workgroup of the 
Undergraduate Council 
Advising Committee is 
discussing more 
directive/intrusive advising as 
it relates to students who are 
not on track to meet 
progression requirements and 
who need to be redirected to 
degree programs where they 
are more likely to be 
successful.   
The language in the catalog 
and elsewhere needs to clearly 
communicate when something 
is a progression requirement 
and when it is a prerequisite. 
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Class Attendance Policies as 
an Institutional Value 

When attendance is not 
required or not clearly 
calculated in the grade, 
today’s students (especially 
first-year) may conclude that 
class attendance doesn’t 
matter. 
We need to clearly 
communicate that class 
attendance is an expectation, 
an institutional value.  

Language in the catalog and 
Hilltopics relating to class 
attendance needs to be 
changed to clearly 
communicate the university’s 
expectations of students 
regarding class attendance. 
The Director of the Teaching 
and Learning Center and the 
First Year Experience group 
should consider 
recommending a common 
attendance policy for first-year 
courses.  Efforts should be 
made to educate faculty about 
ways to structure the course to 
maximize attendance. 
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Class Scheduling and 
Approval of Nonstandard 
Times 

A more creative and 
intentional academic schedule 
along the lines of Evergreen 
State and Slippery Rock might 
improve retention for a 
number of reasons: 
   

1) Class scheduling does 
send a powerful 
message - is it the 
message we want to be 
sending and could a 
more important 
message be 
emphasized by a more 
creative scheduling of 
classes? 

2) A somewhat different 
approach to class 
scheduling could likely 
generate a more 
efficient use of facility 
space and resources. 

3) Over time, the gradual 
reduction of Friday 
classes contributes to 
the abuse of alcohol 
among students and 
the “party school” 
atmosphere of an 
institution – both 
negatives in the 
retention of students. 

4) A reduction of Friday 
classes may also 
contribute to the 
“suitcase campus” 
phenomenon, in which 
some students spend 
many weekends away 
from campus.  
Students who go away 
frequently on the 
weekends are less 
likely to make 
connections to campus 
and may be less likely 
to be retained.  The 
“suitcase campus” 
perception may also 
negatively impact 
those students who 
stay on campus.  Out-
of-state students or in-

Todd Diacon asked Monique 
Anderson to review our 
current class schedule to 
determine if the current course 
offerings are evenly 
distributed throughout the 
week.  Findings: 
Total number of 100/200 
classes: 3143 
 
Total number of 100/200 with 
any Friday meeting: 1031 
 
  
 
Total number of 300/400 
classes: 2373 
 
Total number of 300/400 with 
any Friday meeting: 413 
 
  
% of all 100/200 courses with 
any Friday meeting: 32.8% 
 
% of all 300/400 courses with 
any Friday meeting: 17.4% 
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Enforcement of 
Registration/Course Policies  

Which policies on the books 
are strictly enforced and which 
are not?  Concern that some 
policies (e.g. max number of 
times to take course, 
withdrawal policy) are not 
uniformly enforced.  
Additionally, there seems to 
be too many “hassle factors” 
associated with exceptions 
(students run from the 
registrar’s office to the 
department then back to the 
registrar’s office).  Why 
couldn’t there be an electronic 
process that would allow 
departments to grant 
permission for exceptions?  

Departments need clarification 
and improved communication 
on what registration-related 
transactions are possible at the 
department level.   
 
Whenever possible, systems 
should be available to allow 
departments to grant 
permissions for exceptions 
electronically rather than 
requiring a paper process. 
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Last 30 hour residency 
requirement for graduation  

1) The last 30 hour 
requirement may lower 
our graduation rates 
and may inhibit study 
abroad, since many 
students may not be 
aware that exceptions 
are possible.  The 
current catalog states 
that “Special 
arrangements to allow 
work taken at other 
University of 
Tennessee campuses to 
be counted as part of 
this requirement must 
be approved by the 
dean of the student’s 
major college.” 

The current catalog 
copy suggests that a 
student could get an 
exception only if a 
student took something 
at another University 
of Tennessee campus 
(and not at a 
community college or 
correspondence or 
study abroad). 

The language in the catalog on 
page 46 should be changed to 
make it clearer to students that 
exceptions are possible and 
inform students of how to 
request an exception 

Advising Policy and Practice  
 

Enforce the 45 hour rule that 
states students must move to a 
college and no longer remain 
in the University Undecided 
category.  Technology now 
exists to easily change majors 
and to place holds on the 
students’ registrations.  This 
will give advisors the 
opportunity to “re-direct” and 
honestly advise students in 
majors where success is most 
likely. 

This will be examined in the 
Academic Advising Program 
Review that is currently 
underway. 
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Advising Policy The current advising policy 
requires upper-division 
students to be advised only 
once per year.  Research 
suggests that students who 
meet with advisors at least 
twice per year are more 
successful.   

This will be examined in the 
Academic Advising Program 
Review that is currently 
underway. 
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Appendix F 
Summary Chart of Retention Initiatives and Status 

 
RTF Recommendations:  Status – January 2008 

 

Recommendation Action to date Accountable staff/unit  
Immediate Action: 
Establish centralized 
infrastructure and 
leadership  

Under consideration Holub 

1. Action by Vice Provost 
in areas that will improve 
communication 

Diacon addressing “to do” 
list on page 19 of RTF 
report, Darling/Kahrig 
addressing Early Alert 

Diacon, Darling, Kahrig 

2. Establish a group 
responsible for designing 
and implementing an 
integrated and structured 
first-year experience 

A central committee on the 
FYE will be established and 
will begin work based on 
RTF recommendations.  
This committee will include 
the faculty who coordinate 
first year courses other 
faculty/staff. 

Diacon and Kahrig 
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3. Need for data on 
retention and student 
success 

New IR Director position 
established and Director 
hired (Tucker). Retention 
data and UT reporting has 
been integrated into the IR 
role.  RTF 
recommendations will be 
presented to the new IR 
Director. Darling and 
Kahrig meeting with IR 
Director to establish a 
retention/student success 
data plan. 
 
DATA sharing group 
established by Holub and 
chaired by IR Director, 
Richard Tucker.  Kahrig 
and Broyles serve on 
DATA group. 
 
“Crosswalk” data group 
established by Holub. 
Broyles serves on 
committee. 
 
Transition to College 
Instrument being examined 
as potential for Early 
Identification and 
Intervention tool. 
 
Data mining group – 
looking at retention data 
and AIM data. 
 
Exit surveys – based on 
pilot from Fall 2006, 
surveys now underway for 
both first year students and 
transfers. 
 
EBI Housing survey – 
questions on academics 
included. 
 
Survey of first-year 
students. 
 
