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Welcome to SEM Prep, a collection of articles from Stra-
tegic Enrollment Management Quarterly (SEMQ) curated 
for participants in AACRAO’s Annual SEM Conference. 
Each year, content especially relevant to prevailing SEM 
practices is selected.

In this edition, I’ve chosen articles from Volume 5 
and Volume 6 having a focus on recruitment, retention 
and research (data). These are known as the “Three R’s” 
of SEM. They establish a base from which you can con-
sider the core elements of SEM. Beyond the core, leader-
ship is vitally important to practice. How we lead our 
institutions and our teams to consider, plan, implement, 
and measure SEM is every bit as important as the plan-
ning itself. This year, we feature the voices of women 
SEM leaders in SEMQ, including that of Susan Gottheil, 
one of the people I admire and learn from. She has been 
a leader in our field for decades, and her perspective on 
leadership has been forged from both great challenges 
and tremendous success.

While Susan’s leadership vision spans all institutional 
types and countries, we know that SEM is practiced in 

special ways within our profession. You will find articles 
that address SEM in the community college, graduate 
and international settings. As our profession has ex-
panded beyond its undergraduate, four-year roots, the 
nuances of these practices have become more evident.

This special edition is dedicated to the memory of 
Melvin “Mel” Tyler, who passed away recently. Mel was 
one of the original Editorial Board members of SEMQ 
and one of the great leaders in our field. His legacy of 
accomplishment at UMKC transformed student affairs, 
enrollment, and student success there. Mel was a great 
colleague and will be sorely missed.

I look forward to seeing you at the SEM Conference 
in Washington, D.C., in November.

Enjoy and safe travels,

Tom Green, Ph.D.
Editor-in-Chief

Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly
Advancing Research in Enrollment and Student Success

Special Edition
SEM Prep, October 2018
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      In an era of automated degree audit software, high-tech 
recruitment tools, data analytics, and limited resources, 
staff  in Enrollment Management and student aff airs 
and services areas may be asked how their work sup-
ports student success. Some may assert Enrollment 
Management and student support has gone digital and 
the ship can be set on autopilot. Yet if one thinks about 
success in terms of possessing the skills to navigate 
life ’ s unknown waters, then Enrollment Management 
and student aff airs and services staff  members play 
instrumental roles—sometimes as the rudder and 
other times with paddle in hand—helping students 
sail. Th ere are days when students peer over the edge 
of their boat and see nothing but murky water below. 
From administering an emergency loan to talking 
through a roommate confl ict, to teaching test-taking 
strategies, it is often the commitment of the college 
“crew” who prevent students’ boats from capsizing. 
Th e committed actions of Enrollment Management 
and student aff airs staff  assist students to keep their 
sights set on the horizon and the blue skies of their 
future. In addition to helping steer individual stu-
dents’ boats, Enrollment Management and student 
affairs staff are well positioned to captain institu-
tional ships to the destined shore of student retention 

(Mayhew, Rockenbach, Bowman, Seifert, & Wolniak, 
  2016  ; Pollock,   2013  ). 

 In its earliest form, strategic Enrollment Management 
(SEM) focused on recruiting students, but soon 
included a focus on student success, defi ned in terms 
of retention and graduation. Several researchers have 
noted that developing eff ective student services as well 
as establishing strong lines of communications across 
departments are key components of SEM (Bontrager, 
  2004  ; Smith & Gottheil,   2009  ). Gottheil (  2015  ) argues 
that, based on her experiences, what has been the most 
critical factor to successfully incorporating SEM into 
campuses has been “using SEM as a tool to enhance 
communication, collaboration, and partnerships” 
(para. 3). Henderson (  2014  ) argued that all aspects 
of a university ought to support students’ academic 
success and that all-encompassing division-level col-
laborative approaches to SEM promote institutional 
ability to support student success from the prospective 
student stage through to becoming alumni. However, 
past research (see Seifert, Arnold, Burrow, & Brown, 
  2011  ; Seifert & Burrow,   2013  ) found that focus group 
participants from across Enrollment Management and 
student aff airs and services diff er in how they perceive 
their unit ’ s contributions to student success and the 
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institution ’ s retention eff orts. Given the enormous var-
iation in the day-to-day work of these staff  members, 
this seemed highly plausible. Th is is despite the impor-
tance of a whole-campus approach to SEM (AASCU, 
2005, cited in Lingrell,   2014  ; Gottheil,   2015  ; Hen-
derson,   2014  ), in which the campus culture pro-
motes staff  members’ consistent understanding of and 
commitment to realizing SEM priorities irrespective 
of employment area. In light of this importance, the 
current study explores how staff  members’ perceptions 
of their immediate work unit ’ s retention eff orts vary 
by area of employment. As one thinks about how staff  
members assist students in navigating uncharted waters 
as well as steering the institutional ship to improved 
retention on a nearby shore, it is important to under-
stand whether our Enrollment Management and SAS 
crew are in sync with one another.  

  Literature Review 
 Th e culture of postsecondary institutions is distinct, as 
they are operated by persons from “widely divergent 
educational, cultural, and socioeconomic backgrounds” 
(Schultheis,   2014  , p. 1). Further, it is important to 
note that Enrollment Management and student aff airs 
and services units, a microcosm of institutions, are 
staffed by those with varying education levels and 
disciplinary affi  liation, race, ethnicity, sex, socioeco-
nomic status, and geographic origin (Schultheis,   2014  ; 
Strange, Hardy Cox, & Seifert,   2011  ). Th ese diff er-
ing backgrounds combined with diff ering duties cre-
ate challenges when motivating staff  and recognizing 
responsibilities in relation to SEM and institutional 
goals, as well as acknowledging the expertise in, relating 
to, and collaborating with other units (Schultheis, 
  2014  ). Student success and retention efforts are an 
example of where these diff erences may be experienced 
and impact service provision. 

 Prior research has suggested that student aff airs and 
services staff  diff er in terms of how they perceive their 
unit ’ s eff orts to support student retention when com-
pared across division organizational structures and insti-
tutional types (Seifert et al.,   2011  ; Seifert & Burrow, 
  2013  ). Th e present study extends our understanding 
by examining how these perceptions may differ by 
immediate work unit, with a particular examination 
on diff erences between Enrollment Management staff  

and those who work in other units within a student 
aff airs and services division. 

  STUDENT FOCUSED VERSUS 

INSTITUTION FOCUSED 

 In a previous study that examined student aff airs and 
services staff  members’ perspectives of their institutions’ 
organizational structure in promoting or hindering 
their ability to support student success, Seifert et al. 
(  2011  ) found that staff  depicted their institutions with 
two forms of imagery. Some described their institutions 
using spider web–like imagery, where supporting stu-
dent success was perceived to be a shared responsibility 
of faculty and staff , where senior leaders were described 
as encouraging collaboration between units, and where 
staff  understood the mission and vision of the division 
and how these supported the corresponding mission 
and vision of the institution. Others described their 
institutions using silo-like imagery, where staff  tended 
to work in individual units and there was less of a 
shared commitment toward supporting student suc-
cess, where the senior leaders managed areas within 
their portfolio as discrete units, and where staff  were 
less clear regarding the mission and vision of the divi-
sion and how these supported the broader mission and 
vision of the institution. Th is distinction between spi-
der-webbed or open systems and siloed organizational 
structures is not unknown in SEM literature. Bolyard 
(2013) describes a siloed approach: “In a decentralized 
graduate school environment, strategic Enrollment 
Management plans are often established in silos (if at 
all) and few resources exist to support individual grad-
uate programs in their quests to execute on their plans” 
(para. 1). Romano and Connell (  2014  ) cited Helgeson ’ s 
“web of inclusion” as the alternative to the hierarchical 
structures that are often eff ective for task maintenance 
but rarely result in an open systems environment in 
which information is shared and decisions are made 
collectively (Hossler & Kalsbeek,   2013  ). 

 Romano and Connell (  2014  ) also describe two orga-
nizational models for supporting student success. On 
one hand, there is a model where the existing struc-
ture of the specifi c unit drives that unit ’ s function. In 
this case, when an institution attempts to introduce 
new principles related to SEM, the structure remains 
intact and SEM committees try to match the existing 
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structure to SEM goals. On the other hand, a student 
success model is based on institutional strategy, which 
drives the structure of the unit. With this approach, 
students are at the center and there is an emergent web-
based model, rather than silos. 

 Seifert et al. (  2011  ) suggest that these findings 
represent two possible approaches to organizational 
structure: student focused and institution focused. 
 Student-focused organizational structures were 
designed with students’ needs at the forefront, whereas 
institution-focused structures were primarily structured 
according to what made the most sense for institutions’ 
business practices. An interesting fi nding of the study 
was that it was as possible to have a student-focused 
approach in a more decentralized student aff airs and 
services organizational structure, with functional 
units (like career services and advising, to name two) 
duplicated across academic units and reporting to an 
academic dean, as it was to have an institution-focused 
approach within a centralized SAS organizational struc-
ture reporting to a single senior administrative leader. 
Th is suggests the importance of institutional leaders to 
model student success as everyone ’ s responsibility (Got-
theil,   2015  ; Hossler & Kalsbeek,   2013  ; Lingrell,   2014  ; 
Schultheis,   2014  ).  

  TRANSACTIONAL VERSUS 

TRANSFORMATIONAL/SERVICE 

PROVIDERS VERSUS EDUCATORS 

 Research has demonstrated that tensions may exist 
between Enrollment Management and student aff airs 
and services staff , whose work has more transactional 
compared to transformational outcomes for students. 
Transactional outcomes are those that are administrative 
and operational in nature (Seifert et al.,   2011  ) and 
tend to be assessed in terms of customer satisfaction, 
professional standards, and effi  ciency (Keeling,   2008  ). 
One example of a transactional outcome is a student 
retrieving a course add/drop form from the registrar 
and then submitting it for processing. Transformational 
outcomes are those in which students learn about them-
selves and/or others through meaningful engagement 
(Seifert et al.,   2011  ). For example, a student enrolls 
in a leadership initiative and learns skills that she will 
bring forward in her life and career. Schultheis (  2015  ) 
elaborates on the discussion above by stating that 

when it comes to SEM specifi cally, admission offi  ces 
are typically seen as responsible for enrolling classes, 
the transaction of “bringing in the class,” but not nec-
essarily engaged in the transformation of educating 
the prospect to graduate. While there may be tensions 
with regard to the purview of administration and staff , 
Schultheis states that “only when strategies become 
institutionalized does the campus community have a 
hand in student success; no department that stands 
alone will contribute the same positive impact upon 
students as a concerted and deliberate team approach” 
(p. 2). Student success and retention eff orts are the 
work of everyone a student touches on our campuses. 

 These discussed tensions may derive unwittingly 
from the names of our units. Enrollment Management 
brings with it connotations of eff ectively and effi  ciently 
providing oversight to the institution ’ s enrollment 
functions. Student aff airs and services contain a level of 
tension that is transformational and transactional even 
within its phrasing. As Keeling (  2008  ) noted, “‘student 
aff airs’ often implies a developmental approach that is 
not primarily oriented toward consumer values” where 
‘student services,’ on the other hand, generally suggests 
exactly that—consumer services provided to students” 
(p. 15). Postsecondary education institutions are com-
plex, and there is work in Enrollment Management 
and student aff airs and services that needs to operate 
in a transactional, business-like manner. Services such 
as “fi nancial aid, building management, food services, 
and the like require business skills and are typically 
found in the same division as those who are charged 
with promoting student co-curricular learning and 
development” (Davis,   2011  , p. 90). 

 Blimling (  2001  ) described four approaches to stu-
dent affairs and services: student administration, 
student services, student development, and student 
learning. A student administration approach places a 
strong focus on policies and procedures, leadership, 
and the distribution of resources. A student services 
approach emphasizes effi  ciency and student satisfac-
tion. A student development approach focuses on the 
psychosocial development of students and out-of-class-
room learning opportunities, and a student learning 
approach emphasizes student aff airs and services staff  
as partners in creating seamless learning environments. 
A tremendous amount has been written about where 
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to place Enrollment Management within the organiza-
tion ’ s structure: student aff airs, academic aff airs, or a 
stand-alone unit (Hossler & Bontrager,   2014  ; Hossler 
& Kalsbeek,   2013  ; Snowden,   2016  ). Tension and mis-
understanding can stem from these units’ diff erent aims 
and approaches (Henderson,   2014  ), yet it is pertinent 
to remember that these services function within insti-
tutions where students and learning are central (Davis, 
  2011  ). Leigh (  2014  ) asks a pointed question: How 
much is customer service like teaching? Asserting staff  
training is needed so that the transactional never gets 
in the way of the learning. 

 Seifert and colleagues (  2011  ) found SAS staff  mem-
bers perceived their peers with transformational posi-
tions to have a more student-focused approach to their 
work, whereas those with transactional positions were 
perceived to focus more on upholding institutional 
rules/protocol. Participants commented that at times 
strict adherence to protocol may not have been what 
best supported students (Seifert et al.,   2011  ). Turning 
to diff erences by institutional type, Seifert and Bur-
row (  2013  ) found that SAS staff  at community col-
leges compared to universities differed in how they 
perceived their unit ’ s contributions to institutional 
retention eff orts. In general, SAS divisions in the col-
leges were more focused on collaborations aimed at 
providing a high quality of service in support of stu-
dent success, whereas university SAS divisions were 
more focused on creating opportunities for out-of-
classroom learning alongside the provision of quality 
services. Th is diff erence may be a result of how SAS 
staff  members viewed students—as customers or co-
constructors. Community college SAS staff  tended to 
describe students as benefi ciaries and/or recipients of 
services, whereas university SAS staff  described students 
with a service mind-set combined with a perspective 
that students ought to be engaged as co-constructors 
of learning environments. 

 While Seifert and Burrow (  2013  ) identified that 
perceptions of units’ contributions to institutional 
retention eff orts varied by institutional type, one may 
question whether there are any signifi cant diff erences 
in perspectives among participants when compared 
across work units. Additional research is needed in 
order to better understand how units that adopt a stu-
dent administration or student services business model 

compare to units that adopt a student development 
or student learning model in terms staff  perceptions 
of their ability to support student success. Given 
that Enrollment Management and student affairs 
and services range in their emphasis on service and 
developmental goals as well as transformational and 
transactional outcomes in their day-to-day work, the 
current study explores how staff  members’ perceptions 
of immediate work unit ’ s retention eff orts vary by the 
area in which they are employed.   

  Methods 
 Using a Canadian multi-institutional sample consisting 
of 7 colleges and 17 universities, this study examines 
Enrollment Management and SAS staff  members’ per-
ceptions of their unit ’ s undergraduate student retention 
eff orts. Data collection took place during the winter 
semesters of 2014 and 2015, and respondents con-
sisted of staff  members whose unit either reported to 
the senior student aff airs and services offi  cer or whose 
work in an academic unit was directly connected to 
institutional student success eff orts. Depending on the 
institution, e-mail invitations were sent directly by the 
research team or an institutional liaison to the sample. 
Response rates varied by institution, with a range of 
18% to 75% and an overall average response rate of 
45%. This analysis is part of the larger Supporting 
Student Success research project funded by generous 
grants from the Higher Education Quality Council of 
Ontario, the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council, the Ontario Ministry of Research and Inno-
vation, the Association of Registrars of the Univer-
sities and Colleges of Canada, and the Connaught New 
Researcher program at the University of Toronto. 

 Th e present analysis examines the degree to which 
staff members’ perceptions of retention efforts dif-
fered by area of employment. From a list of 33 work 
units or functional areas common within Enrollment 
Management and student aff airs and services, respon-
dents indicated their primary unit of employment. 
Th ese employment units were then categorized into 
the following: (a) Enrollment Management (included 
admissions and recruitment [ n  = 149], assessment 
and evaluation [ n  = 27], communications and media 
[ n  = 26], fi nancial aid/awards [ n  = 51], fi nancial services/
bursary [ n  = 51], and registrarial services [ n  = 154]); 
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(b) Academic Support (included academic advising, 
accessibility/disability services, learning support ser-
vices, library, technology including portal development 
and maintenance); (c) Health and Wellness (included 
counseling and psychological services, health ser-
vices, wellness programs and services); (d) Campus 
Life (included athletics and recreation, housing and 
residence life, leadership development programs, ori-
entation/transition and fi rst-year experience programs, 
service-learning and civic/community engagement, stu-
dent government/organization advising, student con-
duct/judicial aff airs, town/gown relations); (e) Diverse 
Communities (included fi rst-generation student ser-
vices, aboriginal student services, equity program, 
international student services, graduate student ser-
vices, religious and spiritual services); (f ) Professional 
Development (included, for example, career services, 
co-op, internship or other work-integrated learning); 
(g) Senior Student Affairs and Services Office; and 
(h) Other. The categorization of the Enrollment 
Management area was informed by the SEM functions 
outlined by Hossler and Bontrager (  2014  ); the other 
categorizations were informed by Seifert et al. (2014). 
The distribution of the sample by each category is 
provided in Table   1  . 

      Staff members’ perceptions of their employment 
unit ’ s retention efforts were measured through five 
composite scales. Th e composite scales are described 
in Table   2  . Each composite is the average of three or 
more survey items in which respondents indicated 
the degree to which they strongly agree (scored 5) to 
strongly disagree (scored 1) with a declarative state-
ment. Respondents who indicated the statement was 
“not their work unit ’ s role” or they “didn ’ t know” did 
not yield a score for the composite measure. Th e survey 
items were developed from previous phases of the Sup-
porting Student Success project (Seifert et al.,   2011  ) as 
well as adapted from items used in the Parsing the First 
Year of College project undertaken by Patrick Teren-
zini and Robert Reason. Survey items comprising each 
composite are presented in the appendix. 

      One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used 
to examine the extent to which staff  members’ percep-
tions of retention eff orts diff ered by their employment 
unit. A Bonferroni adjustment accounted for family-
wise error in the post hoc tests (Field, Miles, & Field, 

2013) with a signifi cance level of  p  < .05. In an eff ort 
to maximize the data from this sample of Canadian 
Enrollment Management and student aff airs and ser-
vices staff , all respondents who generated a composite 
score were included in the analyses.  

  Results 
 Returning to  the  metaphor  of  Enrol lment 
Management and student affairs staff members as 
“crew” for individual student’ boats as well as post-
secondary institution ’ s larger ships directed to the 
retention shore, several key diff erences between cat-
egorized work units were found. Mean score diff er-
ences for the composite measures by employment units 
are presented in Table   3  . Despite calls for Enrollment 
Management staff  to have a holistic view of student 
enrollment from matriculation to graduation (Bon-
trager & Hossler, 2014; Gottheil,   2015  ; Henderson, 
  2014  ), staff  members in other student aff airs and ser-
vices’ units tended to have more positive perceptions 
of their employment unit ’ s retention eff orts than staff  
members in Enrollment Management. Specifically, 
staff  members in Campus Life had signifi cantly more 
positive perceptions of their unit ’ s foundation for stu-
dent success as well as for the unit ’ s planned approach 
for student success. Staff  in Academic Support and 

 Table 1.   Sample Distribution by Employment Unit 
Categorization 

 Categorized 
Employment 
Units 

 Number of 
Respondents 

 Percentage of 
Sample     

Enrollment 

Management

458 26.13  

Academic Support 415 23.67  

Health and Wellness 131 7.47  

Campus Life 291 16.60  

Diverse 

Communities

147 8.39  

Professional 

Development

178 10.15  

Senior Student 

Affairs and Services 

Offi ce

105 5.99  

Other 28 1.60  

Total 1,753 100.00
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 Table 2.   Description of Composite Measures 

 Name  Description 
 Cronbach ’ s 
Alpha     

Perceptions of unit ’ s foundation for 

student success

Measures respondents’ perceptions of their unit ’ s ability to convey to students 

that they can succeed at the institution, that they belong at the institution, 

as well as the unit ’ s ability to facilitate students’ involvement in academic and 

co-curricular activities

.88  

Perceptions of unit ’ s planned 

approach for student success

Measures respondents’ perceptions of their unit ’ s goals and objectives to 

helping students succeed

.89  

Unit leadership in promoting and 

supporting student success

Measures respondents’ perceptions of their unit ’ s leadership and resources in 

promoting and supporting student retention objectives

.73  

Student affairs and services 

administrators’ encouragement to 

partner

Measures respondents’ perception of the degree to which they have been 

encouraged by others at the institution to partner with cross-campus units to 

support student success.

