Action Project 1:  Increasing Retention of First-Year, Full-time Students
Annual Update: 2008-09-12 
Reviewer’s Response
	A. Describe the past year's accomplishments and the current status of this Action Project.

	Retention is more visible as a topic to be addressed; it is “on everyone’s agenda” as we have advanced one more year. The positive relationship between student engagement and student success is a conversation across the university learning community. Engagement ability, that is, “survival skills” that students need to acquire in order to better connect to the University, and student-engagement opportunities that are provided to attract student engagement are both being addressed. 
As evidence of the increased visibility of retention, systematic outreach programs and communities of common interest that form campus organizations and clubs are planned and implemented through the auspices of the Office of Student Affairs. Activities are carefully selected based on student need and forward-thinking research - - planned and communicated well in advance through student-friendly marketing and advertisement - - and delivered to accommodate schedules and other planned events. Opportunities to serve the university and the community is the common thread of all organizations and clubs referring to the University motto: “Learn in order to serve.” Many faculty and professional staff find additional opportunities to connect with students outside of the world of academia via club and organization advisory roles. 
In addition to the systematic outreach programs and communities, the Provost’s Council continues to be a forum from which many discussions about student retention are born. Each of the governance groups, Faculty Senate, Profession Staff Congress, and Professional Staff Council along with the Student Government Association, contributes to the conversations. Of particular interest is the first-year experience. Conversations have included topics about how to make a freshman-orientation course affordable to both the student and University and what this class might entail. While the discussions have deepened to address constructing the curriculum contents and delivery model, leadership is exploring the financial impacts. External Relations team attendance at the most recent Noel-Levitz conference has inspired further thinking by sharing models of courses which have proven successful. 
Furthermore, collaboration between the Office of External Relations and the Office of Institutional Research has resulted in the purchase and conduct of the Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement for first-time freshmen. The reporting from over 200 students will help to better inform those involved with planning and establishing a beginning-student success model. The transfer of enrollment reporting from the Office of External Relations to the Office of Institutional Research has resulted in better utilizing the reporting capability of the research office and more closely monitoring persistence and retention aspect of enrollment. 
Focused retention efforts have also expanded to the Jasper Campus. In the past, the focus of this Action Project was the Vincennes Campus of Vincennes University - - primarily because the focus was on first-year, full-time students. As a result, that focus excluded the growing Jasper Campus with its unique demographics. The Jasper Campus has a higher proportion of part-time non-traditional students. While demographics may be different, retention is as important on the Jasper Campus as it is on the larger Vincennes Campus; therefore, special efforts have been initiated through External Relations and the Office of Institutional Research to include the Jasper Campus in all aspects of retention-activity development and reporting on progress. For example, the demographic picture of the first-time student was developed for the Vincennes and Jasper campuses, alike. Additionally, the CTL has provided workshops focused and held on the Jasper Campus to address full-time and adjunct faculty issues and concerns related to student retention and engagement. 
Professional Development (PD) offerings are delivered to learning communities - - a voluntary participation of those wanting to learn more about a specific topic. Job-embedded professional development, where opportunities to practice new learning abounds, is another aspect emerging from the PD offerings. Topics that impact student retention include the following: the CTL provided workshops on (1) Technology Tools for Teaching and Learning, (2) Clickers in the Classroom, (3) SMART Classroom Orientation, and (4) Classroom Assessment Strategies. Each workshop addressed issues and provided both practical experience and pedagogical advice to improve teaching and learning, thereby improving retention and engagement. 
In addition to the PD offerings that impact student retention, the Director of Curriculum (hired in the summer of 2006) has worked this past year to institutionalize the process to develop common course outlines and syllabi, thereby communicating a consistency of practices across courses. Through this process the director has stimulated thinking and initiated conversations across departments and divisions to address such topics as “gatekeeper courses.” These are courses that pose a barrier to student progress. It is hoped that a faculty-level focused study of what constitutes the “gatekeeper phenomenon” will be the first step in resolving this barrier and lead to greater student success and retention. The enrollment of high school students in the early-college experience has doubled, and other communities are interested in implementing the modeled marshaled by the Director of Curriculum. The AQIP Coordinator position is now a 40 percent released-time faculty position. Separating the coordinator position from the director will allow the Director of Curriculum to focus more attention on efforts that will impact student success and retention. 
Finally, the Board of Trustees is integrally attuned to enrollment and retention, as it drives FTE and reflects a “return-on-investment” of parent constituents. The Office of Institutional Research was immersed in the reporting for the Board retreat as the data were needed for planning. Higher Education Quality Metrics are being prepared to support the launch of a dashboard to inform and support Board direction.