Gathering of data on first-
year student perceptions via 
clickers at orientation 
 

Darling and Kahrig 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Kahrig, Lounsbury, 
Cunningham 
 
 
 
 
Tucker, Kahrig, Post 
 
 
 
Tucker, Cunningham, IR 
staff 
 
 
 
 
 
Stoner/Adams, Kahrig 
 
 
 
Strayhorn, Broyles, Diacon 
 
 
Kahrig 
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4. Create a 
teaching/learning center 

Budget approved for 
teaching/learning center 
initiative, positions and 
structure determined 11/07.  
Start date – 5/07. 

Diacon  

5. Establish an Academic 
Support/Learning 
Enhancement Center for 
students 

Proposed Diacon, Darling, Kahrig 
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6. Educate and engage 
campus community in 
retention and student 
success efforts. 
 
Engage a critical mass of 
faculty working with first-
year students. 

Numerous presentations 
made by Diacon, Darling, 
Strayhorn, and Kahrig to 
various faculty and student 
affairs groups.  Examples: 
Diacon:  Dean’s Council, 
over 80 tenure and tenure 
track faculty involved in 
teaching FYS 129. 
Darling:  New Faculty 
Orientation, 
Deans/Department Heads 
Retreat, 
GTA Seminar on Best 
Practices in Teaching, 
Standing report on retention 
and student success 
initiatives at the Enrollment 
Management Committee. 
Holub, Darling and 
Strayhorn:  Appeared on 
Chancellor’s Conversations 
Broadcast discussing 
retention and student 
success.  Currently posted 
on Chancellor’s web site. 
Strayhorn: Dean’s Council 
Holub:  Reports regularly to 
Faculty Senate on retention 
data and initiatives. 
Kahrig:  Presentation to the 
Dean’s Council on the 
NSSE data, Special training 
with Hall Directors in 
Housing and with all 
Resident Assistants, 
ongoing work with 
Housing’s Academic 
Initiatives Committee 
 
Outreach by other RTF 
members: 
Thompson-Davis:  
Freshman Council 
Parker: Dean’s Advisory 
Council 

Holub, Diacon, Kahrig, 
Strayhorn; RTF members 
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7. Faculty and staff attend 
and present at national 
forums on retention and 
student success. 

Diacon:  Noel/Levitz 
Conference on Retention 
Darling: National 
Association of Learning 
Centers 
Kahrig:  Consortium for 
Student Retention Data 
Exchange National 
Symposium on Retention 

Diacon, Darling, Kahrig 

8. Modify/Expand 
Welcome Week 

Academic components 
added to Fall 2007 
Welcome Week. 
Assessment is currently 
underway; plans beginning 
for Fall 2008.  

Diacon; Reece 

9. Retention and success of 
special student populations. 

UT LEAD Summer 
Institute – summer bridge 
program for Promise 
students to be implemented 
June 2008 as a pilot project 
for 45 students. 
 

Diacon, Bayer, Darling, 
Strayhorn, other academic 
and student affairs staff 

10. Expand student learning 
communities. 

On-going work of retention 
and student success 
committee – proposed by 
RTF 

Diacon, Darling, Kahrig 

11. Conduct a program 
review of campus academic 
advising. 
 
 
 
 
 
Advising Policy Review 
 
 
 
 
Purchase and implement a 
web-based system to assist 
advising program – 
AdvisorTrac is an example 
of such a program. 
 

An academic advising 
audit/program review is 
scheduled for the end of 
February 2008.  Consultants 
from NACADA will serve 
as external reviewers.  
Funding approved by Holub 
 
An examination of the 
advising policy will be a 
part of the self study and the 
program review. 
 
A demo of the system was 
viewed in December 2007 
by all colleges and 
interested units.  Most 
present want to participate 
in the implementation of 
AdvisorTrac.  Technical 
requirements are under 
review by IT.   

Darling and Advising 
Committee of the 
Undergraduate Council. 
 
 
 
 
 
Sub-committee of the 
Advising Committee. 
 
 
 
Student Success Center - 
Phyliss Shey and Tammy 
Kahrig. 
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12. Continue to support 
successful programs 
 
Consider partnerships that 
could evolve into a 
Learning Assistance Center 
 
Focus on developing new 
programs that are known to 
influence student success: 
learning enhancement 
center, pro-active advising 
interventions, learning 
communities, structured 
first year experience, early 
identification of at risk 
students 

Proposed 
 
 
Proposed 
 
 
 
Proposed 

Units in which programs are 
housed 
 
Proposed Student Success 
and Retention Committee 
 
 
Proposed Student Success 
and Retention Committee 
 
Undergraduate Council 
Advising Committee 
 
Proposed FYE committee 
 
IR and Student Success 
Center 

13. Continue review of 
policies, procedures and 
practices that might impact 
retention and student 
success – at all levels. 

Academic policies and 
processes that appear in the 
Undergraduate Catalog 
were examined and 
recommendations made that 
were editorial in nature, 
some required policy 
changes through the 
Undergraduate Council, and 
others are still in process of 
review.   

On-going responsibility of 
the proposed Retention and 
Student Success 
Committee. 
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Appendix G.1 

 

Workgroup Report:  Developing a Data Plan 

 

I. Foundation and Framework for Retention: Developing a Data Plan 

II. Rich Saudargas (facilitator), Don Cunningham, Richard Bayer, Chuck Collins, James, Post, 

Tammy Kahrig  

 

III. IV. Purpose and Goals. The charge to the groups was to (A) Identify indicators that could 

inform retention profile, (B) identify existing sources of data, (C) propose recommendations for 

new data sources, and (D) develop recommendations for an intentional, systematic, data 

reporting for retention purposes. 

 

IV. Work Group Goals. (same as Purpose or charge to group) 

 

V. Process used to accomplish goals.  We examined a variety of sources to accomplish our goals 

including reports from U. of Connecticut, U. of Arizona, Baylor University, research articles, 

and from sources such as ACT. We additionally consulted with university resources including 

the Registrar’s office, the Statistical consulting center, and the Statistics Department.  

 

A. Identify indicators that could inform a retention profile. 

 

In order to assess what behavioral indicators could inform or predict the group decided to use the 

2005 freshman cohort and analyze which variables predicted retention. The primary data set 

included the ACT AIM data. Data analyses included descriptive statistics, a cross tabulation, 

logistic regression, and data mining. 

1. Descriptive Statistics and Cross Tabulation. The descriptive statistics and a cross tabulation 

included students with less than and greater than 2.0 GPAs their freshman year who retained and 

did not retain from first to second year. These data might inform specific groups to target for 

intervention, even though they might not have shown up in the regression equations. 