.82  

Cross-division referral, 

communication, and collaboration

Measures frequency and respondents’ perceptions of cross-campus referral, 

communication, and collaboration to support student success.

.68

Professional Development also more positively per-
ceived their unit ’ s planned approach for student suc-
cess and felt more encouraged to partner with units 
across campus to support student success than their 
colleagues in Enrollment Management. Similarly, 
staff  working in units that support Diverse Commu-
nities indicated more encouragement to partner across 
campus as well as having more positive perceptions 
of their unit ’ s foundation for student success than 
those in Enrollment Management. Finally, Academic 
Support staff  indicated more positive perceptions of 
cross-division referral, communication, and collabora-
tion than their colleagues in Enrollment Management. 

      Th ere were a few other diff erences in perceptions 
by the units in which staff were employed. Staff in 
Campus Life, Diverse Communities, and the Senior 
Student Aff airs and Services Offi  ce had more positive 
perceptions of unit leadership promoting and support-
ing student success than their colleagues in Academic 
Support. However, Academic Support staff  had more 
positive perceptions of cross-division referral, commu-
nication, and collaboration than their peers in Campus 
Life.  

  Discussion and Implications 
 The dif ferences found between Enrol lment 
Management and student affairs and services staff 
members’ perceptions of their units’ contribution 
to institutional retention eff orts raised an important 

question: If the goal is for the crew to paddle in sync, 
what would be the desired perception of staff  members’ 
with respect to unit ’ s eff orts to support student success? 
Taking into account the similarities and diff erences 
in the nature of day-to-day work across employment 
units, the balance of communication and referral to 
academic faculties and other stakeholder groups may 
diff er dramatically between Enrollment Management 
and student aff airs and services areas. Th ose working 
in some areas (such as Diverse Communities and 
Professional Development) may be strongly encour-
aged to create programmatic partnerships with a focus 
on transformational outcomes, whereas those working 
in Enrollment Management may be encouraged to 
focus on realizing transactional outcomes through the 
highest-quality and most timely communication with 
partners so that accurate information is conveyed to 
students. Irrespective of what one may deem as the 
optimal perception staff  members hold with respect to 
the employment unit ’ s retention eff orts, our fi ndings 
showed some marked diff erences. 

 Enrollment Management staff  reported less positive 
perceptions of cross-divisional referral, communi-
cation, and collaboration, as well as encouragement 
to partner, than staff in other areas. These findings 
may refl ect diff erent access to opportunities for such 
engagement between Enrollment Management and 
student aff airs and services areas. For example, staff  in 
Enrollment Management may describe their roles as 
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primarily front facing (like meeting with students at 
college fairs), and/or fairly routinized and highly reg-
ulated (like processing fi nancial aid applications and 
disbursing awards) in comparison to staff  working in 
Campus Life, Diverse Communities, and Professional 
Development, who may describe their roles in terms 
of programmatic development and intervention. 
Using the example of Enrollment Management, some 
staff might not be able or particularly encouraged 
to leave their areas for the time necessary to partici-
pate in department-wide or divisional meetings and 
events where transformational and transactional goals 
and issues are brought forward and discussed. With 
these distinctions in the nature of the work, there is 
an opportunity for supervisors to help staff  name and 
claim their unit ’ s contribution to realizing department 
and institution-wide goals. Schultheis (  2014  ) com-
ments on the importance of directors’ use of a distrib-
uted leadership style such that staff  members recognize 
their agency and how their work supports the collective 
institutional eff ort. In employment areas where staff  
members’ ability to participate in department planning 
and collaboration is perceived to be limited, supervi-
sors’ ability to fi nd alternative ways to engage staff  so 
that they feel both informed and involved in reaching 
department goals represents an important point for 
further refl ection. 

 Lingrell (  2014  ) asserts a powerful paradox in 
developing one ’ s staff . Enrollment leaders must fi rst 
develop themselves so that they are able to “See the 
future; Engage and develop others; Reinvent contin-
uously, Value results and relationships; and Embody 
the values” (Blancard & Miller, 2009 as cited in Lin-
grell,   2014  , p. 98). As Henderson (  2014  ) so eloquently 
stated about leadership and realizing the institution ’ s 
vision, “Visionaries must understand that their vision 
will provide a map, even a structure, but its reality will 
be defi ned by others who do the heavy lifting of imple-
mentation” (para. 9). 

 On a related note, staff  members diff ered in their 
perceptions that their unit had a strong foundation 
and a planned approach for student success. Again, 
Enrollment Management staff, some whose work 
provides either front-facing service to students and/
or follows routinized and regulated patterns, appear 
less positive in their perception that their unit pro-

motes students’ sense of belonging, engagement, and 
other success-related outcomes. Th is may be a result 
of job descriptions in which promoting students’ sense 
of belonging, engagement, and overall success are 
not articulated. One way of mitigating this percep-
tion might be revising language when developing job 
descriptions and responsibilities. Romano and Con-
nell (  2014  ) recognized the importance of job descrip-
tions and job titles when they sought to improve SEM 
strategy at their institution and realized that “organi-
zational charts and job titles are outward expressions 
of institutional priorities and strategies” (para. 12). As 
the organizational structure of a Center for Academic 
Advisement and First-Year Experience was restructured 
at their institution, renaming the “offi  ce and job title 
signaled to the campus and the current staff  a change 
in mission and focus for the unit” (Romano & Con-
nell,   2014  , para. 13). Because those working in this 
department were involved in this process, there was 
a new understanding of the role that this department 
played in the institutional priorities concerning SEM. 
Th is, too, can apply to specifi c job descriptions of those 
working in diff erent units, thereby reinforcing the role 
that each position plays in the context of institutional 
SEM priorities. 

 Off ering complementary professional development 
opportunities may also be an eff ective way to mitigate 
diff ering perceptions concerning their unit ’ s foundation 
and a planned approach for student success. Leigh 
(  2014  ) states: “Frontline staff  are running on instinct 
when SEM principles could help them partner as 
Enrollment Management professionals on institutional 
goals of student success” (para. 3). For this reason, insti-
tutions should consider how they are informing and 
training employees to understand the institutional SEM 
priorities and what they can do in their position to 
support these goals. Incorporating discussion of SEM 
into staff  training and developing a certifi cation pro-
cess for staff  would therefore be benefi cial for both the 
employees and the institution (Leigh,   2014  ). 

 Th is is all to say that it is diffi  cult for the crew of any 
boat to paddle in sync with others if the destination is 
not known. By reviewing job descriptions and titles as 
well as considering professional development opportu-
nities, institutions can reconsider how staff  members 
understand SEM and are encouraged to promote stu-
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dent success, and in turn, a whole-campus approach to 
working toward SEM priorities can be actualized. Th e 
messages that the institution wants to send to students 
needs to be clearly understood by staff  so that they can 
promote this message within the context of their roles. 
Leigh (  2014  ) emphasizes the importance of the insti-
tutional branding being widely disseminated: “Filtering 
down from the leadership through the managers to the 
frontline staff  that everything they do with students 
in every offi  ce is somehow connected to enrollment, 
to student learning, and therefore, to student success” 
(para. 1). 

 Including students’ stories as part of department 
narratives is also likely to positively influence staff 
members’ perceived opportunities to support student 
success. Gottheil (  2015  ) and Leigh (  2014  ) note the 
importance of each stakeholder, including students, in 
the role of SEM. “It is the development of those rela-
tionships and connections—between academic and 
administrative units, between students and administra-
tors, between enrollment and service units—that leads 
to successfully establishing and achieving enrollment 
goals” (Gottheil,   2015  , para. 4).  

  In Closing 
 When observing how the crew paddles the institu-
tional boat toward the destination of increased student 
retention and completion, the nature of staff  members’ 
day-to-day work must be considered. Th e balance of 
communication and referrals may be a function of what 
is valued and possible across Enrollment Management 
and SAS areas. For example, partnerships and collab-
oration are concepts that may have diff erent defi ni-
tions and measurements from one area to the next. In 
addition, the nature and demands of one ’ s work may 
impact an individual ’ s ability to leave their area for 
suffi  cient periods of time to participate in department 
and community meetings/events. It may also impact 
staff members’ perceived degree of opportunity to 
support student success. Th us, it is crucial for leaders 
and supervisors at all levels to fi nd ways of engaging 
staff  so that they feel informed and active on campus. 
Th e resolution of tensions between staff  whose work 
is more aligned with transformational outcomes and 
those whose work aligns most closely with transactional 
outcomes likely lies in developing a both/and approach, 

where staff  recognize their roles as educators  and  service 
providers (Keeling,   2008  ; Seifert et al.,   2011  ).  

  References 

    Blimling ,  G.   ( 2001 ).  Uniting scholarship and communities of 
practice in student aff airs .  Journal of College Student Development , 
 42 ( 4 ),  381 – 396 .  

    Bolyard ,  W. L.   ( 2013 ).  Create a Culture of Performance in a 
Decentralized Graduate School Environment .  Strategic Enrollment 
Management Quarterly ,  1 ( 2 ),  102 – 107 .  

    Bontrager ,  B.   ( 2004 ).  Strategic Enrollment Management: Core 
strategies and best practices .  College and University ,  79 ( 4 ),  9 – 15 .  

    Davis ,  T.   ( 2011 ).  In this age of consumerism, what are the impli-
cations of giving students what they want? Have it your way U . In 
  P. M.   Magolda   and   M. B.   Baxter Magolda   (Eds.),  Contested issues 
in student aff airs: Diverse perspectives and respectful dialogue  (pp. 
 85 – 96 ) .   Sterling, VA :  Stylus .  

    Gottheil ,  S.   ( 2015 ).  Walking the walk together: Implementing 
SEM to enhance the student experience .  Strategic Enrollment 
Management Quarterly ,  2 ( 4 ),  250 – 258 . doi:  10.1002/sem3.
20052   

    Henderson ,  S. E.   ( 2014 ).  SEM leadership: Inspiration and perspi-
ration .  Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly ,  2 ( 1 ),  3 – 11 . doi: 
 10.1002/sem3.20030   

    Hossler ,  D.  , &   Bontrager ,  B.   ( 2014 ).  Handbook of strategic 
enrollment management .  San Francisco, CA :  Jossey-Bass .  

    Hossler ,  D.  , &   Kalsbeek ,  D.   ( 2013 ).  Enrollment management 
and managing enrollments: Revisiting the context for institutional 
strategy .  Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly  ,   1 ( 1 ),  5 – 25 . 
doi:  10.1002/sem3.20002   

    Keeling ,  R. P.   ( 2008 ).  Educator, service providers, or both?   Com-
muniqué  ,   8 ( 2 ),  15 – 16 .  

    Leigh ,  S.   ( 2014 ).  Student service and SEM: Training as the tool to 
sharpen your competitive edge .  Strategic Enrollment Management 
Quarterly ,  2 ( 3 ),  177 – 190 . doi:  10.1002/sem3.20046   

    Lingrell ,  S.   ( 2014 ).  Enrollment “management” isn ’ t good enough 
anymore! Enrollment leadership for a campus transformation . 
 Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly  ,   1 ( 4 ),  242 – 250 . doi: 
 10.1002/sem3.20026   

    Mayhew ,  M. J.  ,   Rockenbach ,  A. N.  ,   Bowman ,  N. A.  ,   Seifert ,  T. A.  , 
&   Wolniak ,  G. C.  , with   Pascarella ,  E. T.  , &   Terenzini ,  P. Y.   ( 2016 ). 
 How college aff ects students (Vol. 3): 21st century evidence that higher 
education works .  San Francisco, CA :  Jossey-Bass .  

    Pollock ,  K.   ( 2013 ).  Our changing and challenging role on the road 
to student success .  Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly  ,   1 ( 2 ), 
 80 – 89 . doi:  10.1002/sem3.20010   



STRATEGIC ENROLLMENT MANAGEMENT QUARTERLY  •  Volume 5  •  Number 1  •  DOI:10.1002/sem3  29

    Romano ,  C.  , &   Connell ,  J.   ( 2014 ).  Using the student success lens 
to drive institutional change .  Strategic Enrollment Management 
Quarterly ,  2 ( 2 ),  132 – 150 . doi:  10.1002/sem3.20041   

    Schultheis ,  L. D.   ( 2014 ).  Creating a culture of inclusive excellence 
in strategic enrollment management through distributed leadership . 
 Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly  ,   2 ( 1 ),  12 – 21 .  

    Schultheis ,  S.   ( 2015 ).  Expanding the admission ’ s mission to include 
retention strategies .  Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly  ,  
 3 ( 1 ),  18 – 28 .  

    Seifert ,  T.  ,   Arnold ,  C. H.  ,   Burrow ,  J.  , &   Brown ,  A.   ( 2011 ).  Support-
ing student success: Th e role of student services within Ontario ’ s postsec-
ondary institutions .  Toronto, Ontario, Canada :  Higher Education 
Quality Council of Ontario .  

    Seifert ,  T.  , &   Burrow ,  J.   ( 2013 ).  Perceptions of student aff airs 
and services practitioners .  Journal of Higher Education  ,   43 ( 2 ), 
 132 – 148 .  

    Smith ,  C.  , &   Gottheil ,  S.   ( 2009 ).  SEM in Canada: A unique 
approach .  ACCRAO Consulting: Solutions . Retrieved from  www1.
uwindsor.ca/sem/sites/uwindsor.ca.sem/fi les/sem-in-canada.pdf   

    Snowden ,  M.   ( 2016 ).  Refocusing | losing | finding: Beyond 
SEM structures, functions, and administrative contexts .  Strategic 

Enrollment Management Quarterly  ,   3 ( 3 ),  240 – 260 . doi:  10.1002/
sem3.20073   

    Strange ,  C.  ,   Hardy Cox ,  D.  , &   Seifert ,  T.   ( 2011 ).  Who are we and 
what do we do? Canadian student services in profi le .  Communiqué  ,  
 11 ( 2 ),  15 – 16 .   

   Tricia A. Seifert,  PhD, is associate professor in Adult & 
Higher Education at Montana State University in Boze-
man, Montana and maintains a faculty appointment at 
the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, University 
of Toronto. 

    Kathleen Moore  is a doctoral candidate in higher edu-
cation at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, 
University of Toronto. 

    Jacqueline Beaulieu  is a doctoral student in higher edu-
cation at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, 
University of Toronto. 

    Christine H. Arnold,  PhD, is assistant professor in the Fac-
ulty of Education, Post-Secondary Studies, at Memorial 
University of Newfoundland.    



30  STRATEGIC ENROLLMENT MANAGEMENT QUARTERLY  •  Volume 5  •  Number 1  •  DOI:10.1002/sem3

      Appendix.   Survey Items Included in Composites  

 Composite Name  Declarative Statement and Scale  Constituent Items     

Perceptions of unit ’ s 

foundation for student 

success

Constituent items asked respondents to indicate 

level of agreement with the following statements 

based on the question stem, “Overall, I feel my 

immediate work unit does a good job of…” 

Response options varied from “strongly disagree” 

to “strongly agree.”

•  Conveying to students the sense that if they make 

the effort, they can succeed here. 

•  Conveying to students the sense that they “belong” 

here. 

•  Facilitating students’ involvement in the institution ’ s 

academic activities. 

•  Facilitating students’ involvement in the institution ’ s 

nonacademic activities.   

Perceptions of unit ’ s 

planned approach for 

student success

Refl ecting on one ’ s immediate work unit, 

constituent items asked respondents to indicate 

level of agreement with the following statements. 

Response options varied from “strongly disagree” 

to "strongly agree.”

•  My unit has a comprehensive approach to helping 

undergraduate students succeed. 

•  My unit has a coordinated approach to helping 

undergraduate students succeed. 

•  Undergraduate student success is a priority for my 

unit. 

•  My unit has stated goals and objectives for 

undergraduate student retention. 

•  My unit actively pursues stated goals and objectives 

related to undergraduate student retention.   

Unit leadership in 

promoting and 

supporting student 

success

Refl ecting on one ’ s immediate work unit, 

constituent items asked respondents to indicate 

level of agreement with the following statements. 

Response options varied from “strongly disagree” 

to “strongly agree.”

•  Unit administrators (such as program coordinators 

and departmental chairs for faculty and VP and 

directors for staff) provide clear leadership in 

promoting undergraduate students’ success. 

•  Messages about the unit ’ s undergraduate student 

retention efforts influence how I approach my 

day-to-day work. 

•  I feel that my unit receives the resources needed to 

realize its undergraduate student retention objectives.   

Student affairs and 

services administrators’ 

encouragement to 

partner

Constituent items asked respondents to Identify 

the extent to which they have been encouraged 

to partner with areas across the institution by the 

following people. Response options varied from 

“strongly discouraged” to “strongly encouraged.”

•  Students through senior administrative leaders 

•  Students 

•  Students affairs and services staff (colleagues) 

•  Academic program, department or faculty staff 

•  Academic program coordinator or directors 

•  Faculty members 

•  Direct supervisor   

Cross-division referral, 

communication, and 

collaboration

Constituent items asked respondents to indicate 

level of agreement with the following statements. 

Response options varied from “strongly disagree” 

to “strongly agree.”

•  Students to speak to their faculty members. 

•  I regularly refer a student to other administrative 

staff with relevant expertise to ensure the student ’ s 

success. 

•  I work closely with faculty to support 

undergraduate students’ success. 

•  I work closely with student affairs and services staff 

in ways that promote students’ success. 

•  I feel my colleagues communicate and work 

together in an organized way to support 

undergraduate students’ success. 

•  Areas that deal with undergraduate student issues 

communicate and work together in an organized way 

to support students’ success. 
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   Introduction 
 One of the biggest challenges institutions of higher 
education face is their ability to recruit new students, 
thereby increasing enrollment numbers accordingly. 
This task is inherently both daunting and com-
plex, yet fundamentally necessary. With consistently 
changing technological and economic climates—and 

the processes of recruitment and enrollment being 
cyclical—administrators must perpetually devote ade-
quate resources (i.e., time and money) to the exam-
ination and application of strategies requisite for 
successful enrollment management. Marketing and 
admissions for higher education is big business, and in 
today ’ s competitive market fraught with deteriorating 

               T H E  S I G N I F I C A N C E  O F 

C A M P U S  V I S I T A T I O N S  T O 

C O L L E G E  C H O I C E  A N D 

S T R A T E G I C  E N R O L L M E N T 

M A N A G E M E N T 

       SCOTT   SECORE         

 The reasons a student may choose a particular institution when seeking a postsecondary education 

are many. However, campus visitation—more specifi cally, the campus tour—is frequently cited as the 

most important aspect of the college recruitment process. Correspondingly, in a hypercompetitive 

and fi scally affl icted higher education market, admissions offi cers are under immense pressure to 

attract new students and increase fi nancial yield. As a result, marketers of higher education admis-

sions have turned their attention to prioritizing the pivotal nature of a campus visit, and the over-

whelming effect it has on both prospective students and higher education administrators. This article 

explores infl uences that affect a student ’ s college choice and explains why campus visitation is the 

most important part of the recruitment process. Additionally, it reviews approaches and implications 

pertaining to campus visits and offers example-based suggestions on how enrollment managers can 

make visitations to their institutions fortuitous.     
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 endowments and acute budget cutting, the stakes are 
higher than ever for institutions to not only reach out 
to the greatest number of students possible but also to 
“seal the deal” in a profi cient and cost-eff ective manner. 
From initial contact through registering for classes, 
every step counts. As a result, many institutions are 
seeing the need to reorient their respective enrollment 
strategies and admissions practices in attempts to stay 
viable or remain a pacesetter among peers. For most, 
rejuvenation begins locally with the courting of high 
school seniors and revolves around one central compo-
nent of the recruitment process: the campus visit—as 
campus visitation is often the most infl uential reason 
for specifi ed college choice.  