Review (09-14-08): 

Since many colleges struggle with recruitment and retention issues there are many opportunities to explore and to successfully implement recruitment and retention strategies from other campuses. It appears that the university is doing a good job of assessing campus needs regarding retention by gathering data and asking for input from a broad spectrum of the campus community. The university should explore the possibility of establishing a task force with broad campus representation to assess the data gathered and develop a comprehensive plan for the campus regarding first year student retention and retention in general. The development of an assessment plan would insure a thorough review of strategies already implemented to determine their success. The university should be commended for making retention a viable and visible topic on the campus and for linking student engagement with student success. The university should also be commended for supporting the connection between students, faculty and staff a critical component in the student retention effort. The development of a mentoring program for first year students where mentors could be peers and/or faculty and staff would help support student retention. The Provost's Council forums are a campus effort that will insure the collection of necessary data to assess the success and/or the need for change of the various components of the university's retention efforts. Including the Jasper campus is a very positive step. The university is headed in the right direction by acknowledging their special population of non-traditional students and Their differing needs. Program development for adjunct and full-time faculty regarding student retention and engagement are positive implementation strategies to support the retention effort and should include staff. Freshman orientation course being considered by the university should be developed and implemented as soon as possible. Another option the university might consider in support of its retention efforts is a connect session for new students and parents where the students and parents are brought on campus for either a day or overnight and given an in depth orientation of campus services available to new students. Another critical component to the success of the university's retention efforts would be a thorough review in the area of advising. The university is doing many things well and a key component needed for success of this action plan is the need to coordinate the many diverse implementation strategies necessary for the success of this action plan. AQIP categories relating to Helping Students, Building Collaborative Relationships are imbedded in this Action Plan, as are the principles of a focused institution with a highly involved campus community. 


	B. Describe how the institution involved people in work on this Action Project.

	The progress reported to date could not have been accomplished without the commitment of the Vincennes University community - - faculty, students, administrators, professional staff, and support staff. The commitment has been to collaboration - - increased collaboration within and across departments and divisions. In addition, advocacy for and promotion of the Jasper Campus of Vincennes University have created a greater presence of this vital and demographically unique campus.

Review (09-14-08): 

The college has definitely involved the campus community in this Action Plan which should assure continued success. One of the outstanding features of this Action Plan is the attention being paid to the Jasper campus. This plan will also allow the university to take advantage of the unique characteristics of the branch campus. This Action Plan shows an institution focused on students in a collaborative community process, hallmarks of a high performing institution. AQIP categories related to Helping Students, Valuing People and Building Collaborative Relationships are present in this Action Plan.


	C. Describe your planned next steps for this Action Project.

	The freshman-orientation course presented at A., above should be implemented. Also, processes to monitor student behavior and manage student data need to be designed and set in place in order to measure success for students involved in this freshman-orientation course. 
Furthermore, as the work of the Director of Curriculum and Director of the Center for Teaching and Learning continues to inspire reflection on practice and the desire to improve on practice, work-embedded professional development needs to continue within and across departments and divisions of the University. Efforts continue to provide outreach from the CTL to address professional development need of all faculty, including adjunct faculty.

Review (09-14-08): 

The freshman orientation course presented in this Action Plan is vital to the future success of this plan and be implemented. This implementation should occur on both campuses allowing the university to take into account the unique qualities of the student populations on both campuses. The development of an assessment process is also a vital component of the Action Plan's success. It might be more beneficial for the institution to look at acquiring data collection surveys (processes) already used in higher education instead of designing their own. The AQIP principles of information gathering and learning from the information acquired are embedded in this Action Plan. AQIP categories relating to Planning for Continuous Improvement and Measuring Effectiveness should be some of the effective outcomes for the institution.