 

2. Logistic regression. Logistic regression is an analysis that assesses which combination of 

variables is the best predictor of an outcome. In our case we are asking which combination of 

variables on the ACT AIM data best predict whether or not the student stays in school from first 
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to second year. The variables that entered into the equation are Core GPA, whether or not the 

student expected to work, level of parents income, participation in High School extracurricular 

activities, certainty of vocational choice, and whether or not the student expected to receive 

academic help. The logic of this approach is to then enter these variables into the regression 

equation for entering students and see how well the model predicts retention. Based on 

interventions to increase retention, the model could change and different variables would predict 

retention in subsequent years.  

 

3. Data Mining. Other schools such as Central Florida and Baylor have successfully used Data 

Mining to uncover variables that predict retention and variables that can be targeted for 

intervention. Tammy and Rich met with Bob Muenchen of the Statistical Consulting Center and 

Jim Schmidhammer who teaches a graduate course in data mining in the Statistics Department. 

They will be analyzing the ACT AIM 2005 cohort data using Data Mining techniques and we 

will be meeting them soon to discuss the findings. We also briefly discussed with them ways in 

which the statistical consulting center might be used to help the retention efforts.  

 

B. Identify existing sources of data.  

 

C. Propose recommendations for new data sources 

While the ACT AIM data are useful, other schools have taken into account additional 

information which we should consider such as difficulty of freshman courses, hours taken, and 

personality profiles. 

 

D. Develop recommendations for an intentional, systematic, data reporting for retention 

purposes. 

 

Recommendations: Short-term 

 

• The Office of Institutional Research and the Student Success Center should coordinate 

efforts for regular reporting of retention data. A newly formed group is examining ways 

to establish a data warehouse which would be a repository of student data. Various 

university offices, such as advising centers and housing, should be consulted concerning 

the kinds of data they would like to see included in the warehouse.  

• Assess the design, measurement, and implementation of current retention initiatives.  
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• Assessment of Student Personal Variables should begin with this fall’s entering freshman 

class. Personal variables include the student attitudes about the university before and after 

they matriculate and the personalities of students that interact with the university 

environment, such as classes and housing arrangements and may relate to whether or not 

the student stays in school. Assessment of student personal variables is an emerging issue 

and is being done at other universities such as Ball State. Instruments to assess these 

personality variables have been developed at other schools such as Ball State and by 

companies such as ACT and Noel-Lovitz. UT is in the fortunate position of having such 

an instrument developed by one of its Psychology faculty, the Transition to College 

Inventory (TTC). The TTC has been given to all students in the First Year Studies 

program for two consecutive years and analysis of relationships between the measured 

personality variables and retention is currently underway. Longitudinal implementation 

of this instrument should be conducted to assess whether personality variables contribute 

to retention and change as a result of retention efforts.  

• Attitudinal surveys and qualitative interviews with students who stay and leave also 

should be conducted to assess student perception of the university environment. Such a 

survey was conducted this past year and should continue. 

 

Long-term 

• Semi-Annual Reporting of Retention and Retention Initiatives. At the end of each 

semester a report should be made to the Provost which should include, for example, 

number of students retained and not retained at the end of the semester, reasons for 

leaving, progress reports of ongoing initiatives, and indications of new proposals. 

• Review of Retention Initiative Proposals. Retention initiative proposals should be 

submitted to a committee that includes representatives of the Office of Institutional 

Research and the Student Success Center. Individual retention initiatives must be viewed 

as research which means that initiatives should be proposed as studies with a rationale, 

purpose, participants, research design including appropriate comparison groups, 

measurement of the independent and dependent variables, and data analyses. It may also 

mean that IRB approval may be needed in some cases. The ideal is that effective 

initiatives will continue and ineffective ones will be terminated. Disentangling effective 

programs may be difficult in some cases since the same students may be involved in 

more than one retention initiative but is certainly worth the effort.  Most retention efforts 
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will not be true experiments involving randomized placement of participants into groups, 

rather, the initiatives will be quasi-experimental in that participants will not be randomly 

assigned to groups, but comparison groups are equally important in such studies. As an 

example of the quasi-experimental strategy, this fall some students will be living in the 

same dorm in Learning Communities and taking one or more classes together including 

First Year Studies.  A comparison group might be students who are taking one or more 

classes including first year studies but not living in a designated learning community but 

rather living in a variety of dorms. If the data were coordinated between registration, 

admissions, and housing we could quickly and easily locate a group of students to serve 

as a comparison group.  

• Attendance and presentation at conferences in which retention programs are 

presented. Several university representatives have attended such conferences in the past 

and should do so in the future. The university should also begin to make presentations at 

these conferences. Strong networking and sharing ideas with other universities that are 

aggressively pursuing retention efforts can only aid our efforts to improve retention.  
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Appendix G.2 

 

Workgroup Report:  Structuring and Sustaining Retention Efforts 

 

On June 8, 2007 the Retention Task Force members met for several hours to review work 

group findings. Every work group reached the same conclusion: the University of Tennessee 

needs a strong, centralized infrastructure to coordinate efforts to improve teaching, to improve 

first to second year retention, and to improve graduation rates. Components of this infrastructure 

should include an expanded Student Success Center (SSC) and a teaching/learning center, 

perhaps known as the Tennessee Teaching Learning Center (TN TLC). Together these units 

should address and begin to implement the changes and programs suggested by the individual 

work groups (see below). In short, these two units, reporting to the Provost's Office, would be in 

charge of creating a meaningful, two-semester first year experience for our students. In addition 

to managing tutoring programs, offering academic recovery workshops, and the like, these 

offices would coordinate efforts to address the special needs of out of state students, coordinate 

and expand living/learning communities, and perhaps most importantly would seek data both to 

evaluate programs and to suggest new procedures. 

 

The aim is to create a culture of caring and student success on campus. This culture 

should include efforts to reach not only students, but also faculty as well. We recommend 

strongly that the Retention Task Force continue to meet as a regular, standing committee. Also, 

regular meetings between academic personnel reporting to the Provost and professionals in the 

area of student services should take place. Finally, we ask that professors most involved in 

teaching freshmen, and/or who administer freshman courses meet regularly with the Directors of 

the Student Success Center and the Teaching Learning Center, and that a representative of the 

Provost also attend these meetings. 

 

Below are the recommendations from the Retention Task Force, followed, when 

appropriate, by our suggestions for which unit should be responsible for implementation and 

administration. 
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From the Data Work Group 

 

1. All current retention initiatives and programs should be evaluated each year, using, when 

appropriate, data mining and logistic regression analysis. For example, the academic 

performance and retention of students involved in special programs should be compared to those 

students not enrolled in such efforts (Responsibility of the unit administering a particular 

program). 