  Infl uences on College Choice in a 
Digital Age 
 Eff ectively communicating to prospective students the 
benefi ts of enrolling at a specifi c institution is perhaps 
the greatest charge of a higher education marketer 
(Johnston,   2010  ). Gone are the days of mailings, bro-
chures, college fairs, and periodical advertising. As we 
live in a “digital age” where information is easily dis-
seminated and obtained with just the click of a mouse 
or a tap on a phone, “high-tech” tools such as interac-
tive multimedia and virtual realities, web-based forums, 
and social media platforms (Twitter, Facebook, Insta-
gram, etc.) are changing how people communicate and 
receive information. For example, in a 2010 study pre-
pared by the University of Massachusetts Dartmouth 
(UMASSD), researchers found that 100% of university 
and college admissions offi  ces were utilizing at least one 
form of social media in the recruitment process (Barnes 
& Lescault,   2011  ). As such, marketers of higher educa-
tion are not only altering their communication eff orts 
with potential students; they are also targeting the pre-
cise factors that most heavily infl uence a prospective 
student ’ s decision on college choice. Th ese infl uences 
can—and do—cover a broad spectrum, ranging from 
that of printed materials to social media platforms, to 
websites, to interpersonal communications with friends 
and family, to interactions with current and former 
students, to campus visits, and even cold-calls and text 
messages from admissions personnel (Hesel,   2004  ; 
Johnston,   2010  ; Noel-Levitz,   2017  ; Smith,   2005  ). 

 For many students, college choice is a multifar-
ious venture fi lled with a dose of emotions, rational 
and irrational thoughts, and conjecture from family 
members, friends, and other outside voices (coun-
selors, teachers, web sources, etc.) (Hoover,   2010  ; 
Johnston,   2010  ; Smith,   2005  ). Conjointly, prospec-
tive students are regularly inundated with a bevy of 
facts, fi gures, anecdotes, opinions, and other assorted 
forms of stimuli from which they base their decisions—
decisions that often come with lifelong consequences 
and a hefty price tag (Hoover,   2010  ). Th erefore, stu-
dents, parents, and admissions offi  cers alike must care-
fully evaluate each element of the decision process, 
prioritizing importance over preference. 

 Despite the prominent roles social media and the 
internet play in everyday life, people still conduct them-
selves in a physical world (Fleming & Grace,   2015  ). 
And while many of the previously mentioned factors 
do infl uence the decision process, “high-touch” experi-
ences such as the campus visit tend to bear more weight 
than their “high-tech” counterparts. Accordingly, the 
campus visit—be it a tour, an open house, a fl y-in, an 
overnight stay, or some other student-oriented event—
is overwhelmingly the single most infl uential source of 
information for students in their decision on college 
choice (Brown,   2010  ; Hesel,   2004  ; Okerson,   2016  ). 
Chimes and Gordon (  2008  ) avow:

  Web sites, view books, conversations with alumni, 

guidebooks and admission reps all provide important 

clues about a school, but a campus visit is the best 

way to see if a school is right for you (p. 27).  

    Why the Campus Visit Is Crucial 
 Campus visitations are equally important to students—
and their families—as they are to enrollment managers. 
From a student perspective, the campus visit provides 
a highly personalized and “real” way to make a satis-
factory college decision based on psychosocial factors 
and serves a decisive test for how students perceive they 
will fi t in once enrolled (Nora,   2004  ; Okerson,   2016  ). 
In other words, the visit is a brief trial run at what life 
might look like at that institution. Consequently, the 
campus visit serves as a powerful stratagem in the deci-
sion-making process. In a study performed by Okerson 
(  2016  ), participants indicated that campus visitations 
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were “a glimpse into their potential future,” and inter-
actions met while visiting made the prospect more 
“real” (p. 48). Similarly, Fleming and Grace (  2015  ) 
performed a study in Australia wherein students that 
spent a day visiting the University of Canberra (UC) 
stated they could envision themselves as university stu-
dents having experienced what their lives might be like 
if enrolled there. 

 Comparable studies further support a correlative 
relationship between campus visitation and enrollment. 
For instance, a three-year longitudinal study performed 
at Midwestern State University (MSU)—with a sample 
of 23,187 students—concluded that students who visit 
campus are twice as likely to matriculate as students 
who do not (Brown,   2010  ). Likewise, California State 
University Northridge (CSUN) hosted an open house 
event for prospective students wherein they incorpo-
rated a participant-satisfaction survey to assess the 
eff ectiveness of their event in relation to acceptance 
rates at CSUN. More than 80% of the survey respon-
dents confi rmed that the open house event contributed 
to their desire to attend CSUN (Fischbach,   2006  ). 
Further still, a more recent study administered by Noel-
Levitz (  2017  ) found campus visitations (e.g., open 
house events, overnight stays, and weekend visits) to 
be at least 90% eff ective when used as a marketing and 
recruitment practice. Finally, a survey conducted by 
StudentPoll and the Art & Science Group endorses the 
value of a campus visit, as 65% of polled students indi-
cated that over all other infl uential factors, the campus 
visit was most important (Hesel,   2004  ). From the poll ’ s 
fi ndings Hesel (  2004  ) propounds:

  What we learned is that nearly all students—of every 

academic ability and income level—are visiting college 

campuses (and most reported visiting their fi rst and 

second-choice schools). The fi ndings point out that the 

hospitable nature of the community and the friendli-

ness of the people students encountered during these 

visits had a signifi cant positive impact on their interest 

in a school. Moreover, seeing facilities of interest to 

them, talking to professors, and attending classes 

made students more interested in the institution that 

ultimately became their fi rst-choice school. (para. 4)   

 From an administrative perspective, research suggests 
that yield often increases markedly as students who 

visit campuses are more likely to enroll. For example, 
in 2013, after hosting 1,300 accepted students to an 
overnight campus experience event, Dartmouth Uni-
versity saw yield for the class of 2018 rise to 52%—
making them the only Ivy League institution to see an 
increase that year (Baskin,   2015  ). Similarly, in a more 
comprehensive study conducted in 2014, Ramapo 
College (New Jersey) hosted an array of campus vis-
itation events (campus tours, open houses, admitted 
student days, and dean ’ s receptions) for prospective 
students—and the results were staggering. After taking 
part in campus tours, 87% of potential students said 
they were “highly or very interested” in enrolling at 
Ramapo (Hope,   2015  , p. 4). Likewise, 88% of students 
who attended one of the several open houses indicated 
that they planned to apply. Further still, 74% of stu-
dents who attended an “admitted student day” followed 
through with enrollment. Finally, 78% of students who 
attended a dean ’ s reception enrolled at Ramapo. Hope 
(  2015  ) contends, “Some dean ’ s receptions saw a yield as 
high as 90.5 percent” (p. 5). Overall, one yield visit at 
Ramapo College in 2014 equaled a 66% yield return. 

 These outcomes and statistical conclusions are of 
great import to enrollment managers, as both purvey 
ample, credible evidence that above all else campus 
visitations truly are “make or break” events for those 
deciding on college choice. Recognizing this, many 
administrators are beginning to reconsider and retool 
their admissions processes. More specifi cally, admin-
istrators are keying in on one particular aspect of the 
admissions process that is part-and-parcel with the 
campus visit: the campus tour.  

  The Campus Tour: What Works and 
What Does Not 
 As formerly intimated, a campus visit is essentially a 
sales and marketing device for prospective students 
and serves as a powerful stratagem infl uencing the stu-
dent ’ s decision-making process. Th e campus tour—
also referred to as “the golden walk” or “the golden 
mile”—has long been synonymous with campus vis-
itations, often serving as the quintessential means of 
promotion for most institutions. Th e campus tour is 
a ritual unto itself, providing prospective students the 
opportunity to engage with the campus  environment at 
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large. According to Kuh (  2009  ), the campus environ-
ment encompasses everything physical on campus—
buildings, equipment, furniture, signage, people, and 
landscape—which serves as a set of symbols larger 
than the individual items themselves (Okerson,   2016  ). 
Th erefore, as students partake in a campus tour, they 
are intrinsically connecting openly with the ecology, 
climate, and culture of the institution. Resultantly, 
students are able to both evaluate and react to campus 
aesthetics and the community within. In this regard, 
an individual ’ s connection to a specifi c environment 
directly aff ects their response to the campus visit and 
tour experience, in turn influencing their attitude 
toward college choice (Kuh,   2009  ; Okerson,   2016  ). 
Simply put, “the tour is the blind date of the admis-
sions process. Looks matter a lot to the beholder, and 
first impressions do much to shape future actions” 
(Hoover,   2010  , p. 37). This sentiment is fatefully 
important for admissions offi  cers, as the campus tour 
does not simply start and fi nish on campus. Rather, 
the tour actually begins and ends at home, with every 
facet of the recruitment process being critical to the 
outcome. 

  SCHEDULING 

 In today ’ s technologically savvy world, one would expect 
that most prospective students—and their parents—
have probably done a great deal of research and formu-
lated opinions long before they step foot on a college 
campus (Hoover,   2010  ). Th erefore, every aspect of the 
campus visit is crucial to not only prospective students 
but also the institutional enrollment managers charged 
with bringing these students onboard. For many, the 
campus tour—as well as the impression-building pro-
cess—commences at home, typically with scheduling 
of the big day. Institutions with user-friendly websites, 
straightforward registration, and flexible visitation 
schedules are liable to appear well organized, thus form-
ing a positive impression in the minds of the visiting 
student and their parents. Moreover, an institution 
that takes time to send follow-up messages—perhaps 
including information such as scheduling confi rma-
tions, maps, directions, parking details, links to local 
attractions, and clear contact information—will likely 
solidify their appearance as caring and professional 
(Mass,   2016  ). Conversely, institutions that make the 

process diffi  cult, and do not off er any assistance, risk 
coming across as unorganized and indifferent, thus 
forming a negative impression—perhaps even turning 
the student off  from visiting at all (Mass,   2016  ).  

  COMING TO CAMPUS 

 Th e pretour impression-building process resumes as 
students and parents must successfully navigate their 
way to the tour meeting place. Much like the tour 
scheduling procedure, institutions that furnish guests 
with information about their destinations are likely 
to impress, thus leaving their guests with favorable 
opinions of the institution. For example, way-fi nding 
systems designed strictly for the initial campus visit—
such as clear signage and/or maps related to parking 
and campus buildings, courteous and helpful secu-
rity guards, and current students enlisted to help per-
sonally guide visitors to their destinations—provide 
eff ective ways to help alleviate stress and curb anxieties 
(Hoover,   2009  ; Mass,   2016  ). Likewise, they also aid in 
creating an effi  cient, fl uid, and professional experience. 
In contrast, institutions with ineff ective or nonexistent 
way-fi nding systems only compound things by making 
stressful situations even more so (Mass,   2016  ).  

  CHECKIN AND PRESENTATION 

 Once on campus, students and parents inevitably wind 
up gathering in a designated location that serves as a 
“holding room” or “staging area” designed to welcome 
them to campus. Th is welcoming area holds signifi cant 
leverage in the visitation process, as it is presumably 
the fi rst interior space the guests will see (Mass,   2016  ). 
For that reason, it is vital that institutions strive to 
make the welcoming area as appealing and inviting 
as possible. For instance, the waiting area should con-
tain ample seating and be clean and comfortable, sit-
uated near restrooms, and well stocked with a healthy 
variety of literature about the institution (Mass,   2016  ). 
Off ering complimentary snacks and beverages, as well 
as opportunities for invitees to engage with current stu-
dents and/or others on the tour, will also easily impress 
(Hoover,   2010  ; Mass,   2016  ). Additionally, “high-
touch meets high-tech” interactive components such as 
touch-screen computers and video presentations off er 
eff ectual ways for institutions to both educate visitors 
and market themselves so (Head, Dunagan, & Hughes, 
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  2010  ; Mass,   2016  ). Th e aim is to present a space that 
represents the institution, evokes a fun and collegiate 
feel, and predisposes guests to think optimistically and 
favorably about the institution and the upcoming tour 
(Head et al.,   2010  ; Mass,   2016  ). 

 Before the excursion around campus, most insti-
tutions typically host a formal presentation or 
“information session” presided over by someone from 
the admissions staff  (Chimes & Gordon, p. 27; Mass, 
  2016  ). More often than not, these presentations char-
acteristically contain some form of an itemized “facts 
and fi gures” lecture, a throng of PowerPoint slides, and 
a Q&A session (Chimes & Gordon,   2008  ; Hoover, 
  2010  ; Mass,   2016  ). Th e intention is to tell guests what 
makes that particular institution “unparalleled and 
extraordinary.” However, there is seldom a discernible 
unique or “special” distinction that sets one institution 
apart from another as these presentations are often rote 
and routine in both subject and delivery. 

 As discussed previously, today ’ s consumers are 
knowledgeable, “tech-savvy,” smart shoppers who have 
likely done their research. Th erefore, there is no need 
to rehash information one may already know and/
or can acquire by browsing the institution ’ s website. 
By keeping presentations short, concise, and casual, 
institutions will have an improved chance of breaking 
through the muddle—or better, circumventing it all 
together.  

  THE GOLDEN WALK BUILDINGS, 

PERSONAL INTERACTIONS, AND TOUR 

GUIDES 

 Th e physical walk around campus is undoubtedly the 
highlight of the campus visit. It is also the most infl u-
ential part of the process, as what unfolds on the walk 
is likely to serve as the driving force in a student ’ s fi nal 
decision. As previously discussed, the walk itself pro-
vides students and parents the opportunity to engage 
with the overall campus environment—the ecology, cli-
mate, and culture of the institution. Th is is meaningful, 
as research suggests that campus aesthetics, personal 
interactions, and a strong sense of community often 
play the leading role in determining a student ’ s connec-
tion to a particular institution (Barrett,   2014  ; Hesel, 
  2004  ; Noel-Levitz,   2016  ; Okerson,   2016  ; Schreiner, 
  2009  ; Spoon,   2006  ). 

 According to a survey conducted by StudentPoll 
and the Art & Science Group, 90% of polled stu-
dents reported that seeing facilities of interest to them 
was the most important aspect of the campus visit 
(Hesel,   2004  ). Th e focal point of this fi nding, mind 
you, is the phrasing “of interest to them.” On campus 
tours, institutions typically like to boast their “lat-
est, greatest, and most notable” facilities and ame-
nities. Th ese tend to include movie theaters, high-tech 
resource rooms, fi tness centers, athletic venues, caf-
eterias, and even parking structures. However, Mass 
(  2016  ) asserts, “Although impressive on the tour and 
clearly institutional points of pride, these structures 
are unlikely to be the tipping point that convinces 
a student to attend one school over another” (p. 
56). Selingo (as cited in Stockwell,   2014  ) concurs, 
declaring:

  On campus tours, colleges emphasize the bells and 

whistles. … Don ’ t let them distract you. Smart stu-

dents should focus their attention on the quality of 

teaching, the portability of their credits, and the value 

a degree or other credential will provide them in the 

job market. (para. 11)   

 In light of this, some experts recommend that insti-
tutions demonstrate hesitation when emphasizing their 
facilities, even if it means skipping common locales like 
the library (Hoover,   2010  ). While not as extreme, Mass 
(  2016  ) off ers a more amenable solution suggesting that 
institutions:

  Balance the desire to show off new construction 

and student amenities with an equal focus on those 

things that most parents are interested in: academic 

venues, sustainability efforts, and sound financial 

management as demonstrated through renovated/

repurposed structures. (p. 57)   

 Perhaps the most indispensable part of the campus 
tour is the tour guide. According to a survey conducted 
by StudentPoll and the Art & Science Group, 76% of 
polled students indicated that having a formal tour 
conducted by a student guide made an impact on their 
fi nal decision (Hesel,   2004  ). In many respects, student 
tour guides are the most important people in the admis-
sions process, as they are predominantly in the driver ’ s 
seat for the most momentous part of the campus visit 
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(Hoover,   2009  ). What they say, what they do, how they 
carry themselves, and how they engage with the tour 
group largely determines whether prospective students 
and their parents leave campus with favorable or unfa-
vorable memories. Th e tour guide ’ s main objective is to 
“be a master storyteller,” helping prospective students 
and their parents to “feel the spirit” of the institution 
(Head et al.,   2010  , p. 53; Hoover,   2009  ,   2010  ). In this 
regard, successful tour guides are conversant, friendly, 
genuine, and able to easily relate to both students and 
parents alike (Hoover,   2010  , Mass,   2016  ). Inversely, 
ineff ective tour guides may gloss over questions asked, 
speak inappropriately, and be prone to highlight insti-
tutional weaknesses (Chimes & Gordon,   2008  ; Mass, 
  2016  ). On this detail,  how  the tour guide speaks is 
often more important than  what  they are speaking 
about (Okerson,   2016  ). Stressing the signifi cance of 
tour guides to a campus visit, Mass (  2016  ) proclaims:

  For visitors, they become the face of your institu-

tion, for better or worse. It cannot be emphasized 

enough: the tour guide can, himself or herself alone, 

lead a student to decide that your institution is not 

an option. (p. 55)  

    THE FOLLOWUP 

 As mentioned before, the campus tour does not just 
simply take place at the physical campus. Rather, it 
begins and ends at home—where families research, 
discuss, and make decisions together. Institutions that 
extend communication eff orts beyond the campus visit 
often stand out from their competitors. For example, 
an institution in search of feedback about the tour 
experience that takes time to follow up with tour par-
ticipants is liable to be more favorably considered over 
those who cease all communication once the student 
leaves campus (Mass,   2016  ). More so, institutions that 
include a personal message—perhaps a handwritten 
note, or an anecdote specifi c to the day, tour, or stu-
dent—leave a more lasting impression than those that 
do not (Mass,   2016  ).  

  SUMMARY 

 The inference is that every detail in accordance to 
a campus visit matters. Every aspect of the campus 
tour plays an essential role in how students make their 

fi nal decision, and in what institution they eventually 
choose. As formerly suggested, personal interactions 
before, during, and after the campus visit have a pro-
found impact on prospective students. Interactions 
before the visit create an initial idea of the campus; 
interactions during the visit stir ideas and perceptions 
of the campus community; and interactions after the 
visit aff ect the lasting impression of the visit on a whole 
(Okerson,   2016  ). Equally, even minutiae such as the 
day ’ s weather, the campus location, and the attitudes 
of other tour participants are likely to infl uence one ’ s 
impressions and overall opinions of an institution 
(Mass,   2016  ; Okerson,   2016  ). 

 While some details, such as the weather, are out of 
an institution ’ s control, there is still much they can 
do to mitigate the negative eff ects these details may 
present. Needless to say, enrollment managers face 
a tough assignment when addressing how to satiate 
otherwise deal- breaking criteria. To accomplish this, 
many institutions are now looking to outside sources 
for assistance with recruitment eff orts.   

  Current Methodologies for 
Improvement 
 As stated earlier, both higher education marketing and 
student recruitment are vital to institutional sustain-
ability—and therefore are big business. To such an 
extent, many institutions—such as Hendrix College 
in Conway, Arkansas—heavily invest considerable 
portions of their annual budgets toward recruit-
ment endeavors. In 2009, Hendrix College expended 
approximately $1.5 million—roughly 4% of its annual 
operating budget—on marketing and recruitment 
alone (Steinberg,   2009  ). With much at stake, many 
institutions are seeking aid and advice from experts 
who specialize in helping organizations identify ways to 
increase yield and give customers a positive experience. 

 To stay ahead of the curve—and ahead of compe-
tition—any college or university can hire consultants 
to help overhaul their admissions process and redesign 
their campus tours. Th ese fi rms can “audit” the current 
campus tour and then provide feedback on changes 
and improvements necessary for improved market-
ability (Hoover,   2009  ,   2010  ; Miller,   2012  ; Steinberg, 
  2009  ). Th e idea is to produce campus tours that are 
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positive and memorable, as institutions seek to deliver 
a more organic, spontaneous, and engaging experience 
for their guests (Steinberg,   2009  ). 

 For as long as institutions of higher learning have 
existed, they have always billed themselves as exciting 
venues “anchored in education, entertainment, 
aesthetic and escape”—as places with everything for 
everyone (Hoover,   2009  ,   2010  , p. 38). Unfortunately, 
though, for most institutions, this is not the case. All 
too often campus tours are boring, formulaic, and pre-
dictable. Tour guides follow the same paths and spout 
the same historical and statistical jargon at every turn. 
Worst of all, they are deceiving. According to Head et 
al. (  2010  ), “Authenticity is what consumers demand … 
institutions are too obsessed either with what they want 
to be or with being like an admired institution up the 
road or across the state” (p. 52). As such, consultants 
recommend that institutions clearly express to their 
visitors what  they  are—and what they are not (Hoover, 
  2009  ). Th e best way to achieve this is with tour guides. 