	D. Describe any "effective practice(s)" that resulted from your work on this Action Project.

	Collaboration across departments and divisions has increased primarily through the work of the Director of Curriculum, the Curriculum and Academic Affairs Committee, and the Provost’s Council. Collaboration to address issues has deepened the commitment and made the work more informed and, as a result, more efficient. 
A special project, TAPS (Tracking of Attendance and Performance of Students), a continuous monitoring system to identify students who need special intervention to address attendance and/or behavioral problems, was implemented in fall 2008. This system was interpreted and designed to closely match the reported needs of faculty and professional staff for early intervention. As intervention services are delivered to at-risk students, the potential for drop-out/stop-out should decline, and the potential for retention should improve. TAPS is the result of collaboration between faculty, professional staff, and Management Information Center expertise. 
Additionally, Rapid Insight: Analytics software was purchased for the Office of Institutional Research by the Office of External Affairs to conduct prediction studies. The core function being the simplification of regression analyses has given thought to refining the prediction of successful (a) applicant-to-enrollment, (b) enrollment-to-graduation, (c) enrollment-to-transfer, and (d) enrollment-to-graduation-to-job placement. (From a humorous perspective, these have been coined the “cradle to grave” studies.) This thinking needs to be put into action.

Review (09-14-08): 

The university should be commended for its ability to implement many of the effective practices that have resulted from the implementation of this Action Plan. The effective practice of early intervention with students experiencing difficulties should make the student advising process much more successful. A strong Institutional Research Office that is able to analyze data collected by the university and prepare that data in a manner that supports the university’s planning process is a necessity to the success of the Action Plan. The effective practices described in the annual review if fully implemented will help make the institution be highly successful. These effective practices show an institution according to AQIP principles that is Focused, with Strong Leadership and has Integrity. AQIP categories 5. Leading and Communicating and 7. Measuring Effectiveness appears to be inherent in the Plan. 


	E. What challenges, if any, are you still facing in regards to this Action Project?

	Challenges in regards to this Action Project include the gathering of some data. 
While the Banner implementation at Vincennes University did not include the Office of Institutional Research in the training activities, progress to explore and experiment in how the system works have been successful. Although very time consuming, the forensic processes to self-teach have been aided by key contacts in the Management Information Center who verify or confirm view, table, or form information. This path used to assure accurate retention management information continues to be a challenge - - but one that is ameliorative. Successful retention of students also includes students who are successful in transferring from VU, a predominantly two-year institution, to four-year universities. While this information (i.e., VU student transfer to other Indiana four-year universities) was forthcoming from the Indiana Commission on Higher Education up through the 2005-06 academic year, this information is no longer forthcoming. Without this information, VU’s capacity to interpret the contribution it makes to the four-year institution transfer market is no longer available. In 2005-06, this contribution was 43% of all transfer hours to four-year Indiana public universities. 
To address this concern, VU has purchased membership in the Student Tracker of the National Student Clearinghouse. While this information (a) is limited to only member universities - - for example, it does not report student transfers to Purdue University because Purdue is not a member of the Student Tracker and (b) does not provide feedback regarding the number of credit hours successfully transferred - - it does report the receiving institution. Therefore, VU does know, for example, a student enrolled at VU during the 2005-06 and 2006-07 school years is now enrolled at the Mayo Clinic Medical School. This is valuable information, some of which is being lost without the continued support of the Indiana Commission on Higher Education.

Review (09-14-08): 

Expanding the functions of the Institutional Office and purchasing the necessary software to allow the office to meet the needs of the institution as stated in the section on effective practices will help the university overcome the shortcomings in the implementation of the Banner System and the lack of transfer data now being provided by Indiana Commission on Higher Education. In the interest of time and the most efficient use of human capital the university might consider hiring a consultant to overcome some of the challenges that it is still facing in the successful implementation of this Action Plan. AQIP principles relating to information gathering, people apply to the challenges still facing the university in the Action Plan implementation. AQIP category 6. Supporting Institutional Operations definitely applies here.


	F. If you would like to discuss the possibility of AQIP providing you help to stimulate progress on this action project, explain your need(s) here and tell us who to contact and when?

	Review (09-14-08): 

The institution is making reasonable progress toward the completion of the project and development of an institution-wide continuous quality improvement culture. Reviewer 9787.