2. An assessment of student personal variables that effect student retention should be 

implemented this fall and continue thereafter. Information from the ACT questionnaires and our 

own Transition to College Inventory should be examined, again using data mining and logistic 

regression analysis when appropriate (Institutional Research). 

3. Surveys of students leaving the university before graduation should be conducted each 

semester. The results should be submitted to the Provost, along with retention numbers for each 

semester (Student Success Center). 

4. Proposed retention programs should be discussed and reviewed by the Retention Task Force. 

 

From the Enhancing Current Practices Work Group 

 

1. Academic Advising Enhancements a) All college advising services should be listed on the A-

Z index of www.utk.edu (currently only Arts and Sciences and Education, Health and Human 

Sciences are so listed), and the link should take the student directly to the college advising page, 

rather than to the college homepage. Advising pages should clearly explain how to access 

services and what the desired outcomes for those services are. b) Colleges should implement 

"triage services" so that students can meet with academic professional in emergency situations. 

c) Contract with the NACADA Consultants Bureau to conduct an external review of our advising 

services, with special attention paid to staffing needs. d) Rethink the recently adopted model of 

requiring students to meet just once a year with an academic advisor. e) Explore the best way to 

create and access electronic advising files (Academic Deans, as reporting to the Provost) 

2. Other Suggestions a) Make it mandatory for ALL freshmen to enroll in at least one FYS 

101/FYS 129, UH 101, BA 100, or similar course during the freshman year. b) Dramatically 

improve the web presence of tutoring programs. Currently there is no central clearinghouse for 

these programs, nor is there a link in the A-Z index under T for tutoring or S for supplemental 

instruction. A primary recommendation is for tutorial services to be centralized either in the 

Student Success Center or in a newly created Tennessee Teaching and Learning Center. 
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Creating and Structuring the First Year Experience Work Group 

 

1. Improve the organizational infrastructure that supports First Year Experience programs 

(beefed-up Student Success Center and a Tennessee Teaching and Learning Center). 

2. Conduct focus groups with first year students to gain insight on expectations and perceive 

needs (Student Success Center of Tennessee Teaching and Learning Center). 

3. The Teaching and Learning Center should motivate faculty to teach first year students, and to 

consider the unique abilities and challenges of first year students. 

4. Implement some sort of summer program for entering freshmen that includes moving to 

campus early, special instruction, and possibly enrollment in summer school courses. 

Participation in such a bridge program should be mandatory for at risk students. In addition, ALL 

freshman should report to campus two to four days earlier than returning students, during which 

time they might begin taking a regular course (English composition, for example), and 

participating in special academic success programs and initiatives. This two to four day period 

could be capped by the Torch Lighting Ceremony, during which the year's Life of the Mind 

author would address the group. In short, the Torch Lighting Ceremony would become a 

freshman convocation. In addition, new faculty might also be brought to campus for these days 

for special programming/orientation by the Teaching Learning Center staff (Dean of Students, 

Vice Chancellor for Student Services, Vice Provost for Academic Affairs). 

5. Explore best practices in First Year Experience programs at other universities  

6. Create programs aimed at the retention of out of state students (Retention Task Force, Student 

Success Center, Vice Provost for Academic Operations). 
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Appendix G.3 

 

Workgroup Report: Enhancing Current Practices 

 

Membership  

 
Fred Pierce, Victor Barr, Denelle Brown, Ken Stoner, Davita Dantzler 
 
Charge 
 
Examine current practices (policies and programs) that might support or present barriers to 
student success, identify strengths and weaknesses, and recommend enhancements that will 
positively impact student engagement and retention. 
 
Work group goals   
 
Examine current practices at UT among four themes identified by Habley and Gore as having 
the greatest impact on student retention (in rank order of importance):  
 
 1 Academic Advising 
 2 First Year Transition Programs 
 3 Learning Support 
 4 Assessment/Course Placement  
 
The examination specifically focused on the themes of Clear Communication and Simple 
Processes as well as Professionalism and Fostering Positive Relations. 
 
Every effort was made to incorporate as much student perspective as possible, however it is 
clear that as this endeavor ventures forward a more collective student voice need be 
incorporated. 
 
The overarching theme (disappointment) was that information was incredibly hard to glean and 
never intuitive despite the methodology of collection - web-based, phone, or email and despite 
the targeted audience being with on or off campus colleagues and constituents. 
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Process and Recommendations 
 
Academic Advising 
  
Sound and timely academic advising is consistently referred to as one of the most critical issues 
in the retention literature.  The National Academic Advising Association (NACADA) 
recommends an ideal advisor to student ratio of somewhere between 1 advisor for every 250 to 
500 students, especially if a developmental model is being utilized.  Habley and Gore identified 
Increased Advising Staff and Academic Advising Centers as the second and third most likely 
implementations for High Performing Four-Year Public Colleges, so we evaluated the structure 
and delivery of each college’s advising system. 
 
We documented the models used by each college, the staff composition, and Advisor/Student 
Ratio.  The numbers were derived from data reported from each college, which was somewhat 
inconsistent in format and thus required generalization.  We are certain these data, while not 
perfect, represent reasonable estimates. 
 
The Advisor/Student ratio falls close to recommended levels in most colleges, especially the 
smaller colleges, however if the ratio is an indicator of access then there seems to be particular 
challenges in Arts and Sciences, Business Administration, and Education Health and Human 
Sciences.  Communication and Information, Engineering and Nursing appear to be at the upper 
limit.  Seven of the nine colleges are potentially access challenged as we admit our fourth class 
that exceeds 4,200 students.  
 
As part of this examination, ease of access to advisors and services was evaluated through web 
exploration.  Consistently, the acquisition of information was difficult with great divergence in 
communication at that first moment when the student actually interfaced with the information 
they are seeking.  For instance, only two of the nine sites indicated clearly and efficiently how to 
a make arrangements for an appointment.   Also there appears to be lack of communication in the 
actual purpose, i.e. stipulated desired outcomes for services provided.   
 
 Recommendations – Short-term 
 

 Improve web communication.   
 

There are only two colleges listed under “Advising Services” on the A-Z Index of 
www.utk.edu (Arts and Sciences and Education, Health and Human Sciences).  
There is a complete listing on the Student Success Center site; however students 
should be able to access this information more easily and intuitively. 
 
All “advising sites” (some are more college oriented than academic advising 
oriented) should clearly indicate how to access services and what the desired 
outcomes for those services are.  
 

 Explore triage services.  There was little indication that students could readily meet 
with an academic professional in emergency situations.  Ways should be examined to 
provide students with emergency intervention services; i.e. around withdrawal 
deadlines, midterms, et cetera. 