 As remarked earlier, tour guides are essentially 
ambassadors for the institution, and their engagement 
with tour groups is more often than not the most piv-
otal part of the process (Hoover,   2009  ). For this reason, 
consultants encourage tour guides to stray from facts, 
figures, and data. Rather, guides should lean more 
toward personal, “authentic” stories. Personal stories 
are more identifi able to prospective students, as guests 
are not likely to remember facts and/or fi gures—par-
ticularly when pertaining to physical structures (i.e., 
buildings). What people will remember, though, is 
an interesting anecdote or tidbit about someone else ’ s 
personal experiences. Prospective students are looking 
for people just like them, and they want to know that 
any institution would be lucky to have them (Hoover, 
  2009  ; Okerson,   2016  ). 

 In order to impress in an age where competition is 
plenty and people demand instant results and gratifi -
cation, it is imperative to stand out from the crowd. 
Accordingly, many institutions are taking a cue from 
Disney and are using their tours to sell memories 
(Hoover,   2009  ,   2010  ). Tours today have become events. 
Guests expect both a “wow factor” and something 
tangible to ponder. Events must engage guests from 
beginning to end, and all members of the campus 
community should present a “Disneyland mentality” 

for a truly effi  cacious tour (Hope,   2015  , p. 5). Many 
institutions are capitalizing on this by creating “sig-
nature moments” or “takeaways” as a part of the tour 
(Hoover,   2010  , p. 39). For instance, at the University 
of Louisville, guests should have their cameras ready, 
as they may spot one of the rare white squirrels that 
live on campus. Students and parents who snap pho-
tographs of the squirrels get a free T-shirt that says, 
“I spotted the white squirrel” (Hoover,   2010  , p. 39). 
Th e notion behind takeaways such as this resembles 
that of personal storytelling. Th ey sell memories and 
allow students to feel comfortable with the institution 
(Hoover,   2010  ). 

 According to Okerson (  2016  ), the most infl uential 
part of the campus visit occurs on an “individualized 
level” (p. 158). Th erefore, forged emotional connec-
tions to an institution become exceedingly important. 
For example, at Hendrix College, the emotional con-
nection begins when guests pull into the parking lot 
and discover a space with a sign that says, “Reserved for 
[student ’ s name].” Th e connection continues as visitors 
receive a personalized program along with a backpack 
and notebook as they head off  to attend a class of their 
choice and eat in the school ’ s dining hall. Students may 
also consult with an admissions counselor and a fac-
ulty member, where they can ask pertinent questions 
and get to know their potential professors. Finally, if 
students head to the mailroom before leaving campus, 
they will fi nd a package waiting for them, the contents 
of which is a tie-dyed T-shirt cleverly bearing the slogan 
“Are You Experienced?” (Hoover,   2010  , p. 40). Due to 
this experience—and despite all the fanfare embedded 
in the tour—one student who ultimately wound up 
enrolling at Hendrix College acknowledged the open-
ness and honesty of his campus visit, stating:

  Hendrix never lied to me—they said this is who we 

are and we aren ’ t for everyone. At a lot of other 

schools, it felt like everyone was pushing the school 

on you, like cheerleaders. I felt like they were the ones 

deceiving me. (Hoover,   2010  , p. 40)  

    Conclusion 
 As institutions of higher education annually face 
the challenge of maintaining and increasing their 
enrollment rates, research shows that beyond all other 
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means of attraction for prospective students nothing 
is more persuasive than a campus visit. Prospective 
students and their families bring certain expectations 
to their campus visits (Head et al.,   2010  ). As such, 
enrollment managers, admissions counselors, and 
administrators alike must make every eff ort to impress 
when recruiting a new crop of fresh faces to their insti-
tutions. At a minimum, they should furnish students 
with a positive and lasting fi rst impression by mak-
ing them feel welcomed, accepted, and safe when on 
campus (Nora,   2004  ). 

 While it is diffi  cult to control all the circumstances 
one may encounter when visiting a college campus, 
admissions officers can at least take steps toward 
ensuring that campus visits provide the information, 
insights, and experiences necessary to engage visiting 
students and parents, while compellingly commu-
nicating the true character and distinctions of their 
respective institutions (Hesel,   2004  ). However, as 
economic concerns and technological advances con-
tinue to evolve, the higher education landscape more 
rapidly and dramatically transforms. With that in 
mind, one cannot help but wonder what comes next, as 
current recruitment methodologies are likely to become 
antiquated. A new future trend in higher education 
marketing is surely forthcoming, as even “the happiest 
place on earth”—Disney—regularly reinvents itself to 
remain both prescient and tenable.  
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               S T U D E N T  E X P E R I E N C E S 

I N  T H E  S E C O N D  Y E A R : 

A D V A N C I N G  S T R A T E G I E S  F O R 

S U C C E S S  B E Y O N D  T H E  F I R S T 

Y E A R  O F  C O L L E G E 

       ALTHEA J.   STERLING      

    Institutions typically invest heavily in the fi rst-year experience to promote persistence, yet colleges 

are also experiencing a pattern of attrition in the second year. The second year is viewed as a period 

in which students encounter increasing academic, developmental, and social demands, yet the insti-

tution tends to provide less support relative to the fi rst year. Using the interpretative phenomenolog-

ical approach, this article explores sophomores’ perception and understanding of their experience 

and the intentional approaches institutions can adopt in promoting their success. Semistructured 

interviews were conducted to analyze students’ experiences in the second year. The fi ndings suggest 

that sophomores are in the process of establishing their identity, re-evaluating their purpose and 

collegiate experience; consequently the need for a different kind of support is apparent. Second-

year students are experiencing an internal transition and are still in need of year-specifi c support to 

successfully meet the demands of progressing through college.     

   Introduction 
 Colleges and universities have operated under the 
premise that the impact of the first-year programs 
would continue to eff ectively address the needs of stu-
dents in subsequent years. However, there is a growing 
interest in coordinating retention eff orts beyond the 
fi rst year. Th e United States Department of  Education 

statistics showed that about two-thirds as many stu-
dents who dropped out did so in their second year 
in comparison to their first year (as cited in Lipka, 
  2006  ). Tinto (  1993  ) asserted that issues that are impor-
tant to the fi rst year might not be important to stu-
dents in subsequent years of their college experience. 
 Colleges are seeing a slight drop in student retention 
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in the second year and have consequently turned their 
attention to understanding the second-year experience. 
Th e Consortium for Student Retention Data Exchange 
(  2007  ) reported that at four-year institutions, while 
80.4% of freshmen who enrolled in 2004 returned as 
sophomores in 2005, only 70.9% were still enrolled as 
juniors in fall 2006. 

 Th e research investigates issues and concerns of stu-
dents in their second year at a large urban institution 
in the Northeast that off ers rich fi rst-year programs 
but loses students in their sophomore year. Th e reten-
tion rate of fi rst-year students remains comparatively 
strong; however, there is a drop in the second-year rate 
of retention. Th e fall 2010 and 2011 cohort one-year 
retention showed an increase from 82.2% to 84.2% 
(Institutional Planning and Research,   2012  ), which 
suggests that the students are benefiting from the 
institution’s structured fi rst-year programs. On the 
other hand, the two-year retention rate dropped from 
70.4% to 69.6%. Th is article explores the students’ 
experience and discusses the implications for prac-
titioners in higher education and opportunities for 
future research.  

  Literature Review 
 Although much has been written about persistence of 
students in the fi rst year, major gaps in the persistence 
literature exist on students beyond the fi rst year. Prob-
lems with attrition exist in subsequent years even when 
students have been successfully engaged in the initial 
collegiate experience (Nora, Barlow, & Crisp,   2005  ). 
Th ere is, however, very limited empirical evidence on 
second-year students and the programs designed to 
help them. 

 Th e purpose of this research was to investigate the 
experiences and perceptions of students in the second 
year to better understand if they are still in need of 
college support beyond the fi rst year. Specifi cally, this 
study asks:  “How do sophomores from a large urban 
institution perceive and understand their experience?”  
To fully understand if students are having a diff erent 
kind of experience in their second year relative to the 
fi rst year, this section will provide an overview of the 
existing literature on the second-year experience and 
the implications for the kinds of support they may 

need beyond the fi rst year. Th e second year of college is 
often referred to as the “forgotten year” and viewed as 
a period of transition and adjustment for students who 
fi nd that the safety net and security provided through 
structured fi rst-year programming are no longer avail-
able. Toward this end, sophomores in general may face 
multiple challenges that are unique to their experience, 
and if these challenges remain overlooked, they could 
aff ect students’ social decisions and academic progress. 
Th ree strands of literature guide this literature review: 
sophomore development, persistence, and the second-
year specifi c challenges related to their new academic 
reality and experience with institutional policies and 
practices. 

  DEVELOPMENTAL TASKS 

 Th e research emerging on the second-year experience 
suggests that this is the period in which students need to 
be astute in their decision making and develop a sense 
of meaning and purpose about their education, life 
goals, and their career (Gaff ,   2000  ;  Gahagan & Hunter, 
  2006  ; Pattengale,   2006  ; Pattengale & Schreiner,   2000  ; 
Reynolds, Gross, & Millard, 2008; Tobolowsky & Cox, 
  2007  ). During the second year, students are actively 
seeking to clarify their sense of purpose; consequently, 
they become self-evaluative and self-critical and are 
pushed by the need to declare a major and develop 
career goals. Additionally, they are also seeking insights 
into redefi ning relationships. 

 Developing purpose, establishing identity and 
defi ning lives direction becomes more important to stu-
dents in their second year. Th is according to Richmond 
and Lemons (  1985  ) is a major developmental task for 
sophomores and is important for students to success-
fully navigate the second year. Sophomores could deal 
with identity crises created by periods of confusion 
and uncertainty (Furr & Gannaway,   1982  ), struggle 
with their identity development (Coburn & Treeger, 
  2003  ), and encounter personal relationship problems 
(Richmond & Lemons,   1985  ). Th ese developmental 
challenges are distinct from what they experience in 
the fi rst year because the focus in the second year tends 
to move beyond managing the transition to college to 
focusing on clarifi cation of purpose and reasons for 
being in college.  
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  ACADEMIC CONCERNS 

 Scholars purport that challenges related to academic 
performance is one of the concerns in the sopho-
more year (Adelman, 2006; Bean,   1985  ; Pascarella & 
Terenzini,   2005  ; Pattengale,   2000  ). Schreiner (  2007b  ) 
described this experience as sophomores entering into 
the “academic twilight zone.” She contended that soph-
omores’ curriculum workload intensifi es in its rigor 
because they are dealing with the demands of major 
courses and the general education courses they avoided 
in their fi rst year. Additionally, the grades and GPA 
received in the first year could further affect their 
academic performance and their decisions in selecting 
a major in the second year. 

 Coupled with the intense academic workload is 
dealing with the reality of selecting and deciding on a 
major. According to Richmond and Lemons (  1985  ), 
selection of a major is considered a signifi cant personal 
decision and developmental task faced by second-year 
students and can become a stressful period for those 
who are pressured to pick the most appropriate major. 
In choosing a major, students should demonstrate 
academic competence for specifi c coursework, have 
an awareness of available options, and demonstrate 
strong decision-making skills, particularly in balancing 
interest with future career or life goals. Indecision 
about choosing a major may therefore be perceived 
as sophomores weathering the developmental crisis 
of meaning and purpose (Schreiner,   2007b  ). Students 
could remain undecided at the end of the second year, 
and according to Hunter et al. (  2010  ), they are more 
likely to withdraw from school or select any major that 
would allow for career decision making later. 

 Sophomores may also face the challenge of not 
being accepted into their first choice major, or 
question whether their initial choice is appropriate. 
Schreiner (  2007b  ) contended that it is often in the 
sophomore year that a student begins to realize that 
his or her plans for a certain major may not materi-
alize and may awaken to the need to have a “Plan B.” 
Whereas the main challenge for fi rst-year students is 
to connect to the institution, the challenge for sopho-
more students involves committing to a major or dis-
cipline that will support their professional trajectory 
(Hunter et al.,   2010  ).  

  PERSISTENCE IN THE SECOND YEAR 

 It is established in the literature that there are chal-
lenges specifi c to the second year and if not addressed 
could aff ect persistence. Historically, institutions have 
dedicated extensive resources to the incoming class 
in an effort to integrate and retain students, junior 
and senior students are guided into career advisement, 
planning, and future goals, but sophomores are left 
to navigate the environment on their own. Gardner 
(  2000  ) outlined that retention eff orts during the fi rst 
year may be useless unless maintained during the sec-
ond year. 

 Four distinct areas in which sophomores could face 
unique challenges include dealing with new academic 
demands, resolving developmental concerns, navi-
gating institutional demands, and meeting expecta-
tions (Pattengale,   2000  ). Sophomores who are unable 
to meet these demands could become disillusioned by 
their new reality and experience the sophomore slump. 
Th e sophomore slump is identifi ed as the leading cause 
of attrition in the second year. Freedman (  1956  ) was 
the fi rst to discover that sophomores could fall into the 
slump. Findings from his research at Vassar College 
suggested that second-year students were the least sat-
isfi ed with their collegiate experience. He further stated 
that students who were ambivalent about their reasons 
for attending college or indecisive about their major 
could experience apathy and stress in their second year. 

 In addressing the issue of persistence in the second 
year, it is imperative to not confuse the factors with 
fi rst-year issues. According to research conducted by 
Schriener (  2007a  ) about 20% to 25% of second-year 
students experience the slump. Th e results from her 
annual spring surveys showed that at 100 colleges, stu-
dents who reported dissatisfaction or disillusionment 
experienced shock at losing the intense institutional 
attention and support they received as freshman. Th is 
support becomes necessary as they try to make critical 
decisions about the direction of their lives. Schreiner 
(  2007a  ) defi ned slumping as a motivational, emotional 
experience. Sophomores could lose the connection they 
had during the fi rst year. Th ey are no longer in the hon-
eymoon phase but are awakened to the reality of their 
environment and collegiate experience. Coburn and 
Treeger (  2003  , p. 47) described the sophomore year as 
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“the transition between wide-eyed awe and upper-class 
confidence.” Gansemer-Topf, Stern, and Benjamin 
(  2007  ), in their research, concluded that sophomores 
felt invisible and lost. 

 Th e consequences of the academic challenges cou-
pled with a reduction in support services often lead to 
disconnect and possibly to attrition from college (San-
chez-Leguelinel,   2008  ). Ennis-Mcmillan, Ammirati, 
Rossi-Reder, Tetley, and Thacker (  2011  ) concluded 
from their research that second-year challenges 
require second-year support. Th eir qualitative research 
explored sophomores’ experiences after being engaged 
in established fi rst-year programs. Th e fi rst-year pro-
grams, according to Ennis-Mcmillan et al. (  2011  ), 
were successful in enhancing student engagement and 
achievement; but for many the impact did not carry 
through to the second year. Th e fi ndings from their 
research suggested that the second year poses diff erent 
challenges and require a diff erent kind of support.  

  INSTITUTIONAL ISSUES 

 Th e ability of institutions to meet the needs of any 
class of students is critical to their continued success. 
Th ere are, however, growing concerns about the soph-
omore experience because substantial evidence in the 
literature outlines that institutional support lessens in 
the second year. According to Juillerat (  2000  ), sopho-
mores tend to place a high value on an environment 
that promotes intellectual growth; valuable course 
content and excellent classroom instruction; knowl-
edgeable, fair, and caring faculty; an approachable and 
knowledgeable advisor; tuition that is a worthwhile 
investment; adequate fi nancial aid; a smooth registra-
tion process with a good variety of course off erings; 
and an enjoyable school experience. Sophomores are 
therefore becoming more critical of their environment 
and the availability of support and resources they need 
to keep them engaged beyond the fi rst year. 

 Boivin, Fountain, and Baylis (  2000  ) studied 60 stu-
dents who left a small liberal arts college in Michigan 
during and after their sophomore year over a two-year 
period. Th e students identifi ed issues specifi cally related 
to the institution and the inability of the institution to 
meet their needs as reasons for leaving. Additionally, 
lack of opportunities for leadership and lack of faculty 

involvement were issues that were signifi cant in the 
second year. Further, the students who successfully 
handled their personal transition issues in the fi rst year 
were aware of what higher education ought to aff ord 
them (Boivin et al.,   2000  ). Increasing awareness and 
expectations, according to Boivin et al. (  2000  ), forced 
students to assess the adequacy of the institution in 
meeting their needs. 

 In summary, adjustment issues, academic demands, 
student engagement, faculty involvement, students’ 
overall satisfaction with the institution, and fi nancial 
management experience are factors that have been 
identifi ed as related to attrition in the second year. Stu-
dents who exhibit low confi dence in their transition 
experience to the second year, those who feel their 
needs are not being met, and those who struggle with 
academic demands are less likely to persist.   

  Theoretical Framework 
 This study was guided by Schaller’s student 
development theory, which was used as the lens to 
explore the development of traditional-aged sopho-
mores. Schaller (  2005  ) concluded that the second year 
is a critical period for identity development. According 
to Schaller (  2005  ), students should move through four 
stages of development in diff erent aspects of their lives 
as they try to defi ne themselves, their relationships, and 
their purpose. Sophomores who progressed through 
these stages will have a successful collegiate experience. 
Random exploration, focused exploration, tentative 
choice, and commitment are the stages of development 
through which students are most likely to advance dur-
ing the second year. 

 Th e stage of random exploration is observed dur-
ing the fi rst year and is characterized by an interesting 
combination of exuberance and lack of reflection. 
However, some sophomores could linger in this stage. 
Students in this stage are less concerned with making 
decisions about their future and are more concerned 
with becoming associated with their new environment. 
Schaller identifi ed the other stage as focused explora-
tion. During this stage, students become self-evalua-
tive, self-critical, and responsible, but this may not be 
so for all sophomores. Th e stage of focused exploration 
is considered a critical stage for sophomores because 
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true refl ection and development start at this point and 
sophomores are beginning to have a deeper insight into 
the direction of their lives. Th e length of time spent 
in this phase could impact their choices and decision. 
Th e next stage is tentative choice and student should 
ideally be at this phase at the end of their second year. 
Schaller (  2005  ) stated that students should have a clear 
defi ned picture of the future and feel a sense of respon-
sibility for themselves and their learning. Th ey begin 
the process of testing the choices refl ected on during 
focused exploration. Th e fi nal stage is commitment 
and according to Schaller (  2005  ), this is the ideal stage 
where sophomores complete the transition but very few 
make it to this point at the end of their second year. 
Th ere is increased engagement in the direction of their 
lives and students develop more confi dence in their 
decisions and choices. 

 Schaller’s sophomore development theory (2005) 
was ideal to create a framework for understanding the 
collegiate experience and needs of second-year students 
in this study. Th e theory establishes a frame of refer-
ence about the interpersonal and intrapersonal changes 
that occur while sophomores are in college. What are 
the challenges encountered in the second year? Are 
sophomores still in need of additional support even 
after exposure to intentionally structured freshman year 
experience courses, programs, and support services?  

  Research Methodology 
 The premise of this research was to investigate and 
identify the experiences articulated by sophomores in 
a large urban public institution in the Northeast. Th e 
researcher gathered information from the voices of stu-
dents to understand their perception of the second-year 
experience. Th e primary research question that guided 
this inquiry was the following:  How do students at a 
large urban institution perceive and describe their expe-
rience in the second year?  Students who were currently 
enrolled in the institution were participants in this 
study. 

 Th e methodology chosen for this research study is 
interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) (Smith, 
Flowers, & Larkin,   2009  ) to study the lived experi-
ences of sophomore students. Th e goals of the research 
included the following: generating and collecting 

 primary qualitative research data on the experiences 
of second-year students; applying the interpretative 
phenomenological analysis to the data; identifying the 
key themes of students’ experiences in the second year; 
describing the experiences of sophomore students; and 
presenting the discussion based on the fi ndings in the 
study, the theoretical framework, and existing research. 
Th e research focused on the students’ understanding of 
their experiences and sense-making activities, which is 
the very essence of IPA. 