 
 

http://www.utk.edu/
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Recommendations – Long-term 
 
 A comprehensive examination of Academic Advising should be conducted to 

examine the delivery models and quality of the services provided.  We have instituted 
an advising assessment; however it is in limited use. Perhaps the NACADA 
Consultants Bureau could be utilized for an external perspective on our advising 
services. 

 
 Habley and Gore indicated that Advising Interventions was the most likely 

implementation of High Performing Four-Year Public Colleges.  Current staffing 
models imply this change is problematic without expansion of advising staff. 

 
 An expansion in advising staff would create opportunities for expansion of academic 

services; however that expansion should have a professional orientation.  Just as 
retention of students is a critical issue, retention of our talent to deliver professional 
academic services is also highly desirable.  The university has little in the way of 
mechanisms for promotion and recognition of excellence in advising. 

 
 Our advising model of once per year should be critically examined.  Students are 

required to see an academic advisor twice during the first year and once year 
thereafter provided they are in good standing.  A student with a spring advising 
requirement would be required to have four appointments in an eight semester tenure.  
Have we examined the advising records of the students we fail to retain?  Is more 
mandated contact desirable or are we at an optimum place? 

 
 The university should consider a common mechanism for scheduling appointments 

and for advising professionals to access advising information (electronic files). Ease 
of access to information and services will certainly aid in the fostering of positive 
relationships. 

 
 
First Year Transition Programs 
 
The focus of this examination was principally a comparison of our First Year Transition Courses:  
First Year Studies 101, Business Administration 100 and Agriculture 100.  The last two years 
has seen a decrease in the number of students enrolled in these transition courses: 
 
 Course   2005    2006  Percent Change 
  
 FYS 101  1033   841  -23% 
 BA 100  220   157  -40% 
 Ag 100   30   28  -7%    
     
 
While the academic profile of our students has increased substantially our retention rates have 
only increased marginally.  The number of students opting out of the opportunity to participate in 
First Year Transition Courses seems to be on the increase, perhaps because of the rising 
academic profile and student perception that these experiences are unnecessary.  Given the 
decline, we compared our structure to other peer institutions in terms of the hours, staffing, if the 
course was required, and if it was delivered at the University, College or Department. 
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Largely the experience we offer is comparable to the experience at other institutions.  A one-hour 
course taught by Staff and Faculty with the organizational structure at the university level. There 
are four institutions with two-hour options (Texas A&M, University of Georgia, University of 
Maryland, and Virginia) as well as four institutions (Virginia, Texas, Virginia Polytechnic 
Institute, and South Carolina) that offer three-hour versions.  Only at North Carolina State is the 
course required for the general population. 
 
The University of Tennessee requires that students receiving the Pledge and Promise 
Scholarships take FYS 101 (22 of 57 sections) as well as students in the Pathways Community 
(formerly Volunteer- 2 of the 57 sections).  This structure does potentially allow for targeted 
advising interventions with the selected populations, a strategy recommend by Habley and Gore. 
 
What was not examined in our preliminary study was the effect of learning communities 
(Volunteer –undecided students, Honors, Engage – Engineering, and the Design Community – 
Architecture) as well as support courses (English 103 and 104, Math 109). 
 
 Recommendations – Short-term 
 

 Critically examine our First Year Transition Courses, Learning Communities, and 
support courses for impact on retention.  Have the students enrolled in these courses 
been retained at a greater level?   

 
 

Recommendations – Long-term 
 
 Should we be looking to create different transition experiences?  There are a number 

of new initiatives being launched this year to improve the freshman experience, FYS 
129, Welcome Week Activities, Open Houses, et cetera. We need to evaluate the 
effectiveness of these programs to ensure they are meeting the needs of our students.    

 
 Learning Communities are regularly cited as major players in the retention effort.  

After our critical examination of current endeavors should we consider expansion of 
Learning Communities (college or departmental based), clustering of courses, or 
other mechanisms to create connectedness to campus?  

 
Learning Support 
 
This unfortunately is one of the most troubling findings.  One of the major complaints from our 
student body is the lack of academic support in the arena of learning assistance.  We have some 
tutoring and the Student Success Center has launched a Supplemental Instruction Program, 
which was specific to Math 119 and 130 this year and expands to Chemistry 120 in the 2007-
2008 academic year. 
 
These services are nearly impossible to locate unless you know what you are looking for. A visit 
to the A-Z index will not result in a link under “T” for Tutoring Services or under “S” for 
Supplemental Instruction. 
 
There is a fairly comprehensive list of Free Tutorial Services posted on the Student Success 
Centers web site.   While there are very specific services such as tutoring in Architecture, 
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Engineering, Nursing, Social Work, or for student athletes (Thornton Center) we choose instead 
to focus on services provided to all students: 
 

Chemistry Tutorial Center – 514 Beuhler 
 
Math Tutorial Center – 322 Ayres  
 
Physics Tutorial Center – 201/203 Neilsen 
 
The Stat Lab – The Commons in Hodges Library 
 
Writing Center – 211 Humanities 
 
Black Cultural Center – 1800 Melrose 
 

All tutorial centers, except the Black Cultural Center, offer tutorial services in a single discipline.  
The Black Cultural Center is the only repository of tutoring in multiple disciplines: 
 

Math 119, 123, 125, 141,142 
Biology 101, 102, 130, 140 
Chemistry 100, 110, 120, 130 
French 111, 112, 150, 211, 212 (sometimes upper level courses)  
Spanish 111, 112, 150, 211, 212 (sometimes upper level courses) 

  
Availability is conditional on the success of the center’s employment of tutors.  An 
application is required. 
 

Largely tutoring is decentralized with limited opportunities for service beyond math science and 
limited languages and virtually no services are offered in summer.  Additionally, there are 
numerous high enrollment courses without any formal mechanism for students to arrange tutorial 
services.  Determining hours, availability, or access is quite difficult and requires extreme 
persistence. 
 
 Recommendations – Short-term 
 

 All Centers should report to the advising community at the beginning of each term 
what services are available, hours of operation, et cetera.  We fear as a community we 
have been referring students to locations when no service was available, thus 
perpetuating the perception of the “Big Orange Screw”. 

 
 All learning support should be organized in the A-Z index under Tutoring and 

Supplemental Instruction, a more logical and intuitive place so anyone can access the 
information. 

 
 Critically examine the services we are providing to determine if we are meeting the 

students’ needs. What are the desired outcomes of our learning assistance? 
 

Recommendations – Long-term 
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 Explore the possibility of a Comprehensive Learning Assistance Center to centralize 
and professionalize the services we provide.  Currently we appear to have some 
redundancy and students attempting to use multiple centers are traveling all over 
campus to engage learning support. 

 
Assessment/Course Placement 
 
Incoming students take placement exams in Mathematics and Foreign Language (French, 
German, Latin and Spanish).  Our understanding is that Modern Foreign Languages have moved 
to an external provider, which will allow students with more experiences in more exotic 
languages placement opportunities.  Only international students take an English placement exam.  
 
Mathematics 
 
All entering freshman students take one placement exam, which places them on the math 
continuum. Based on the Pass Rate from 2005-2006 students placing at lowest two levels Math 
113 (64%) – 115 (67%) and Math 119 (58%) are the students most at risk.  The Math department 
has attempted to address this situation with the addition of Math 109 (Algebra Workshop for 1 
hour) as well as the addition of Supplemental Instruction through the Student Success Center. 
 
 Recommendations – Short-term 
 

 Continue to monitor the placement and success rates as well as assess the benefits of 
learning support programs (Math 109 and Supplemental Instruction). 

 
Foreign Language 
 
Entering freshmen take a placement exam in the language they attempted in high school, 
provided we have it.  Historically, students placed into Language 150 (exception German which 
had both a 101 and 150 placement) regardless of the placement exam score.  For 2007-2008 
Spanish is placing students who score below a minimal level into Spanish 111-112, or six hours 
of intensive beginning language, which will be followed by six hours of intermediate language. 
 
 Recommendations – Short-term 
 

 Continue to monitor Pass Rates as they relate to placement.  Given we are expanding 
placement options it will be critical during the next year to carefully monitor the 
impacts of the changes we are making. 

 
Chemistry 
 
This year the Chemistry Department has made specific recommendations for students enrolling 
in Chemistry 120.  Their recommendations are based on entrance exam scores and math 
placement.  There is discussion of creating a preparatory course for Chemistry 120, which is yet 
to be created but could be extremely beneficial provided it satisfied part of the Natural Science 
General Education requirement. 
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Recommendations – Short-term 
 
Continue to monitor Pass Rates as they relate to recommended placement and make 
recommendations accordingly. 

 
Summary 
 
The most immediate need is to increase the ease of access to accurate and timely information.  
Given the level of frustration experienced by “experts” in acquiring this information we can only 
imagine the frustration of a freshman or parent in crisis.  If one of our overarching goals to 
increase retention is to communicate effectively and simplify our processes we clearly have 
much work to do.  As we work to simplify our processes, fostering positive relationships will 
only occur with the professionalization of our academic services.  The recommendations above 
indicate the perpetual need for on-going assessment of practices and may require external review 
for fresh perspectives. 
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Appendix G.4 

Workgroup Report:  Creating and Structuring a First-Year Experience 

 

I. Creating and Structuring First-Year Experience 

 

II. Members 

 

Laura Jolly (facilitator), Maxine Thompson-Davis, Missy Parker, Anton Reece, Lance Taylor, 

Adam Brown, Tammy Kahrig 

 

III. Purpose 

 

Examine current programs specifically targeted to first-year students, consider best practices, 

identify gaps, and propose recommendations for a distinct, integrated first-year experience. 

 

IV. Work group goals  

 

• Identify and describe current First Year Experience programs at UT  

• Explore best practices in First Year Experience programs at other universities 

• Generate a set of learning outcomes for the First Year Experience at UT 

• Identify Gaps in UT programs (based on the FYE learning outcomes) 

• Recommend a process for creating a distinct, intentional first-year experience 

 

V. Process used to accomplish goals 

 

Three processes were used to accomplish our workgroup goals.  Specifically, a scan of existing 

UT programs was conducted to identify existing programs for First Year students.  In addition, 

an extensive review of the literature focused on the First Year Experience was conducted.  

Recent reports and models from AAC&U were reviewed as well as the Learning Reconsidered 

documents. Exemplary programs at other universities were reviewed using information from 

websites and in some cases conversations with colleagues at selected institutions. Also, a series 

of collaborative discussions was held to share information regarding best practices, identify gaps 

at UT, and propose recommendations for action at UT. 
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Our review of the literature and exemplary programs at other universities provided a number of 

best practices.  Best practices noted by our workgroup were as follows:  

 

Best Practices:  

 Overarching 

• Learning outcomes for the First Year experience are in place  

• Integration of academic and social/co-curricular programming 

• Assessment data are used to develop targeted programs for students (e.g., MAP at Ball 

State University) 

• Strong organizational infrastructure 

• Faculty involvement and support  

 

 Programmatic 

• Advising & tutoring programs and staff located at point of student need (residence halls, 

etc.) 

• Extended orientation programs (e.g., UGA summer program, pre-semester programs, 

multi-stage programs in the fall, etc.) 

• Students serve as peer mentors and academic coaches (e.g., UT-Austin) 

• Learning communities, cohort groups taking linked courses (Texas A&M; IUPUI) 

• Focused advising  

 

Following a review of UT programs and a review of best practices and exemplary programs at 

other universities, the following Gaps were identified in UT first year programming efforts: 

 

Gaps at UT 

• Learning outcomes for the First Year Experience are not in place  

• Lack of a critical mass of students participating in FY programs 

• Limited organizational infrastructure to support the First Year Experience 

• Limited availability and use of assessment data to develop and improve First Year 

programs 

• Limited communication regarding FY programs and types of campus support for FY 

students 
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• Lack of full integration of academic and co-curricular programs for FY 

• Limited emphasis on the classroom experience as a critical part of the FY experience 

 

First Year Student Learning Outcomes Matrix (See Appendix G.4.a) 

 

VI. Recommendations 

 

These recommendations are a “work in progress”.  They are based on the following principles: 1) 

The FY experience is an integrative student learning experience that incorporates social, 

academic, and institutional contexts; 2) Programs/activities must be targeted to students based on 

student characteristics/needs; 3) Faculty and staff professional development must be available to 

support programs/activities; 4) Assessment plans must be developed to determine 

program/activity effectiveness; 5) A critical mass of FY students must participate in the first year 

experience programs/activities.   

 

A. Short-term (implemented next year) 

a. Survey students leaving the University after the first year and at other critical points.  

Additional data are needed as a basis for proposing and refining an integrated program 

for the First Year Experience.  In addition to a survey, qualitative focus group surveys are 

recommended. (Institutional Research; Student Success Center; Retention Task Force) 

b. Conduct focus groups with first year students to gain insight on expectations and 

perceived needs. (Institutional Research; Retention Task Force;) 

c. Conduct focus groups with faculty to gain insight on strategies to improve the first-year 

experience and to determine needs for faculty support and development. (Institutional 

Research; Retention Task Force) 

d. Adopt a set of student learning outcomes for the First Year Experience. This may also 

involve creating a mission for the First Year Experience. (Undergraduate Council; 

Teaching and Learning Council; Retention Task Force; Dean of Students, etc.) 

e. Use the First Year Learning Outcomes matrix (see Appendix G.4.a) as a tool for 

proposing an integrated first year experience.  This matrix links first year learning 

outcomes to specific first year programs/activities (social, academic, institutional) to be 

delivered at different student stages.  Best practices and an area for assessment and 

indicators for success are included (Retention Task Force).  
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f. Develop strategies to involve a critical mass of faculty in the First Year Experience.  This 

may include faculty engagement via targeted programming (seminars on active learning 

strategies; General Education and the first year student; First year student characteristics 

and needs, etc.).  In addition, this may involve forming faculty teams/cohorts to focus on 

first year programming. (Undergraduate Council; Teaching and Learning Council; 

Retention Task Force; Dean of Students, Provost’s office, Student Success Center, etc.) 