 Purposeful sampling was used for this study, and the 
inclusion criteria were as follows: students registered 
in the second half of the second year, students who 
participated in a fi rst-year program, and represent-
ing diff erent majors. Twelve traditional-aged soph-
omores participated in semistructured, open-ended 
interviews.  

  Data Collection: Participants 
 Consonant with IPA is the intense qualitative analysis 
detailing the accounts of experiences derived from par-
ticipants. Smith and Osborn (  2008  ) identifi ed sem-
istructured interviews as the exemplary method for 
IPA. Semistructured interviews allowed for an open 
exchange and dialogue between the researcher and the 
participants. Merriam (  1998  ) asserted that semistruc-
tured interviews and unstructured interviews are widely 
used in qualitative research. Th e open-ended nature 
of the questions provided opportunities for both the 
interviewer and interviewees to discuss the students’ 
experiences and feelings about their sophomore year. 

 Following institutional review board (IRB) approval, 
the researcher, with the assistance of the first-year 
program director, recruited students to participate 
in the open-ended interview process. Th e interviews 
lasted between 60 and 90 minutes and were digitally 
recorded. Th e Rev.Com transcription service was used 
to transcribe the interviews, and the researcher analyzed 
the data with the aid of the MAXQDA software. Th e 
transcript was sent to each participant for review and 
feedback, and fi ve participants responded. 

 Table   1   shows the distribution of participants, which 
is consistent with the student population at the insti-
tution. Th e students who participated in this study are 
traditional-aged students representing diff erent majors. 
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        Data Analysis 
 Th e data analysis process was iterative and inductive 
and the guidelines outlined by Smith et al. (  2009  ), 
were adapted by the researcher to analyze the data. 
Th e MAXQDA computer program was used to con-
duct line-by-line coding of transcript and aided the 
analysis for this research. Th e initial stage of analysis 
involved immersing in the data through close reading 
of the transcript and note taking. Th e next step was 
working with the notes to transform notes into emerg-
ing themes. Th ese themes were derived from the par-
ticipants’ accounts of their sophomore experience. 
Seeking connections between emerging themes, cat-
egorizing themes according to the similar concepts, 
and providing a descriptive label was the next stage 
of the analysis. Th e data were studied to allow for the 
emergence of constructs, Creswell (  2007  ) outlined the 
importance of using categorical aggregation to estab-
lish themes or patterns. A fi nal list of major themes 
were identifi ed and applied to describe and explain the 
personal accounts of the participants’ experience. Th e 
goal was to learn from participants the factors that con-
tributed to a successful second-year experience and the 
challenges if any that they encountered.  

  Major Findings and Emergent Themes 
 Seven major themes describing the second-year expe-
rience were identifi ed. Th e themes defi ned the study 

participants’ understanding of gaining purpose, estab-
lishing relationships, dealing with personal and institu-
tional challenges as well as their own experiences, and 
understanding of the sophomore slump. Additionally, 
through their own understanding of their second-year 
experience, participants shared the needs of students 
and the institution’s role in meeting their needs. Th is 
section defi nes the themes and provides examples of 
students’ quotes from the interviews that were refl ected 
in the themes. Later on in the discussion, the themes 
are examined in the context of the theoretical frame-
work and the existing literature. 

  DEVELOPMENT OF SELF 

 Th e fi rst theme highlighted participants’ experience 
with development in their own intellectual growth, 
how they defi ned themselves, and their direction. Th e 
second year was described as a period of transformation 
both personally and academically. Th is transformation 
had participants becoming more refl ective on fi nding 
meaning and purpose. 

 Jane stated:

  Sophomore year you are developing and you are 

processing things around you differently; it’s a learning 

experience, a kind of growing-up type of development. 

I learned a lot about myself and who I want to be and 

who I think I want to become and learn to be more 

confi dent in my academic work. I kind of matured.   

 Table 1   Participants’ Characteristics 

Pseudonym Age Gender Race Major First-Year Program    

Brian 20 Male American Indian Speech pathology Yes  

Carlene 20 Female African American Business Yes  

Christella 20 Female White Environmental science Yes  

Grace Ann 19 Female White Creative Writing Yes  

Jacob 20 Male White Actuarial mathematics Yes  

James 20 Male Asian Computer science Yes  

Jane 20 Female White Sociology Yes  

Karen 20 Female Hispanic Psychology Yes  

Larissa 20 Female White Psychology Yes  

Michelle 20 Female White Business Yes  

Pamela 20 Female White Early childhood ed Yes  

Stephen 20 Male African American Accounting Yes
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 As sophomores in this study matured toward adult-
hood, there was an increased awareness of self, purpose, 
and direction of their lives. Moral and psychosocial 
development occurred as they moved into adult-
hood. Th e 12 participants characterized themselves as 
growing and changing mentally, emotionally, and aca-
demically and becoming more engaged in active and 
refl ective thinking. Brian concurred that his outlook 
became diff erent: “Th is is when I started thinking more 
long term. I made a list of goals in my life that I’d like 
to accomplish by a certain time.”  

  INCREASED SENSE OF RESPONSIBILIT Y 

 Assuming greater responsibility for their learning and 
choices was a common thread among the participants. 
Th ere was the stronger inclination toward taking their 
academic responsibility more seriously and dealing 
with the reality of being in college, which was diff erent 
from how they felt in the fi rst year. Michelle summa-
rized it this way: “I think when you are a freshman you 
are like, oh, I am a college student, like, look at me. 
However, I when I got into sophomore year, I took it 
seriously. I just need to get things done.” 

 Th e sense of responsibility extended to an under-
standing of what they needed to do in order to ensure 
their success. Realizing that study patterns changed, 
proper time management was required as well as the 
importance of resolving issues that could carry over 
from the fi rst year. Th ese unresolved issues could create 
more diffi  culty in the second year, especially when the 
academic demands and expectations increased. Stephen 
outlined the following: “I learned in the second year 
that I need to overcome my anxiety by three things: 
just hanging out with the right crowd, managing your 
study time, with your having fun, too.”  

  DECISION MAKING 

 Developing strong decision-making skills was impor-
tant for sophomores as they transition toward making 
greater academic commitment and thinking about 
their vocation. Th e decision-making process could 
sometimes become complex because sophomores are 
required to examine their own values and interests 
and sometimes balance these factor with parental 
expectations. 

 Grace-Ann shared her experience of having to 
balance her parents’ expectations with her own choices. 
She struggled with the thought of disappointing her 
parents, who expected her to follow their vocational 
path of becoming a doctor. Her volunteer experience in 
the emergency room helped her to fi nalize the decision 
about her major. She outlined: “I realized, I looked 
around and said, this is not for me, not where I want 
to be.” Similarly Stephen had to inform his parents 
about a change in major from computer science to 
accounting. He stated: “I wouldn’t dare tell them in 
fi rst year. In sophomore year I told them, you know 
what, I have to switch the major. It is not like a big 
thing; everyone in college does it.” 

 Participants in this study expressed the impor-
tance of being judicious about choosing their major 
and doing so in a time-conscious manner. Stephen 
asserted: “Making a decision in the sophomore year 
about your major and career choice is signifi cant and 
will set the groundwork for whether you will graduate 
early or not.” 

 Th e challenge of choosing a major and declaring a 
major can often yield surprises for sophomores if they 
realize that they are struggling with required courses. 
Through the experiences of some participants, they 
learned the valuable lesson of fi nding an alternative 
major if the major chosen is posing academic chal-
lenges. Declaring a major can become a source of stress 
for sophomores if they are faced with academic chal-
lenges. Participants valued academic effi  cacy in courses 
related to their major. Jane had to seriously think about 
her initial choice: “I was not handling my pre-med 
courses well, so I turned to Plan B, which was psy-
chology or sociology. After much advisement and how 
connected I felt to the courses, I chose sociology. 

 Deciding on a major was a huge developmental task 
for these participants, who wanted to choose a major 
they were passionate about or could excel in.  

  BUILDING AND MAINTAINING 

MEANINGFUL REL ATIONSHIPS 

 Establishing meaningful relationships was another 
signifi cant theme that emerged from the data set. Some 
participants saw faculty members as quite resourceful 
and felt more comfortable approaching a faculty 
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member. Some consulted with professors as they tried 
to make decisions about their academic and career 
goals. Th e consultation with faculty members extended 
to seeking advice for personal issues and needing rec-
ommendations. Th ey viewed faculty members not only 
in their roles as educators but as information brokers, 
mentors, and individuals who understood students’ 
struggles. Pamela’s view of faculty was as follows:

  In the second year you feel more comfortable going 

to faculty to ask for explanation, and to challenge 

a grade and insist on an explanation on why I got 

this grade. My connection felt deeper with faculty 

because my major was small.   

 Developing peer connection was a signifi cant fi nd-
ing. Friendship with peers was at a deeper level to foster 
more meaningful relationships. Participants sought 
friends who shared the same values and who could 
make successful contribution to their academic journey. 
Th e importance of peer-to-peer connections was inte-
gral to sophomores in this study. Th ey spoke of relying 
on peers and upper-class students for academic advice 
and guidance. Jane felt it was important to redefi ne her 
friendships:

  The sophomore year was a year of transformation—

a year where friends were different and friendships 

become more meaningful. I was very aware that I 

needed friends who were like me. I have this course 

and I need to study; let’s go do it.   

 Karen also shared the same sentiment: “Second 
year you start choosing diff erent friends; high school 
friends go away after the fi rst year because of the major 
changes, and we establish new friendships.”  

  INSTITUTIONAL CONCERNS 

 Th e participants in this study highlighted some of the 
institutional challenges and the misconceived notions 
about sophomores and their preparedness to success-
fully navigate the college processes. Sophomores were 
beginning to feel comfortable with college, but ironi-
cally they were not fully prepared for the new demands 
of the second year. Th ey were still in need of support 
such as more advisement on choosing a major, career, 
deciding on study abroad, and finding internships. 
For these sophomores it was about being prepared to 

declare a major and doing so in a timely manner, hav-
ing adequate advisers with availability, and being accu-
rately informed about requirements for their majors. 

 Sophomores in this study were very critical of the 
quality of advisement at the institution. They were 
not particularly ready for the transition to depart-
mental advisements. Some expressed concerns about 
the limited information on major requirements, insuf-
ficient advisers in academic departments to assist 
students, and limited course off erings. James was frus-
trated with trying to fi nd courses. He stated: “I had to 
track professors down to get over tally for my major 
courses, and this was stressful.” Brian had to do his 
research on his major and expressed his frustration with 
the lack of information about the speech pathology 
major:

  When we are sophomores, this is the time where we 

want to look into that stuff. I felt that if I had someone 

to talk to personally, that would have been very help-

ful. I would not have to go what I went through. An 

adviser in the speech pathology department would 

have been good.   

 Some felt the institution needed to place more 
emphasis on students declaring their majors. Partici-
pants felt they were not prepared to meet the institu-
tion’s deadline to declare their major and needed more 
time to think about their choices. Carlene expressed that 
the message of declaring a major needs to emphasized:

  I think it was told to us, but you don’t really think 

about it until last minute. Maybe from the beginning 

of the sophomore year to the end of the sophomore 

year, even professors should remind you.   

 The process and the timing of declaring a major 
also posed challenges for sophomores in this study. 
Some academic departments had a straightforward 
online process, while other areas had a more complex 
and convoluted process. Sophomores tend to sense 
the urgency in declaring their majors as the deadline 
approaches. Carlene further stated the importance 
of engaging sophomores ahead of time to keep them 
informed of the expectations:

  I think having open sessions where people could talk 

and be, like, I really don’t know, would be helpful 

for sophomores, especially just because that is your 
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transition to where it is like, OK, I know what college 

is about now; I know what they expect of me; now I 

need to know what I want to study.   

 Financing their education was stressful for two par-
ticipants. Even the fi nancial aid process was still daunt-
ing for sophomores. Jane, for example, expressed her 
frustration with some of the college processes:

  There are always things that are also out of my con-

trol at some point, like fi nancial aid. The fi nancial aid 

process is frustrating because of the way they com-

municate to students. You have to fi gure out where 

the bursar is, how to complete fi nancial aid.   

 Some participants had to make the decision to work 
part-time and study to help their parents fund their 
education. Th ese challenges created periods of stress 
for some participants. In addition to the new academic 
demands, trying to navigate college processes on their 
own, was the need to balance the personal challenges 
of deciding to work or stay in school.  

  SOPHOMORE COMMUNIT Y 

 Building a community to establish identity and support 
is critical to a successful sophomore experience. Th e 
lack of social engagement in the sophomore year was 
quite evident and was identifi ed as a major diff erence 
from the fi rst-year experience. Participants recognized 
the change in the institutional attention and support 
in the second year relative to their fi rst-year experi-
ence. Th ere was a clear understanding that they felt less 
engaged, ignored, and abandoned by the institution. 
Carlene summed it up as such:

  First year you are welcomed with open arms; they 

made you feel like you made the best choice ever 

coming here. Then you get kicked to the side a little 

in your sophomore year. In the second year, they 

don’t really tell you anything.   

 Similarly, Christella also shared these sentiments:

  In the second year, you kind of realize that you are 

on your own. In the fi rst year, you have the Freshman 

Year Learning Community, but in the second year, 

you have to fi gure out where the bursar is, complete 

fi nancial aid, fi gure out the registration process, fi gure 

out what the registrar is, and get used to fi guring out 

things on your own.   

 Th ere was the expressed need to bond with other 
sophomores who were having similar experiences. 
Establishing this network through events would 
allow them to meet other students and would help to 
increase their sense of belonging. Th ey recognized the 
strong eff orts to welcome them as fi rst-year students 
and believed they needed a diff erent kind of support 
to meet the needs of the second year. They repeat-
edly mentioned the need for more encouragement. 
For these participants, fostering a community of peers 
would support learning and increase their overall satis-
faction with their sophomore experience. 

 One of the most vital elements of participating in 
the fi rst-year program for the study participants was the 
engagement in communities and social programming, 
which helped with the integration process into college. 
When they transitioned to the second year, this type 
of social engagement was nonexistent. As evidenced 
by participants’ responses, they agreed on the need for 
more sophomore-specifi c events to allow sophomores 
to bond and stay informed about the goals and expec-
tations of the second year. 

 Jacqueline articulated her overall view of how sopho-
mores were treated in relation to freshmen and upper-
classmen:

  In the fi rst year, as an incoming freshman you get a 

lot of support. In the junior and the senior year, you 

are pretty much on track because this is your major. 

As sophomores, you are still looking for guidance on 

deciding on a major, career internship, or studying 

abroad, which is not necessarily there.   

 Carlene supported this view and highlighted that it is 
important to pay attention to sophomores because this 
is the point where students start thinking about trans-
ferring. “If someone wants to transfer, they would most 
likely think about it in the sophomore year.”  

  SOPHOMORE SLUMP 

 The sophomore slump is linked to the second-year 
experience and is identifi ed as one of the reasons for 
attrition. When asked about their understanding of the 
sophomore slump, most participants shared their per-
ceptions and experiences with slumping. Participants 
viewed the sophomore slump as a “wake-up period.” 
Carlene described it as “a period similar to senioritis 
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in grade school where the bare minimum is done.” She 
recalled:

  There were times when I was just too tired. I knew 

the work had to be done because bad things would 

happen if it weren’t. Dropping out was not an option. 

Why would that be an option? You’re, like, halfway 

there.   

 James detailed his experience with the slump and 
stated the following: “I think at some point I experi-
enced this because during the second year no one is 
there to guide you. It is bad if it has to happen during 
your sophomore year and you can’t get over it.” 

 Brian also shared his experience with slumping 
because of the challenges he had with defining his 
purpose being at that particular college:

  I have the thoughts whether I need to be here. In the 

fi rst semester of the second year, I was at a low point 

and I had to seek counseling. I needed someone to 

talk to, so I went to the personal counseling. I tried to 

talk to my mom about it but I never got anywhere. 

It was good to talk to someone about this. I was at 

a low point in the fi rst semester of my second year 

and felt the need to talk to someone. It decreased a 

lot since the second half of the year and I was able to 

focus more.   

 Some participants in this study struggled with the 
sophomore slump for various reasons: not feeling that 
they belong, dealing with the new challenges and try-
ing to navigate the environment on their own, trying 
to make decisions that could impact their future, try-
ing to deal with the new expectations and transition 
from being in a community to feeling isolated. Some 
admitted to being less diligent and losing the motiva-
tion to complete their coursework. For some, experi-
encing the slump was a period of awakening to their 
new academic reality and losing the special status they 
experienced in the fi rst year.   

  Summary of the Research Results 
 The narratives that emerged from the participants’ 
description of their second yearsubstantiate fi ndings 
from the existing literature. Th e participants viewed 
themselves as transitioning to another phase of their 
development and academic experience and evolving 

from being newly minted college students to becoming 
more confi dent and seasoned in the environment. Th eir 
second-year experience was also framed as one with 
competing challenges and the need for year-specifi c 
support to meet these challenges. 

 For these sophomores, their developmental process 
was marked by an increase in confidence in choos-
ing their direction and understanding their purpose. 
Th e study participants described themselves as devel-
oping into adulthood and making the best possible 
adjustments to meet the demands of the second year. 
Th e adjustments required them to reassess their lives 
and their academic journey to fulfi ll new standards of 
competence intellectually and interpersonally. Toward 
this end, they became mindful of establishing more 
meaningful relationships, developing purpose, and 
increasing their level of academic commitments. 

 Th ere is evidence to suggest that these participants 
were either less reliant or were becoming less reliant on 
parental guidance and support and were more inclined 
to seek support from peers and faculty members. Th ey 
relied on perspectives of their peers and faculty as they 
made decisions about their academic paths. Faculty 
members were regarded as partners in the learning pro-
cess. 

 Although they had become more focused, purpose 
driven, and intellectually and psychologically grounded, 
they also experienced a gap or void in their second-year 
experience. Some sophomores further defined their 
experience as a period of being in college to do what 
needed to be done; these sophomores felt that the hon-
eymoon phase of the college experience had worn off . 

 Th e fi ndings revealed that sophomores were dissat-
isfied with aspects of their college experience. They 
expressed their dissatisfaction with institutional ser-
vices such as academic and career advisement, lack of 
guidance and opportunities for social engagement, 
and major and career exploration. Participants also 
expressed the importance of having a stronger sense of 
community among students in the second year. 

 In conclusion, the participants’ stories revealed 
that the second-year experience is multifaceted and 
sometimes contradictory. It is characterized by trans-
formation of self and increased confi dence, direction, 
purpose, reality check, relationships, academic expecta-
tions, and overall campus expectations. It also includes 
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challenges, frustration, confusion, strong decision mak-
ing on career and major, less direction and guidance 
from the institution on what needs to be done, and 
awareness about having less time to make up for a 
mistake or failed course or changed decision. James 
summed up the second year as the end of transforma-
tion between college and high school to coming one 
step closer to the real life.  

  Discussion 
 Th is section discusses the implications of the fi ndings. 
Th e fi ndings substantiate the literature on the unique 
needs of the second year and validate the importance 
of developing year-specifi c services to help students 
navigate the challenging areas and promote retention 
and student success. It is established in the literature 
and is evident in these fi ndings that students could 
struggle with establishing their identity and reevaluat-
ing their purpose and collegiate experience. A consis-
tent theme in the literature is the challenges associated 
with the decision of selecting a major. Selection of a 
major requires students to have the academic ability 
for specifi c coursework, awareness of available options, 
and strong decision-making skills to balance interests 
with future career and life goals. Th e fi ndings from 
this study also showed that sophomores might need 
to balance parents’ expectations along with the other 
factors that go into selecting their majors. Th is might 
be a unique fi nding in this study, but it is worth men-
tioning, as this adds to the mounting pressures of the 
second-year experience. 