 

 B.  Long-term (will take more than one year) 

g. Based on the First Year Learning Outcomes Matrix and broad conversations with 

constituent groups, develop and implement programs to support an integrated First Year 

Experience at UT.    

i. Best Practices to explore based on deliberations of Workgroup: 

1. Summer Program for first year students 

2. Mid-term progress report for students 

3. Tools for faculty/staff to access student progress information 

4. Advising and tutoring at point of student need 

5. Expansion of learning communities and/or linked courses as learning 

communities 

6. e-portfolios for documenting student learning outcomes (e.g., Simplicity) 

7. Assessment plans for all first year programs  

 

h. Create a Teaching and Learning Center to support and sustain faculty/staff involvement 

in delivering exemplary first year programs. Excellence in teaching and learning is 

essential during the first year.  As noted by Gardner et al (2005), expectations are set 

during the first year.  Faculty might be motivated to think about the curricula and the 

teaching and learning occurring in the first year classroom with the end goal of creating 

the students they hope to have in their senior seminars (see Gardner et al). 

 

VII. Budget implications (to be determined) 
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VIII. Other 

 

 -  See notes from discussion with General Education Committee 

 -  References can be provided 

  

IX. Summary 

 

The process used to achieve our workgroup goals included 1) scanning UT programs; 2) 

reviewing the literature to identify best practices, and 3) engaging in collaborative discussions to 

develop recommendations for action (See Appendix A). 

 

As an outcome of this process, the workgroup  

• Identified current First Year Experience programs at UT  

• Explored best practices in First Year Experience programs at other universities 

• Generated a set of learning outcomes for the First Year Experience at UT 

• Identified Gaps in UT programs (based on the FYE learning outcomes) 

• Recommended a process for creating a distinct, intentional first-year experience 

 

As indicated previously, five principles directed our thinking: 1) The FY experience is an 

integrative student learning experience that incorporates social, academic, and institutional 

contexts; 2) Programs/activities must be targeted to students based on student 

characteristics/needs; 3) Faculty and staff professional development must be available to support 

programs/activities; 4) Assessment plans must be developed to determine program/activity 

effectiveness; 5) A critical mass of FY students must participate in the first year experience 

programs/activities.   

 

Process Used for Workgroup 

 

Scan of UT programs 

• Identify and describe current First Year Experience programs at UT  

o Develop matrix of UT programs with descriptions, number of students served, etc.  

Literature & Best Practice review 

• Review Student Learning models related to FY and UG Education 
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o Identify integrative models (e.g., pedagogy focused, learning community focused, 

housing focused, etc.).   

• Explore best practices at other universities 

o What are they doing in terms of the First Year Experience? What are the common 

elements of the First Year Experience? How are they integrating and framing the 

FY Experience? How are they communicating the FY Experience to students?  

o Universities Reviewed 

 North Carolina State University’s First Year College  

 Bowling Green State University 

 Appalachian State University 

 University of Georgia 

 University of Florida 

 University of South Carolina 

 University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill 

 Ball State University (MAPS and MAST assessment) 

 University of Texas 

 Texas A&M 

 University of Nebraska 

 Auburn 

 Indiana University Purdue University (IUPUI) 

 

Collaborative Discussion (March 14, April 9, April 23, April 30, May 15, May 25, May 29) 

• Generate a set of learning outcomes for the First Year Experience at UT 

• Create a framework for organizing FY Experience elements 

• Identify Gaps in UT programs (based on the FYE learning outcomes) 

 

Notes from discussion with General Education committee   

Multi-Phase Orientation/Activities 

- Have activities/support across the first year and not just at the beginning of the semester.   

- Hold the LOM discussions later or repeat them at other times during the semester.  

- Repeat some of the typical "beginning of the semester activities" at other times during the 

semester.   
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Faculty Support for Teaching First Year students 

-  Target the courses freshman typically take (including General Education) and share 

information about teaching for retention (sheet used for FYS 101 packet might work).  

-  Give faculty teaching first year students a profile of the learning styles of the students in their 

classes.  Have students take the Myers-Briggs and/or other diagnostic tests at the beginning of 

the semester to help them learn about themselves.   

 

Integration of Campus Resources in FY Experience 

- Consider the "social networking" that goes on at the Library.  There are "Hodges groups" on 

Facebook and MySpace that students use to connect “virtually” and then they connect in real life 

at the Library.  The Library comes alive after 7:00 pm.  Consider ways to capitalize on this (e.g., 

encourage groups to form around discussion themes and meet at the Library).    

 

Incorporate Technology 

- Incorporate new and collaborative technology where feasible. One emerging opportunity is a 

virtual community called "Second Life”.  Several universities are creating "virtual universities" 

in Second Life.  MIT is building their dorms in Second Life so that students can get a sense of 

what it might be like to live in a particular dorm and select a dorm before coming to campus.   
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Appendix G.4.a 
Learning Outcomes Matrix for the UT First Year Experience (6/1/07) 

What should students know, be able to do, or be able to demonstrate when they have completed their first year at UT 
Interconnected student learning: Social context(S), Academic context (A), Institutional context (I) 

 
Principles:   The FY experience is an integrative student learning experience that incorporates social, academic, and institutional contexts  
  Programs/activities will be targeted to students based on student characteristics/needs  
  Faculty and staff professional development will be available to support programs/activities 

Assessment plans will be developed to determine program/activity effectiveness 
  A critical mass of FY students will participate in the first year experience programs/activities 

 
First Year 
Learning 
Outcomes 

Student  
Stages 

Programs/Activities
(Social) 

Programs/Activities
(Academic) 

Programs/Activities
(Institutional) 

Best Practices Assessment/ 
Indicators of 

Success 
1st Encounter  - Light the Torch of 

Academic Excellence 
- Summer Orientation 

 

On-going - Learning Communities 
 

- Learning Communities 
- FYS 101 and 129 

 

1st 8-10 weeks -Welcome Week - Life of the Mind 
- Welcome Week 

 

Last 5-8 weeks    

- Define and 
express 
appreciation 
for learning in 
a community of 
scholars 

Bridge to 
Sophomore Yr.   