 Th e scholarship on the second-year experience tends 
to frame the experience as one plagued with challenges. 
Overall, the fi ndings from this research clearly substan-
tiate the literature on the challenges students could face 
in the second year. However, there is evidence from 
this study to suggest that the transition to the second 
year can also be viewed as a year of opportunity with 
competing responsibilities. Th is fi nding is punctuated 
by the participant’s desire to weather the storm of 
the second year. It is clear that without the year-spe-
cifi c support, sophomores will struggle to fulfi ll their 
responsibilities and become disenchanted with college 
life. Consequently, these opportunities could become 
challenges. Reframing the second-year experience as 

one of opportunities further reinforces the need for the 
right kind of support for students to successfully fulfi ll 
their responsibilities.  

  Statement of Limitations 
 Every study has limitations. Th erefore, the researcher 
had to provide sufficient descriptive data to make 
transferability possible. Th e following limitations were 
included in the design of the student. Th e study was 
limited to an urban public institution and was con-
ducted in one of 17 campuses within that large uni-
versity system. Th e participants were limited to only 
traditional-aged students, and they were all students 
who participated in a first-year program; therefore, 
the perspectives of students who were not in a fi rst-
year program were not included. Th e sample size was 
also limited to students who had completed the sec-
ond semester of the second year; therefore, there might 
have been additional challenges that they could have 
forgotten due to maturation. Th e sampling was pur-
poseful, and the study participants were self-selected.  

  Recommendations for Professional 
Practice 
 Th e following recommendations are proposed for pro-
fessionals in higher education seeking to understand 
the needs and concerns of sophomores to ultimately 
provide the kinds of support that would success-
fully meet the demands as students progress through 
college. The research findings support the need for 
mentorship and guidance for sophomores. Establish-
ing second-year programs and initiatives to reinte-
grate students into college and defi ne the new realities 
will help sophomores with their development and 
transition. Sophomore-specifi c programs will help to 
promote opportunities for both academic and social 
engagement. 

 Second-year programs should have a mentoring 
component and should be inclusive and comprehen-
sive. Peer-to-peer interaction was highly valued among 
participants in this research; therefore, providing 
mentoring services specifi c to the second year would 
be benefi cial to sophomores who feel the guidance is 
limited. Mentoring would provide the opportunity 
for sophomores to be paired with faculty and staff  or 
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upper-class students who could provide additional 
academic and cocurricular support as they try to make 
decisions about their goals and their future. 

 Creating a sophomore-specific orientation would 
provide the opportunity to present and discuss the sec-
ond-year expectations. Th e orientation should include 
workshops to introduce students to diff erent academic 
majors and expose them to study abroad and leadership 
opportunities. Th is level of engagement and support 
would help to bolster the second-year experience as 
students try to adjust to the new academic and social 
demands. 

 Focusing on academic and career planning is the 
hallmark of the second-year experience and is crucial 
to student success. Promoting initiatives and events 
that support major and career exploration would 
benefi t students in the second year and cultivate col-
laboration between faculty and staff in sponsoring 
major fairs and career and major events. Partnerships 
among departments such as the career center, academic 
departments, student aff airs, and personal counseling 
are essential to create a holistic experience for stu-
dents. It has been established that sophomores need 
guidance and direction in exploring and declaring their 
majors and aligning their choices with their career or 
educational goals; therefore, advisement should be tai-
lored to engage students into refl ecting deeply about 
their academic plans. 

 Mastery of academic content and competence in 
major course was essential for sophomores in this study. 
Sophomores who are more engaged in their learning 
will remain committed to their major and will persist. 
Promoting undergraduate research in the second year 
provides the opportunity for students to become more 
engaged learners. Th is will increase the opportunity for 
more contact with faculty both inside and outside the 
classroom. Th e role of faculty in promoting retention 
is well documented in the literature. 

 Keeping sophomores informed is also necessary as 
they deal with their new realities. Creating a sopho-
more experience website directed to sophomore stu-
dents will increase the campus awareness of this class 
of students. Th e website could serve as a repository for 
sophomore-specifi c information, events, and narratives. 
Th is will also help to develop a sense of community 

for sophomores as they try to fi nd a home in academic 
departments. 

 Prior to implementing sophomore initiatives, 
it is important to conduct a comprehensive needs 
assessment to provide the appropriate support for stu-
dents and increase the institution’s awareness of stu-
dents’ needs as they move through developmental 
changes and respond to expectations. Needs assessment 
could be conducted through additional focus groups 
and surveys. Assessment of these initiatives is also 
essential to ensure that programs are successfully meet-
ing the needs of the students.  

  Future Research 
 Since the research was conducted on traditional-aged 
students, there is room for more research on how dif-
ferent groups of students would advance through the 
stages of development. The results from the study 
are not generalizable, and more research is needed to 
understand the impact of fi nancial aid on sophomore 
persistence. Additionally, the study participants did not 
include transfer students who could also be considered 
sophomores. Finally, this study was done at a four-year 
institution; therefore, a study of sophomore students 
within a two-year school could add to the scholarship 
on sophomores’ experiences.  

  Conclusion 
 Sophomores are similar to a sibling stuck between the 
older child and the baby seeking attention. Th e fi ndings 
suggest that it is necessary to continue the provision of 
specifi c support to maximize all students’ learning and 
development. Therefore, sophomores should not be 
viewed as the “forgotten class.” It is necessary to under-
stand that sophomores are going through a period of 
transition. Th is is more of an internal transition and 
dealing with new demands within the academic envi-
ronment. While they are trying to process the trans-
formation, the second-year specifi c support tends to 
be limited because institutions have operated under 
the assumption that sophomores are no longer new to 
the environment. However, we have learned that soph-
omores do require a diff erent kind of approach—not 
handholding but guidance in helping them to defi ne 
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their direction and purpose. Th is study supports the lit-
erature on the second college year and the experiences 
of sophomore students. Student in their second year of 
college encounter developmental, academic, and insti-
tutional challenges that, if not addressed, will lead to the 
sophomore slump. which is identifi ed as one of the most 
signifi cant reasons for attrition in this group. Th is study 
also adds to the literature that second year can be viewed 
as a year of opportunity with competing responsibilities. 
If institutions fail to provide year-specifi c support to 
assist students with fulfi lling these responsibilities, the 
opportunities can become challenges.  
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Differentiating Commitment to 
Welfare: Adult Student Perceptions 
of Institutional Practices
by Shane Crounse, Lygie Hinkle, and Christin Shatzer

Adult college students have long been considered “non-
traditional” in comparison to recent high school grad-
uates who enroll directly into a four-year residential 
college experience. However, there has been a marked 
shift such that adult college students are an increas-
ing portion of the U.S. undergraduate population. State 
governments and national organizations have recom-
mended a specific focus on recruiting and retaining 
adult students to achieve goals of increased postsecond-
ary attainment. The literature points to several ways in 
which adult students differ substantially from students 
who are recent high school graduates. Adult students 
are more likely to be managing work and family respon-
sibilities in addition to their college coursework. Their 
many obligations influence their preferences regarding 
programs of study, course scheduling, faculty engage-
ment, and other aspects of the college experience. With-
out a thorough understanding of adult student needs 
and expectations, colleges and universities are unlikely 
to tailor their offerings, policies, or procedures to better 
attract and support adult students.

The research team conducted a mixed methods 
study, commissioned by the Tennessee Independent 
Colleges and Universities Association (TICUA), exam-
ining the college selection and enrollment choices of 
adult students (individuals age 25 years and older) at 
private, four-year, nonprofit institutions. This article 
focuses on best practices and adult student enrollment 
choices among Tennessee private nonprofit institutions. 
The findings include promising institutional practices 
specific to adult students, with a keen focus on adult 
student welfare. While the findings and suggested best 
practices are specific to Tennessee private, nonprofit in-
stitutions, other institutions interested in serving adult 
students across the country may draw on these best 
practices in ways that best suit their geographic con-
texts, program offerings, and campus cultures.

Literature Review
According to the U.S. Department of Education, adult 
students—those age 25 years and older—accounted for 
nearly 8.2 million students enrolled in college, or about 

Adult learners are enrolling in U.S. higher education at a growing pace. These 
students have obligations and needs that influence their preferences for programs 
of study, scheduling, and specific support systems. This article recommends a 
number of research-based institutional practices relevant to the welfare of adult 
student learners.

THE RESE ARCH AGENDA
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40 percent of all students enrolled in college, in 2014 
(Snyder, de Bray, and Dillow 2016, 466). In Tennessee, 
900,000 adults (approximately 18 percent) older than 25 
years already have some college education but no degree, 
and 1.4 million (approximately 27 percent) have only a 
high school diploma or equivalent (Census 2010; Ten-
nessee Higher Education Commission 2015). The college 
enrollment decisions of an ever-increasing number of 
prospective adult students are largely influenced by spe-
cific institutional characteristics and perceived benefits 
of enrollment.

Recent research findings by Hutchens (2016) show 
that the availability of a specific major and program cost 
are the two institutional characteristics most important 
to adult students (Hutchens 2016, 42). Hutchens’ find-
ings (2016) also indicate that for highly nontraditional 
students (those with more than four nontraditional 
characteristics, such as working full time or having 
dependent children [Choy 2002]), the availability of a 
specific major replaces cost as their primary concern 
in their choice of an institution of higher education at 
which to enroll.

A 1987 study of nontraditional student choice reveals 
that a significant personal or professional event can be 
the catalyst for an adult’s choice to return to school 
(Bers and Smith 1987). Review of the more recent litera-
ture supports earlier findings and concludes, regarding 
predisposition for college, that adults tend to fall into 
two categories: professional predisposition and “right-time” 
predisposition (Hutchens 2016; Hutchens and Franklin 
2013). Findings from Hutchens’ 2016 doctoral research 
indicate that adult students’ reasons for enrolling in 
college included “personal growth, professional reasons, 
and a sense it was the ‘right time’” (53).

For high-demand fields that provide a sustainable 
income for a family, postsecondary education is crucial; 
it can also be a welcome challenge and skill-building 
opportunity (Tolbert 2012). While the idea of return 
on investment (ROI) is important in the college choice 
process, adult learners who do not have access either to 
this information or to high-quality postsecondary op-
tions within a reasonable distance will still experience 
obstacles when deciding to enroll in higher education 

(Blagg and Chingos 2016). According to findings from a 
Public Agenda survey (2013), prospective adult college 
students are interested in an academic experience that 
is connected to their work experience and professional 
goals and that provides some additional or new job ex-
perience (Hagelskamp et al. 2013).

Adult students use the Internet and word of mouth 
as primary sources of information in the college search 
and selection process (Hagelskamp et al. 2013; Hutch-
ens 2016). While less critical for adult students, espe-
cially compared to their traditional-aged counterparts, 
campus visits do provide useful information about an 
institution or program where they might enroll. Adult 
learners are likely to visit and call programs and institu-
tions to obtain information for use in their postsecond-
ary choice process (Hutchens 2016).

The adult college search process is brief. A recent 
study found that 65 percent of nontraditional students 
choose to enroll within six months of beginning their 
college search process (Hutchens 2016). Adult students 
are also likely to select a school and decide to enroll in 
one step rather than decide to attend college, identify 
possible schools, and then select a school (the typical 
process for traditional-aged college students) (Hutch-
ens 2016). These findings suggest that recruiters and 
advisors should communicate with prospective adult 
students in an efficient manner. Meeting students in the 
way that best serves their needs demonstrates a level of 
caring that is essential to student success.

Institutional Commitment 
to Student Welfare
In their book Rethinking College Student Retention, Braxton, 
Doyle, Hartley, Hirschy, Jones, and McLendon (2014) 
recommend a series of practices that are essential to 
the success of commuter college students (i.e., students 
attending non-residential campuses). Their recommen-
dations include an array of actions that together high-
light the importance of institutional commitment to 
student welfare and institutional integrity. The authors 
contend that commitment to student welfare and in-
stitutional integrity reflects the culture of the school. 
Specifically, “respect for each student as an individual 
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should manifest itself in the day-to-day interactions col-
lege and university administrators, staff members, and 
clerical workers have with students” (39). This agrees 
with Perna’s (2010) work: Faculty and administrators 
serving adult and working students must understand 
the population and adapt to its needs.

Institutional policy, procedure, and programming 
communicate the level of commitment to student wel-
fare and academic growth and development (Braxton 
et al. 2014). How and when institutions offer academic 
programs, services, and support resources directly af-
fect the accessibility of college by adult students and 
their ability to complete a postsecondary degree. Not 
providing classes and university services at convenient 
times for adult students is a significant barrier to adult 
students’ enrollment.

Most colleges and universities are not designed with 
the adult student in mind. This is especially apparent 
when considering the admission and financial aid expe-
riences of adult students at institutions that have tradi-
tionally served the eighteen- to 22-year-old college-going 
population. Adult students often have complex family 
and financial situations, and these complexities typically 
require strategies and solutions beyond the knowledge of 
the traditional financial aid counselor (Hutchens 2016). 
Further, because financial aid policy dictated by institu-
tions, states, and even the federal government is designed 
for traditional students and typically does not accom-
modate individual adjustments or case-by-case consid-
erations, it offers little flexibility to adult students with 
more dynamic life circumstances (Hart 2003).

Institutions communicate their commitment to 
student welfare by intentionally structuring services 
and schedules to accommodate nontraditional student 
schedules. Straightforward processes for student expe-
riences in registration, featuring campus technology 
and services and clear communication, also demon-
strate concern for student welfare and increase student 
commitment to the institution (Braxton et al. 2014). It 
is critical to communicate student-centered processes 
and practices to adult students during the recruitment 
process so they can see how the institution values their 
welfare and experience.

Conceptual Framework
Building on a review of the literature and critical en-
gagement with the Braxton et al. (2014) paradigm of re-
tention and student success, a conceptual framework 
was developed to better understand the adult college 
choice process (see Figure 1). This framework informed 
the study design and associated research methods.

Study Design and  
Institution-Selection Process
The authors employed a purposive sampling strategy to 
tease out specific information and expertise from vol-
unteer adult students, campus staff, and administrators 
at TICUA member institutions. The authors partnered 
with TICUA to identify and invite institutions to partici-
pate in the project and ultimately contacted 18 TICUA 
member institutions to invite their participation in the 
inquiry about the adult student college choice process 
and adult college student success. Ten TICUA member 
institutions chose to participate, including four in the 
student survey, three in interviews of adult students and 
TICUA institution staff members, and three in the sur-
vey and interviews; an additional three TICUA member 
institutions participated in interviews of adult students 
and TICUA institution staff members.

Methods
The study used a mixed methods approach to identify 
specific institutional practices that influence adult stu-
dents’ decisions to enroll in higher education and to se-
lect a specific institution. The practices investigated were 
informed by the literature on adult students and insti-
tutional commitment to student welfare. This approach 
was chosen to allow research of broad trends related to 
adult student choices and behavior through survey data 
and interviews regarding how adults experience higher 
education at traditional four-year, liberal arts institutions.

During the fall 2016 semester, the authors surveyed 
adult students at seven nonprofit, private institutions in 
Tennessee.1 In total, 2,879 adult students enrolled at the 

 1 *The authors sought and secured permission to use a survey instrument 
developed by Public Agenda, a nonpartisan, nonprofit organization. In its 
November 2013 report, “Is College Worth It for Me? How Adults without 
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seven TICUA member institutions were invited to par-
ticipate in the survey. The target population was adult 
students seeking their first degree at a TICUA institu-
tion. Distribution of the survey was managed at each 
institution by campus staff and may have included all 
adult students. The survey asked participants their age 
and the type of degree they were pursuing. However, 
the survey instrument did not specifically ask whether 
the degree was their first. In total, 402 students partici-
pated in the survey; 263 students completed the survey. 
Respondents eliminated from analysis did not finish 
the survey, were younger than 25 years of age, or were 
pursuing a graduate degree.

In addition to the survey, during the spring 2017 se-
mester, the authors interviewed adult students and col-
lege and university administrators who work with adult 
students at nine nonprofit, private institutions in Ten-

Degrees Think about Going (Back) to School,” Public Agenda researched 
elements associated with the prospective adult college student choice 
process, such as preparation and expectations. The authors adapted this 
survey to study adult students currently enrolled at colleges and universi-
ties in Tennessee. In addition to modifying the survey language, many 
questions were eliminated and some were added based on the literature 
on adult students cited above.

nessee. Campus administrators distributed information 
regarding the project, including a request for volunteer 
interview participants. Potential participants were in-
structed to contact a member of the project team to set 
a schedule and location for their interview. In total, the 
authors spoke with 22 participants: ten current adult 
college students from three of the participating institu-
tions and twelve campus administrators from nine of 
the participating institutions.

The authors analyzed the survey and interview data 
in order to better understand how private, nonprofit 
institutions in Tennessee can attract prospective adult 
students and demonstrate institutional commitment to 
their unique circumstances. The findings and recom-
mendations that follow derive from this analysis.

Findings
Institutional Characteristics 
and Perceived Benefits

The survey included questions that addressed institu-
tional characteristics and perceived benefits associated 
with college enrollment. The first asked students the 

 FIGURE 1 ➤ Factors and Behaviors in Adult Students’ Higher Education Enrollment
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main reason they chose their institution over other 
schools. The frequencies of students’ answers are pre-
sented in Table 1.

“Exactly the program you wanted” was the most 
frequently selected answer, followed closely by “conve-
nience/location” and “other.” Cost was highlighted by 
only 14.8 percent of respondents. These findings con-
firm the importance to adult students of finding a pro-
gram that suits their professional and personal needs.

Table 2 presents the “other” answers according to 
identified themes regarding institution selection. The 
two most frequent themes were the religious affiliation 
and the affordability of the institution.

Another group of questions addressed the career 
field sought by survey respondents. Two questions 
asked students to describe their areas of study or career 
field sought and whether the field of study was a pas-
sion or was chosen for the job prospects it offered. The 
text boxes of the first question were reviewed and coded 
for similar answers.

Nearly 40 percent (39.7 percent) of survey respon-
dents reported “passion” while 19.2 percent selected 
“likely to improve job projects.” Of those students who 
chose “neither,” six indicated a personal or faith-based 
mission, four indicated the importance of time to de-
gree completion, and three indicated a career-related 
reason such as time already invested in the field or a 
desire to pursue a specific career path.

The literature highlights the role of cost and debt 
associated with college choice. Survey respondents were 
asked about their level of concern about debt (see Table 
5) as well as about the main reason they were pursuing 
a degree (see Table 6).

Respondents who indicated “other” were provided 
with a text field in which to record their reason for 
pursuing a degree. Table 7 groups “other” answers by 
theme (some answers addressed more than one theme 
and were counted independently in each category).

An initial theme that emerged from the interviews 
was how perceptions of higher education’s value were 
shaped by two factors: price and fit. The price factor was 
understood to mean the cost of tuition; neither inter-
view group mentioned the cost of books, commuting, or 

 TABLE 1 ➤ Primary Reason for Choice  
of Institution

Reason n %

Valid

Convenience/Location 36 14.8

Affordability 28 11.5

Exactly the program you wanted 49 20.1

Admission requirements easier to meet/
that is where I got accepted

6 2.5

Best school for this field/degree 28 11.5

This school gave me the most credit 
for previous work or experience

22 9.0

Someone recommended it 29 11.9

Other 46 18.9

Total (Valid) 244 100.0

Missing

System 19

Total 263

 TABLE 2 ➤ Secondary Reason for Choice  
of Institution

Mentions n

Religious Affiliation of Institution 13

Affordability 13

Reputation or Recommendation 11

Convenience 10

 TABLE 3 ➤ Field of Professional Interest

n %

Valid

Healthcare 28 11.9

Religion 84 35.7

Business 87 37.0

Teaching 8 3.4

Legal 8 3.4

Computing 5 2.1

Other 15 6.4

Total (Valid) 235 100.0

Missing

System 28

Total 263
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fees associated with college attendance. “Fit” was under-
stood to mean “matching” between the adult student’s 
needs and goals and various aspects of the institution, 
including degree programs.

Several adult students reported that they perceived 
tuition costs to be high. Harriet referred to the cost as 
“pricey,” and several other students described it as “ex-
pensive.” Adult students’ perceptions contrasted with 
those of TICUA member campus staff, who described 
tuition as “lower price” and “competitive.”

Several adult students referred to major of inter-
est as a key component in their college choice. Harriet 
shared that she

could’ve gone back to [her previous institution] to start 
back where [she] left off with elementary education, but 
[she] wanted something different, something new, a new 
start. [She] decided to check out [her current institution]; 
they ended up accepting some credits, but it did [not] play 
a big role. [She] wanted to get into entrepreneurship ... and 
learn more about managing employees.