   

-  Overarching theme 
that connects the year 
- Extended 
orientation 
- linked courses  
- FY Seminars 
- Freshman College 
Summer Experience 
(UGA, Eckerd, etc.) 
- BGeXperience 
- overview of 
General Ed (VT) 
- AAC&U reports 
- Convocations 

-e-portfolio 
(IUPUI; Tulane) 

1st Encounter  - Life of the Mind  
On-going  - General Education 

curriculum 
- Learning communities 
- FYS 101 & 129 

 

1st 8-10 weeks  
 

  

- Learn to think 
critically and 
problem solve 

Last 5-8 weeks  
 

  

-  UG research exp. 
(e.g., UCARE at 
Nebraska; Discovery 
Projects at U. of 
Maryland; NCSU) 
- learning 
communities 
- FIGs 
-authentic tasks 

-e-portfolio 
(IUPUI; Tulane) 
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Bridge to 
Sophomore Yr.  .  

   (collaborative projects) 

1st Encounter    
On-going  - FYS 101 

- Student Success Center 
- Supplemental 
Instruction 
- EAP 

 

1st 8-10 weeks  - Academic Success & 
Academic Recovery 
Workshops 

 

Last 5-8 weeks    

- Develop 
learning 
strategies and 
techniques to be 
successful in 
college 

Bridge to 
Sophomore Yr.  .  

   

- FY Success series 
(BGSU) 
- University College 
(NCSU; IUPUI) 
- SI and SLA  

-e-portfolio 
(IUPUI; Tulane) 

1st Encounter    
On-going  - FYS 101 

- Academic advising 
- Career Services 
- Exploring Majors & 
Careers class 

 

1st 8-10 weeks  
 

  

Last 5-8 weeks  
 

  

- University College 
(NCSU) 

-e-portfolio 
(IUPUI; Tulane) 

- Identify fields 
of study that are 
consistent with 
their interests 
and abilities and 
life goals 

Bridge to 
Sophomore Yr.  .  

 
 

    

1st Encounter     

On-going - Ready for the World 
- Black Cultural Center 
- I-House 

- General Education 
curriculum 
- Ready for the World 
- Black Cultural Center 
- I-House 

- Team Vols 

1st 8-10 weeks  
 
 

  

- Develop an 
awareness of a 
global 
perspective that 
recognizes 
diversity and 
tolerance of 
differences 

Last 5-8 weeks  
 

  

- short international 
experiences (IUPUI) 
- threaded curriculum 
at U. of Delaware 

-e-portfolio 
(IUPUI; Tulane) 
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Bridge to 
Sophomore Yr.  .  

 
 

- study abroad program  

1st Encounter  - Orientation  

On-going  - FYS 101 
- Academic Advising 
- Student Success Center 
- Academic Support for 
Scholarship students 

- Residence Hall 
programs 
- Writing Center 
- Tutorial Centers 
- The Commons 
- Financial Aid 

1st 8-10 weeks - Activities Fair - Freshman Absence 
Program 

 

Last 5-8 weeks  - T-Talkin’ 
 

 

- Identify and 
make use of 
academic and 
co-curricular 
resources as well 
as institutional 
policies and 
procedures 

Bridge to 
Sophomore Yr.  .  

   

- multi-stage 
orientation 
- FY Success series 
(BGSU) 
- University College 
(NCSU; IUPUI) 
- Forum Series 
(NCSU) 
- First year guide 
(NC-Chapel Hill ; 
Texas A&M) 

-e-portfolio 
(IUPUI; Tulane) 

1st Encounter    
On-going - residence hall 

programs 
 - Counseling Center 

- SEE Center 
- TRECS 

1st 8-10 weeks    
Last 5-8 weeks    

- Create 
strategies to lead 
healthy lives and 
reduce risk 

Bridge to 
Sophomore Yr.  .  

   

FY Success series 
(BGSU) 
 

-e-portfolio 
(IUPUI; Tulane) 

1st Encounter    
On-going -Central Program 

Counseling 
- General Ed courses - The Daily Beacon 

1st 8-10 weeks - student organizations - Exploring Majors & 
Careers class 

 

Last 5-8 weeks    

- Begin to 
reconsider and 
internalize 
values and 
beliefs 

Bridge to 
Sophomore Yr.  .  

   

- BGeXperience 
- Service Learning 
(Tulane) 
- AAC&U reports 
 

-e-portfolio 
(IUPUI; Tulane) 

1st Encounter    - Establish 
effective 
interpersonal 
relationships 

On-going - Residence Hall 
programs 
- student organizations 

- FYS 101 and 129 
- General Ed courses 
 

- Residence Hall 
programs 
- Emerging Leaders class 

- faculty support 
programs (teaching 
learning centers, etc.) 
- active learning 

-e-portfolio 
(IUPUI; Tulane) 
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1st 8-10 weeks    

Last 5-8 weeks    

with students, 
faculty and 
others 

Bridge to 
Sophomore Yr.  .  

   

strategies 

1st Encounter - Orientation 
 

  

On-going  - Academic Advising 
- FYS 101 

 

1st 8-10 weeks    

Last 5-8 weeks    

- Understand the 
advising process 
and begin to 
develop an 
academic plan 
toward 
graduation 

Bridge to 
Sophomore Yr.  .  

   

-  Peer mentors and 
academic coaches 
- Tracking (UF) 
- Advising in dorms 
- UG Learning goals 
(IUPUI) 

-e-portfolio 
(IUPUI; Tulane) 

1st Encounter - Welcome Week 
-Ignite Summit 

-Welcome Week - Torch Night 

On-going    
1st 8-10 weeks - Ignite Teams  -Homecoming 
Last 5-8 weeks   - Carnicus; All Sing 

- Learn the 
University’s 
history and 
traditions 

Bridge to 
Sophomore Yr.  .  

   

- Texas A&M 
orientation booklet 
- multi-phase 
orientation  

-e-portfolio 
(IUPUI; Tulane) 
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Domains: (From Learning Reconsidered) 
 
Social Context: Personal relationships 

Group memberships 
Inter-group connections 

  
Academic Context: Opportunities for reflective judgment and critical thinking 
   Constructivist classroom teaching methods 
   Interdisciplinary courses 
   Experiential learning 
   Integrative conversations with faculty in all domains 
 
Institutional Context: Opportunity/reward structure  

- leadership roles, work study positions, teaching and laboratory assistantships, off-campus connections to service and 
learning 

   Campus culture 
- Ethical codes, judicial processes, norms of behavior, annual rituals and celebrations, geographic and economic 
location 
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