Adult students also shared that supportive staff 
working in enrollment played a role in the “match-
ing” process. Charlie said he was “walk[ed] through the 
whole process” of enrollment. Kate, a TICUA campus 
administrator, shared that “congruence between expec-
tation and reality” was a critical component of adult 
student and institution matching. Kyle, another admin-
istrator, explained that “adult student[s] pick [an institu-
tion] because they tried other places and it did [not] feel 
like a good fit.”

Adult students spoke particularly about the interac-
tion between price and fit and these factors’ influence 
on their perception of the value of education at their 
institution. Notably, the same adult students who per-
ceived the cost of tuition as high expressed high levels 
of satisfaction with their institutions. Isaac described 
attending his college as a “life-enhancing experience.” 
Other adult students expressed similar satisfaction with 
their choice despite their perceptions of high price. 
TICUA member institutions’ staff and administrators 
observed, as the adult students did, that fit often trumps 
price. Kate shared that she believed that students chose 

 TABLE 4 ➤ Reason for Choice of  
Academic Program

n %

Valid

Passion 95 39.7

Likely to improve job prospects 46 19.2

Both 84 35.1

Neither (specify) what is the reason you 
are pursuing this specific field?

14 5.9

Total (Valid) 239 100.0

Missing

System 24

Total 263

 TABLE 5 ➤ Concern About Debt 

n %

Valid

A lot 93 40.6

Some 53 23.1

Only a little 38 16.6

Not at all 45 19.7

Total (Valid) 229 100.0

Missing

System 34

Total 263

 TABLE 6 ➤ Primary Reason for Pursuing  
a Degree

n %

Valid

To get ahead in your current job or career 106 43.6

To get a different kind of job or career 
altogether (please describe)

78 32.1

To get a good education and learn about the world 26 10.7

Other 26 10.7

None of these 7 2.9

Total (Valid) 243 100.0

Missing

System 20

Total 263
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her institution because “they know [the institution’s] 
history,” they “believe in the brand,” and the institution 
“made them feel welcome.”

Interview participants indicated that personal and 
professional reasons influenced their enrollment. Sev-
eral reported returning to school for “career develop-
ment” and the availability of “future positions…with [a] 
degree.” Theresa shared that she was “looking for full-
time work with benefits instead of multiple part-time 
jobs.” Adult students also reported that they returned 
to school for “access to a promotion” and “advancement 
considerations.” Another motivator was applicable skills 
for industry. Vivian, a staff member, shared that adult 
students were focused on developing “organizational 
skills that are practical for the workplace.” Several adult 
students agreed that gaining “industry-relevant skills” 
was a motivator.

Both interview groups also described personal rea-
sons for adult students to enroll in college. Liz, a TICUA 
campus administrator, shared that “[adult students] are 
internally motivated to change their situation.” Several 
adult students described their interest in being a “role 
model” for their children and in avoiding “be[ing] an 
embarrassment.” Isaac was interested in being “an inspi-
ration” for his children and his employees. Noelle, a staff 
member, described adult students as “motivating [their] 
kids” and “be[ing] the example.” Another motivator is 
earning a degree. Maureen, a staff member, shared that 
“students [felt] disappointed in not completing [their] 
degree” previously. Francina, an adult student, shared 
that she wanted to “finish what [she] had started.”

Sources of Information
Survey respondents also described how they had learned 
about colleges and programs (see Table 8). Adult stu-
dents most frequently reported gathering information 
from individual college websites (n = 163) and from fam-
ily, friends, or colleagues (n = 157); more than 70 percent 
reported gathering information from both sources.

Institutional Commitment to Student Welfare
The survey included questions about adult students’ ex-
periences on campus and their preferences regarding 

the award of credit for previous coursework or work 
experience (see Table 9). Large percentages of students 
received credit for previous coursework or work ex-
perience or were able to take a test to demonstrate 
previously learned skills. Only 13.5 percent report not 
receiving any credit for previous work.

Table 10 presents the data concerning the impor-
tance of the award of credit to adult students’ decision 
to enroll. The majority of students (68.4%, n = 143) stated 
that receiving credit was a significant factor in their 
decision to enroll.

The survey also invited feedback regarding adult 
students’ time to degree completion. One question 
asked students to indicate their preference for a well-
structured program that supports timely graduation; 

 TABLE 7 ➤ “Other” Reasons for Pursuing a 
Degree (by Theme)

Mentions n

Career goals 15

Degree a life goal 11

Religious calling to school 10

 TABLE 8 ➤ Sources of Information About 
Higher Education Institutions 

Source of Information
Total 

Responses 
(n)

Answered 
“Yes” 

(%)

Individual college websites 163 74.4

Friends, family or colleagues 157 71.4

Interactive websites to rank 
and compare priorities

95 44.6

College recruiters who promote, 
and market their school

80 36.9

Books with information on 
colleges and programs

63 29.7

Television commercials, 
billboards, or other ads

56 26.5

Guidance counselors at 
individual colleges

51 24.1

Financial aid advisors 50 23.3

An employer 43 20.4

High school guidance 
counselors

22 10.5
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another invited students to indicate their preference for 
exploring the curriculum, having both a well-structured 
program supporting timely graduation and curricular 
exploration, or neither. Students’ clear preference for a 
structured program and on-time graduation is evident 
in the 60.3 percent (n = 141) of valid responses for that 
choice (see Table 11).

Another theme that emerged from the interviews 
related to the nature and quality of interactions among 
TICUA member institutions, various institutional rep-
resentatives, and adult students. Interview participants 
agreed that adult students have different needs from 
those of traditional-aged students. Christine, a TICUA 
member campus administrator, shared her belief that 
adult students may express their needs as “If I [am] giv-
ing my best, will you help me?” Laura, another TICUA 
member campus administrator, described adult students 
as “driven but not sure how to do it.” TICUA member 
campus staff, administrators, and adult students shared 

some of the ways in which institutions are working to 
meet adult students’ needs.

Adult students reported satisfaction with enroll-
ment and registration processes, noting that they were 
“speedy” and “quick.” Several shared that they completed 
their application process in one day; another shared that 
he completed the process in one week. Francina shared 
that one time she “almost dropped out, but…faculty fol-
lowed up with her” and convinced her to persist. She 
also mentioned that staff members helped her register 
for the term when she considered leaving school and 
noted that she had experienced issues with registration 
the previous year that may delay her graduation.

Most of the adult students interviewed noted the im-
portance of efficiency in the award of transfer credit. 
Karen pointed out that the “ability to get [transfer] cred-
its … made the choice easy.” Vivian “appreciated the 
credit for prior work experience and skills.” Barb shared 
that her “past associate degree credits all transferred” 
to her bachelor’s degree. Harriet, who had received 
through transfer nearly half the credits required for her 
bachelor’s degree, was also pursuing exams for further 
streamlining and cost savings related to degree comple-
tion. Tom was able to transfer credit for most lower-di-
vision classes, and that “saved at least a year” of courses.

Not all adult students reported having had a positive 
experience relative to transfer credit. Theresa shared 
that while her institution does offer transfer credit for 
relevant work, she found the process “burdensome, and 
[it] only award[ed] a couple [of] credits.” Several TICUA 
member campus staff agreed that transfer was some-
times “challenging” due to “unique degree programs 
offered” at their institutions.

 TABLE 9 ➤ Transfer and Award of Credit

n %

Valid

Transferred course credit 179 73.1

Received credit for previous work experience 17 6.9

Took a test to receive course credit 4 1.6

Other (please explain) 12 4.9

No—I did not receive course credit 
beyond normal course completion

33 13.5

Total (Valid) 245 100.0

Missing

System 18

Total 263

 TABLE 10 ➤ Importance of Award of Credit in Decision to Enroll

Yes, it was  
important

No, it was  
not important

I’m glad I received it, 
but it wasn’t important

n % n % n %

Transferred course credit 115 65.7 17 9.7 43 25.6

Received credit for previous work experience 4 82.4 3 17.6 0 0

Took a test to receive course credit 3 75.0 1 25.0 0 0

Other 10 83.3 2 16.7 0 0
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Adult students also shared their reasons for taking 
technology-facilitated classes. Some preferred face-to-
face learning and shared that they “took everything on 
campus.” Harriet indicated that she “hadn’t tried [online 
classes] and was not planning [to].” Isaac offered his 
perspective: “Online classes for older adults are about 
scheduling more than anything. It is [not] a matter of 
preference, it is a matter of necessity.”

Recommendations for Practice
Institutions can only minimally influence adult students’ 
behaviors and practices. They can cultivate prospec-
tive adult student interest, but ultimately, they cannot 
change the intrinsic motivations and values of adult 
students pursuing higher education. For these reasons, 
recommendations specifically identify practices insti-
tutions can adopt to promote a sense of welfare among 
adult students. Findings from the current research, sup-
ported by the literature, include the following:

 ˺ Given the brief college search timeline for and par-
ticular interests of adult college students, institu-
tions should streamline communications for adult 
students and provide information specific to adult 
students on their websites. This would communi-
cate that the institution has adult students clearly 
in mind in its practices and would provide easily 

 TABLE 11 ➤ Importance of Time to Degree 
Versus Academic Exploration

n %

Valid

A clearly structured program that lays 
out the exact courses and exams you 
need to take to graduate on time

141 60.3

Being able to explore different classes and areas 
of interest before deciding what to focus on

17 7.3

Both 71 30.3

Neither 5 2.1

Total (Valid) 234 100.0

Missing

System 29

Total 263

accessible information most germane to the adult 
student college search.

 ˺ Institutions can also work to ensure that faculty and 
staff are delivering consistent and timely profes-
sional and responsive services when adult students 
are on campus. This includes developing training 
for staff and faculty to build understanding of com-
mon issues and concerns, eliminate administrative 
hurdles, and automate, as much as possible, required 
action steps related to enrollment and registration 
of adult students. Further, adult students often need 
faculty to offer some flexibility—e.g., reasonable 
deadline extensions or assignments that focus on 
adult perspectives or work experience—as well as 
to provide classroom experiences in which personal 
and professional experience clearly demonstrate the 
applicability of learning objectives.

 ˺ Institutions should also provide academic programs 
that incorporate high-demand skills that can be ac-
quired quickly. When adult students are provided 
with the academic programs most interesting to 
them and those programs are delivered in a high-
quality environment, price is less of a critical factor 
in the enrollment decision-making process.

 ˺ Adult students are also interested in institutional 
mission: programs that marry skill and content with 
understanding of vocation and purpose are attractive.

 ˺ Finally, credit for previous work and multi-modal 
learning options (online and classroom options, ac-
celerated, subscription based) are largely necessary 
for adult learners to enroll in higher education.

Limitations
The purpose of the study was not to generalize but 
rather to gain deeper insight into what supports adult 
college student success and degree completion at pri-
vate, not-for-profit institutions in the state of Tennes-
see. As a case study, the project focused narrowly on 
issues specific to best serving adult college students in 
Tennessee. As a result, it may not be useful in informing 
broader student populations’ college choice process or 
higher education policy in states where circumstances 
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differ. The survey response rate and the total number of 
student interviews were low. Such circumstances can 
present challenges when drawing inferences for the en-
tire adult student population.

Conclusion
Adult college students are drawn to high-demand, ca-
reer-focused programs that recognize and reward their 
skills and experiences. When adults arrive on campus, 
they expect professional and efficient administrative 
services that can support their completion of a degree. 

Adult students’ primary concerns pertain to balancing 
the demands of school, work, and family. Clear time-
lines and manageable costs can help adult students 
progress toward their degrees of choice. Adult students 
also appreciate the one-on-one support of high-quality 
faculty and caring support staff. The authors recom-
mend that campuses interested in demonstrating their 
commitment to adult student welfare focus on these 
recommendations for practice and consider ways to 
build institutional capacity in these areas.
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Reflections on Achievement,  
Hitting the Glass Ceiling 
and Breaking the Mold
by Susan Gottheil

There are two points in the year that always prompt 
me to reflect on where I have been, what accomplish-
ments I have made, and what challenges I have faced. 
Such reflection spurs me to imagine how things might 
be different. Spring convocation—with its pomp and 
circumstance and celebration of academic success—is 
one such time. December, the end of the calendar year, 
marks another period of evaluation as we make prom-
ises to ourselves (and sometimes those closest to us) to 
live our lives a little differently and better.

Periodically I also engage in critical reflection on 
the state of our profession. Do our actions—and, more 
important, our outcomes—match the intentions we set 
for ourselves, our institutions, and the students and fac-
ulty we serve? Are we enablers and change agents…or 
gatekeepers? In our rush to embrace new technologies 
and implement organizational efficiencies, have we lost 
sight of the core values we embrace as student service 
and student affairs professionals?

A similar arc of achievement, planning, and reflec-
tion marks the paths of our careers. As I enter the final 
phase of my own work, the inevitable questions come 
to mind: Have I made an impact in my portfolio and in 
my profession? Have I helped enhance student access 
and success? Have I been a transformational agent of 
change? What more is left to be done? And if I can’t do 
it all, what advice can I offer to those who will follow 
in my footsteps?

In the Beginning…
Like many of us, my path to higher education leader-
ship was not linear and was serendipitous. Aspiring to 
be a registrar (a paper pusher?) or enrollment services 
professional (a crass marketer and pencil pusher?) was 
not top of mind as I crossed the stage at my own un-
dergraduate convocation. I was happy to leave the hal-
lowed halls to begin my “real life” filled with adventure, 
new friends, and unknown opportunities. I went off to 
hitchhike through Europe, bask in the sun on Crete and 
traipse through museums, cathedrals and archeologi-
cal digs. When the money began to run out, thoughts 
turned to “what next?”

My graduate education was in a field that interested 
me (women’s history) although I had no clear idea 
where it would lead. As a naïve feminist and student 
activist, I saw no barriers or challenges ahead; opportu-
nities were sure to come my way, and I was certain my 
skills and abilities would land me an interesting posi-
tion somewhere (where, exactly, was unclear).

My graduate degree led me to a teaching position at 
a community college. My disciplinary interests led me 
to coordinate an affirmative action project for women 
at my institution. The emerging field of employment 
equity in Canada landed me my next job at a university 
in a different city where I focused on broader educa-
tional equity issues, including broadening access and 
retention for racialized minorities, indigenous peoples 
and persons with disabilities as well as female students 

VIEW FROM THE TOP
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and staff. My vision for an inclusive and equitable post-
secondary institution resonated with my peers, and the 
provost offered me a senior position overseeing aca-
demic and student services.

My Rise Through the Ranks
It was at this juncture that the postsecondary world 
in Canada underwent cataclysmic shifts—large cuts in 
provincial funding and big tuition increases, the intro-
duction of the Macleans university rankings, increased 
competitiveness, and the genteel “Canadian” approach 
to collaboration between universities gone. The univer-
sity I worked for saw a 45 percent decline in enrollment 
over a five-year period (Gottheil 2013).

With a disastrous shift in enrollment patterns, I 
was suddenly thrown under the microscope. I had or-
ders from the top to reverse the dire enrollment trend, 
increase admission averages, buoy plummeting insti-
tutional reputation and rankings, and listen to/take di-
rection from faculty colleagues. I met resistance from 
my staff, who considered me an outsider and doubted 
that I had the knowledge and vision to manage and lead 
an enrollment services team. I had never worked in a 
recruitment, admission, financial aid, or records office. 
I did not look like a typical university registrar. I was 
not a gatekeeper: I believed bad rules should be changed, 
and I felt that building relationships with all academic 
and administrative units was imperative if we were to 
achieve our strategic goals.

I needed to learn fast, change processes and insti-
tutional culture, and produce dramatic results. Like a 
good academic, I began to delve into research studies 
and publications, attend workshops and conferences, 
and see whether I could turn to any colleagues for ad-
vice and help. Strategic enrollment management (SEM) 
had begun to emerge as a profession, and I drank in the 
insights and wit of trailblazers such as Michael Dolence, 
Stan Henderson, David Kalsbeek, Richard Whiteside, 
Don Hossler, and Bob Bontrager. (Notably, these SEM 
pioneers were all white men; I wondered why so few 
women were in the field.)

During those early, heady days I implemented a 
SEM organization and planning framework at my insti-

tution, relying on data and evidence-based analysis to 
help shape our tactics and strategies. Yes, it did help to 
have a crisis to get everyone on board. Academic and ad-
ministrative units alike volunteered insights and elbow 
grease to ensure that our intentional planning produced 
positive results. And we succeeded (Gottheil 2015).

A Focus on Inclusivity
I was energized, yet…what happened to my commit-
ment to build an inclusive community? In my enthu-
siasm and excitement about enacting change, had I 
forgotten my principles and commitment to open the 
doors of our institution wider to help those succeed 
who had traditionally been underserved? Was it possible 
to return to my commitment to educational equity and 
still be successful in reaching SEM goals?

It took another few years before the general SEM 
conversation expanded beyond achieving pure enroll-
ment growth and increasing the bottom line. Finan-
cial leveraging raised ethical concerns relative to how 
SEM tactics had been implemented by some institutions 
(Bontrager, Espinoza, and Henderson 2007). The explo-
sion of the myth of the homogeneity of our “traditional” 
student body spurred conversation about the need to 
focus on student success and not just access at colleges 
and universities. We began to set more discrete goals to 
increase specific segments of our student populations 
and to examine student outcomes and not just inputs.

As a Canadian I also began to understand the impor-
tance of situating the changes I needed to implement 
and the goals my institution needed to set within our 
cultural and historical context. This is a lesson all SEM 
professionals learn to take to heart: we must become 
scholars of our own institutions and experts on our own 
students. At my current institution, we have certainly 
set global goals of how big we wish to grow as a univer-
sity and how many graduate and undergraduate students 
we hope to enroll. Yet we also have made a commitment 
to increase our indigenous student enrollment (as well 
as that of international students) and to ensure that the 
students who are admitted succeed. As a community, 
we are committed to providing the cultural, financial, 
academic, and social supports that students need to at-
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tain their educational and career goals. In the process, 
we know that our success as an institution in helping all 
of our students will ensure that those “in the pipeline” 
will consider applying to our university, becoming part 
of our community and succeeding.

The Face of Leadership: 
Where are the Role Models?
Much has changed since the end of the second World 
War: population booms and busts, the technological rev-
olution, a focus on social justice and civil rights issues 
and an expansion of postsecondary enrollment that now 
includes many who had previously been “left behind.” 
Yet the face of leadership in our colleges and universi-
ties—and in our own profession—has not changed and 
does not mirror the diverse faces and lived experiences 
of the students in our hallways and classrooms. Can we 
achieve our inclusive SEM goals without addressing this 
inequity? Will we continue to admit students to what is 
still an essentially elite “old boys’ (white) club” and not 
face the more difficult questions of changing our peda-
gogy and curriculum, policies, and processes and inter-
personal communication and relationships to embrace 
diversity in all its forms? It is time that we take a serious 
look at our organizational structures and management 
and aim for a truly inclusive postsecondary culture.

Changing the face of leadership cannot and will not 
happen overnight. The responsibility to ensure that 
the glass ceilings of college boardrooms are shattered 
rests with each and every one of us. Mentorship and 
encouragement begin in the daily conversations we have 
with students, listening to the barriers and challenges 
they face as they persist and succeed in their studies. 
Opportunities for young GLBTQ+, racialized minority 
and first-generation students to gain work-related skills 
that may lead to permanent careers begin in our offices 
with work-study positions and summer employment. 
We need to ensure that we tap a diverse group of staff 
to sit on committees and working groups and to work 
on “special projects” as these opportunities are step-
ping stones to other positions and career paths. If we 
include all staff in strategic planning and visioning re-
treats, then junior staff as well as management can be 

exposed to wide-ranging ideas and opportunities and 
work together to collaborate on new models of service 
provision. Knowledge, skills and leadership are acquired 
over time. Equity and inclusivity need to be nurtured.

Reflections on SEM Leadership
As a young professional I stood in awe of the many SEM 
groundbreakers who have since become colleagues and 
peers. With grit, persistence, and resiliency I was suc-
cessful at a number of institutions in building a collabor-
ative culture that exceeded enrollment expectations and 
ensured a broad range of academic and student support 
services. My rise to the “top” appeared to be meteoric and 
serendipitous, but upon reflection, the meandering path 
was built on experiences and opportunities that were 
given to me by mentors who had faith in my abilities. 
My mentors saw beyond my gender and knew that I was 
curious, eager to learn, and wanted to make a difference.

One may argue that I am symbolic of a generation 
of women who have broken through the glass ceiling. 
And while it is true that there now are more women 
in our profession and in positions of leadership, they 
still look an awful lot like me-- white, highly educated 
academics. So, as I reflect on my own journey, what 
remains to be done?

Too few first-generation, Latino/a, indigenous, and 
racialized minority students see a place for themselves 
at our colleges and universities. Even fewer find the sup-
ports they need to persist and graduate and achieve their 
educational goals. We still have much work to do. But it 
is also time for us to recognize that these students will 
not understand that there is a welcoming place for them 
to learn and grow unless they can see themselves—and 
faces like theirs—on campus. It is time for us to open 
up and nurture a new generation of SEM professionals. 
We have a moral obligation to mentor the next genera-
tion of leaders who will reflect the demographics and 
identities of the students we now serve and bring new 
ideas into the academy and our work. As we consciously 
work to bring those who may be different from us into 
our work units, we need to remind ourselves that ours 
is a profession that is not just transactional (Seifert et 
al.); we are transformative.
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Charting the Course: Using Data 
Analytics to Assist with Strategic 
Enrollment Management
by Robert Muhammad and Kristen McManus

CASES FROM THE FIELD

Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, Instagram, WhatsApp and 
other social media platforms were created to give peo-
ple immediate outlets to express themselves to their 
friends, family, and the world with just a few clicks of a 
button. These platforms have created a culture, particu-
larly with Millennials who seek immediate gratification, 
constant feedback and affirmation (Pollack 2014). It is 
well documented that students check how many “likes” 
or positive responses they obtain on a social media post. 

“It is very interesting how most of the top reasons are 
all linked to what we call ‘passive networking’—that 
means users who come to social media to consume 
content rather than actively contributing to the stories” 
(Desreumaux 2015). In some instances, “they literally 
represent a snapshot of a world that’s consumed with 
appearing happy and confident and in control. But that’s 
not what social media should do” (Elmore 2013).

With the advent of such technology, it is no wonder 
that people no longer tolerate waiting in line (Shafir 
2012). Photos of people waiting in lines are used to illus-
trate powerlessness while highlighting the distinction 
between choice and need. Yet waiting in any line im-
plies that the line has value and is more important than 
the time of those in line (Shafrir 2012). Organizational 
psychology, the science behind the study of standing 
in line, has led to some innovations. “Companies have 
come up with some novel solutions to shorten lines, 
including charging customers for skipping or advanc-
ing in the line. Examples include priority boarding on 
airplanes and special concession lines for NFL season-
ticket holders” (Swanson 2015).

The Office of Scholarships and Financial Aid at 
Winston-Salem State University has successfully uti-
lized social media, e-mail, postal mailings, and calling 
campaigns to engage both internal and external stake-
holders for differing reasons. E-mail is used in conjunc-
tion with postcards and calling campaigns to engage 
students throughout the financial aid cycle and aca-
demic year. Facebook and Twitter are also used to com-
municate with students regarding issues related to the 
FAFSA, verification, special days dedicated to student 
services, and other student issues. A Facebook account 
maintained by the office is used to communicate with 
external stakeholders. Usage of these social media plat-
forms to engage with students and the public at large 
enables the university to inform the public of its stories 
(Hope 2016).

If universities want to survive into the century 
while maintaining relevancy to the business world and 
the global market, they must utilize innovative meth-
ods that engage students from the time of admission 
through graduation. Unfortunately, today’s universities 
fail to provide students with thought-provoking expe-
riences. This failure appears to be destroying forward 
thinking in young people. While this result is uninten-
tional, it is insidious nevertheless for being unplanned, 
unnoticed, and unseen (Doss 2015).

Those universities that take the necessary steps to 
reach students where they are and to engage with them 
prior to their arrival on campus will be more success-
ful in terms of student affairs and academic rigor. Suc-
cessful engagement equates to economic growth and 



May 2018Volume 6(1) 36

 Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly 

positive branding. Students who are ‘invested’ and feel 
that the university is committed to their success work 
harder and develop kinship with their university. “The 
true measure of student success is how well students 
are prepared to accomplish their current and future 
academic, personal, and professional goals through the 
development of knowledge, a sense of responsibility 
and self-reliance, and a connection to the college and 
wider community” (Nazarene College 2014).

To maximize student success and retention, insti-
tutions must communicate proactively with students 
throughout all stages of engagement—for example, re-
garding how to register for the next semester’s classes, 
apply for internships, pursue study abroad opportuni-
ties, pay account balances, reapply for financial aid, and 
complete the steps necessary for graduation (Fleming 
2016). Supplemental activities such as internships are 
early indicators of success because they demonstrate 
students’ fortitude, willingness, and, on some levels, 
critical thinking.

Strategic enrollment management (SEM) creates a 
highly interactive team that utilizes established prin-
ciples of planning, implementation, evaluation and re-
vision to ensure the institution’s constant success in 
fulfilling its educational commitments to its students. 
The activities described above are all part of managing 
enrollment in ways that engage, retain, and ultimately 
graduate students. “Successful enrollment management, 
as well as successful universities, requires multiple 
units to work together seamlessly to create a student 
experience, a student journey, if you will, that will en-
sure success for the students and enrollment health for 
the university” (Henderson 2017).

Institutions must ensure that messages are clear 
and succinct, providing answers that meet the needs 
of students. Improvement in student success leads to 
improvement in retention. Students who are actively 
involved in their academic progress, some form of stu-
dent activities, and free of concern regarding finances 
are more likely to thrive at their institution.

Institutions that work to provide positive experi-
ences in these areas are reviewed favorably in trade pub-
lications such as U.S. News and World Report, Washington 

Monthly, and The Wall Street Journal (Annual College Edi-
tion). Boosts in reputation that result from inclusion 
in such reputable publications can lead to increases in 
enrollment and, ultimately, higher-quality enrollment.

Importance of Data
According to a Helical IT survey, if a decision is made 
relying on data rather than pure intuition, the chances 
of succeeding are 79 percent greater. By implementing a 
centralized data collection process, an organization can 
make data-driven decisions (Nektar Data Systems 2015).

Often, the terms “data” and “information” are used 
interchangeably even though technically, there is a sig-
nificant difference between them. Essentially, data are 
raw numbers collected by technology. Collectively, data 
look like a varied series of numbers; to simply read data 
would be of little benefit. Information, by contrast, is 
data that have been processed and interpreted so mean-
ing can be attributed to them. Once an understanding 
of information has been reached, an office can make 
informed decisions.

It is imperative that an institution’s enrollment data-
collection process be robust. Otherwise, information 
may be inaccurate, leading to poor decision making. The 
process by which data are transformed from a seem-
ingly random list of numbers to helpful information 
used to direct organizational policies and processes may 
be lengthy. If an aspect or component of this process is 
weak, the results will be compromised.

Given SEM’s roots in strategic planning and data, it 
seemed natural for this financial aid director to begin 
to rely heavily on analytics and predictive modeling. 
During a few years with no enrollment manager, the 
financial aid director brought areas of enrollment man-
agement to the table to facilitate understanding of how 
offices can better assist on another and drive the SEM 
process forward.

Predictive analytics are means of deriving better de-
cisions and actionable insights based on data. Predictive 
analytics aim to estimate the likelihood of future events 
by considering trends and identifying associations with 
related issues as well as risks or opportunities. Predic-
tive analytics may also demonstrate correlations in data 
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that descriptive models might not reveal (for example, 
demographics and completion rates) (Daniel 2014).

The financial aid director used predictive analysis by 
extracting data from various areas of enrollment:

 ˺ How many students had applied and were 
qualified for re-admission?

 ˺ How many first-year and transfer students 
could the university realistically accommo-
date?

 ˺ After the next two semesters, continuing stu-
dents versus students who were no longer Pell 
eligible were studied; a listing of students who 
would max out their loan eligibility was also 
generated.

 ˺ The number of students selected for the federal 
process of verification was investigated.

 ˺ A list of students who would be ineligible for 
financial aid due to not making satisfactory 
academic progress (SAP) was generated.

 ˺ A list of students who had outstanding balances 
with the university was compiled.

These areas were targeted because they would yield 
the most data regarding financial aid for the next aca-
demic year; would inform a model for accounting for 
these issues over the next few years; and would provide 
a mechanism by which to share this information with 
other pertinent offices on campus. For example, aca-
demic advising could be more vigilant with students 
who have to apply for re-admission or SAP.

“Moreover, as SEM has evolved, we have increasingly 
turned to technology to recruit, retain, and commu-
nicate with students whereas results should be about 
relationships” (Hope 2016). With the right formula of 
sensitivity, understanding and student engagement, 
data and technology can help build relationships and 
enhance student success.

Predictive modeling is utilized within enrollment 
management for a host reasons: strategic (enrolling a 
class, shaping a class, using population segmentation 
[e.g., geographic, by academic ability]); budget (drive 
down marketing costs); and to demonstrate mathemat-
ically and empirically effective ways to implement a 

data-driven culture of evidence at an institution (Hen-
derson 2017). This article is the story of how one finan-
cial aid office successfully utilized social media and data 
to improve the student experience by minimizing lines.

Background
Winston-Salem State University is a public Histori-
cally Black College and University (HBCU) located in 
Winston-Salem, North Carolina. The Fall 2015 enroll-
ment was 5,107, including 4,686 undergraduates. The 
Office of Scholarships and Financial Aid administers 
approximately $65.2 million annually in federal, state, 
institutional, and non-institutional financial aid. Prior 
to making changes to previous processes, the director 
assessed weaknesses to determine what needed to be 
addressed: reports were ad hoc and were not written 
for financial aid but rather were modified from other 
offices’ information; staff turnover and lack of training 
contributed to poor processes for verification of finan-
cial aid. Potentially costly mistakes were being made 
that could lead to compliance issues with federal and 
state education agencies as well as accreditors.

The director also noticed a lack of robust, proactive 
engagement. As a result, panic mode typically set in 
sometime during July as it became evident that students 
were not as responsive or proactive as expected. This led 
to the creation of bottlenecks rather than the finalizing 
of freshmen and transfer cohorts or their enrollment or 
ensuring the engagement of continuing students. Lines 
were inevitable, as were students’ and parents’ frustra-
tions and complaints.

Over the past five years, the Office of Scholarships 
and Financial Aid made a concerted effort to reduce 
the number of students who needed to visit one stop 
to sort out financial aid matters. Prior to this endeavor 
the office routinely encountered numerous obstacles 
and administrative hurdles; it was imperative for the 
office as well as for students that this initiative succeed.

Beginning in the 2014–15 award-year, the office 
started using various financial aid data to determine 
patterns of student engagement. Data from 2014–15 
were compared to data from 2013–14 to see if the rates 
of response from students were similar for given time 
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periods; week was com-
pared to week and month 
was compared to month. 
The impetus of this en-
deavor was the director 
wanting to ensure that 
the student experience 
was as efficient as pos-
sible. “Having understood 
that this generation is used to ordering items online and 
receiving them immediately, via iTunes or within two 
to three days through vendors such as Amazon, it was 
better to utilize the power of the Internet and instant 
gratification rather than fight it” (Muhammad 2017).

Some students had become accustomed to waiting 
in lines for service at the beginning of each semester. 
This may have been the result of any number of reasons, 
including lack of student follow-through, low engage-
ment by the institution, lack of sufficient staffing within 
financial aid, and perhaps poor flow of institutional 
processes related to admissions and financial aid. To 
address these issues and others, some institutions use a 

“one-stop” approach that has become a staple on some 
campuses. Due to systemic problems that may not be 
adequately addressed each year, one stop may have be-
come a norm rather than an exception. “Ideally, it would 
be preferable to have students take care of issues prior 
to the start of each semester, rather than having an ‘ad-
ministrative triage’ for the weeks leading up to the start 
of school and the drop/add period” (Muhammad 2017).

The Process
The director saw an inherent challenge with “one stop” 
and began to work with various offices to prevent hav-
ing students wait in line for financial aid assistance. 
Offices enlisted for assistance were principally the 
registrar, admission, student accounts, and advising 
services. Reports were developed and shared among 
offices that provided details pertinent to financial aid 
completion. For example, admission and financial aid 
developed a report to identify admitted students who 
had not yet been awarded financial aid. Another re-
port was developed to identify students who stated that 

they would not be attending the institution. Removing 
these students from contact lists and cancelling their 
aid (when applicable) focused efforts on those students 
who intended to enroll.

These reports had become an important tool for 
understanding the cohorts and making educated pre-
dictions regarding how to adjust office processes to ac-
commodate them. Predictive modeling uses data mining 
and probability to forecast outcomes (Brownlee 2015). 

“Predictive modeling as a practice is typically outsourced 
to third-party consulting firms most often due to re-
sources, as many colleges do not have the staff with 
in-depth knowledge of statistical modeling or the time 
to engage in deep analytical assessment of predictor 
variables and regression models” (Fleming 2016). Yet 
due to the intricate nature of these reports and the need 
for updated information to continue developing sound 
processes, it was most expedient for the director to both 
tailor the reports and have them produced.

Verification of financial aid records was outsourced 
to College Foundation Incorporated (CFI). This robust 
service enabled the prompt notification of students se-
lected for verification. CFI provided a dashboard that 
allowed for a review of the number of notifications, 
rate of response, and number of verification comple-
tions. This information provided the foundation of a 
comprehensive verification and awarding report that 
the director reviewed daily.

The comparison of data from year to year became 
the foundation for changing how students were en-
gaged. The director continued to develop new ways to 
engage students as populations were identified whose 
rate of response had decreased from the previous year. 
New ways of engagement included signage containing 

 TABLE 1 ➤ Start of Fall Term (Third Week of August)

Academic Year Verifications
(%)

Awards
(n)

Financial Aid 
Acceptances (n)

2016–17 84 5,510 3,504

2015–16 80 5,450 3,481

2014–15 78 5,227 3,518
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QR codes that led students to specific web content, tar-
geted postcard mailings, targeted calling campaigns, and 
video vignette services via Financial Aid TV (this last 
provided a 24-hour customer service opportunity for 
students and parents).

The director also implemented a series of mini one-
stop opportunities: Sessions were hosted for continuing 
students and special populations (e.g., athletes and band 
members) during the spring term for the upcoming 
summer and fall terms. Sessions for incoming freshmen 
were also held during the summer. The concept was to 
provide opportunities for students and their parents to 
resolve any outstanding issues prior to students’ arrival 
on campus for the fall term.

The director also began to speak with on-campus 
colleagues about the importance of total engagement, 
meaning that all employees have a stake in ensuring 
that students have a good college experience. Everyone 
can assist, provide a word of encouragement, and smile. 
Faculty and staff including groundskeepers, cafeteria 
workers, and administrative assistants all have an in-
terest in ensuring that students are admitted, enrolled, 
pass their classes and graduate. Students who do not 
enroll or who “stop out” have an impact on the institu-
tion’s financial bottom line.

The director determined that students who com-
pleted their FAFSA by mid July would likely be awarded 
financial aid and be ready to start on time for the fall 

semester. The approxi-
mately four-week win-
dow of “crunch time” 
would allow for students 
to, if necessary, complete 
verification, accept finan-
cial aid, and engage with 
other processes. Students 
who completed the FAFSA 
after July 15 likely would 
need additional support 
in completing financial 
aid requirements. For the 
2016–17 award-year, the 
director estimated that 

approximately 300 students would still need to com-
plete financial aid processes.

The hard work paid off: For the entire one-stop cycle, 
no lines formed in financial aid. Students who needed 
assistance had procrastinated or been admitted late to 
the institution. (Financial aid staff were available to as-
sist these students.) As a result of financial aid’s effective 
use of a variety of communication methods (including 
social media) and its strategic work with other offices, 
students no longer dread visiting the financial aid office.

When institutional messaging clearly communi-
cates the answers to students’ questions, challenges, and 
needs, it aids in the achievement of interwoven goals. 
Greater student success leads to increased retention—
and, over time, a boost to an institution’s reputation. 
This can be important as institutions compete for more 
and better-qualified students.

Epilogue
During the 2017–18 academic year, the director employed 
the same tactic and was rewarded—as previously—with 
no lines of students in the office. Financial Aid Ser-
vices, Inc. used the office as a model and highlighted its 
achievement on its web page (FAS 2017). At various con-
ferences and with colleagues, the president of FAS has 
consistently discussed the director’s accomplishments 
and spoken about the university’s continued innovation. 
This demonstrates that working within enrollment man-

TABLE 2 ➤ Engagement: On-Campus Outreach

Session(s) Target Semester 
(Upcoming…) Timing Population

Pre-Fall Fall Mid August All students

Fall Spring Early November All students

Spring Fall Early/Mid April All students

Summer1 Fall June/July Freshmen

Fall Spring Early November Special populations (band, athletics)

Spring Fall Early/Mid-April Special populations (band, athletics)

 1 During orientation
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agement and using predictive modeling lead to institu-
tional—and, more important—student success.

Engagement is the new retention. SEM is inclined 
to build campus partnerships and exploit data and tech-
nology to create a holistic framework for student en-
gagement throughout the academic journey. The SEM 
of engagement as the new paradigm of retention will 
make the student journey the focal point of enrollment 
management.

Other administrative offices are beginning to un-
derstand that full-time enrollment (FTE) = full – (FTE). 
By extrapolation, these partners are also understand-
ing that FTE = FTE = FTE—that is, full-time engage-
ment = fill-time enrollment = full-time employment. 
This symbiotic relationship has been beneficial not 
only in the short term as connections among campus 
partnerships are developed but also in the long term, 
especially as these affiliations continue to mature.
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Applicant and Faculty Characteristics 
in the Doctoral Admission Process: 
An Experimental Vignette Study
By Annmarie Cano, Lee H. Wurm, Jennifer Nava, Farron McIntee, and Ambika Mathur

Diversity in higher education is related to enhanced 
problem-solving skills, positive student engagement and 
outcomes, and more robust intellectual contributions 
(Hurtado 2001; Hurtado and DeAngelo 2001; Valantine 
and Collins 2015). A number of studies have pointed to 
the need for diversity across the educational pipeline, 
including doctoral education, to ensure that univer-
sities are training the next generation of outstanding 
scholars and leaders (National Research Council 2011; 
Valantine, Lund, and Gammie 2016). Indeed, there have 
been significant increases in diversity in the doctoral 
student ranks, with increasing representation from un-

derrepresented groups (American Academy of Arts and 
Sciences 2015; Einaudi 2011). Yet some groups continue 
to be underrepresented in doctoral programs relative to 
their representation in the U.S. population (American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences 2015; Einaudi 2011; Va-
lantine, Lund, and Gammie 2016). One reason for this 
finding is the loss of diverse talent at earlier stages in 
the educational pipeline due to lack of educational and 
academic opportunities to prepare students for graduate 
study (Valantine et al. 2016), socioeconomic challenges 
(Martinez, Sher, Krull, and Wood 2009), and/or cultural 
and psychosocial barriers (Steele 1997; Stephens, Fry-

The purpose of this research was to examine whether decisions made at one 
stage of strategic and graduate enrollment management, the admission phase, 
depend on both applicant and faculty characteristics. Faculty participants (N=62) 
were randomly assigned to read one of four vignettes of a prospective applicant to 
their doctoral program. They then rated the likelihood that they would interview 
and admit the applicant, and they also completed other surveys. Participants’ 
empathic orientation and first-generation college student status and higher 
Graduate Record Examination (GRE) scores were associated with more favorable 
admission decisions. Participant and applicant characteristics also interacted to 
predict admission decisions. The results have implications for strategic and 
graduate enrollment management professionals.

GR AD AND PROFESSIONAL SCHOOLS
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burg et al. 2012; Stephens, Townsend et al. 2012). Strate-
gic enrollment management efforts have attempted to 
address and improve student success by focusing on all 
stages of the student lifecycle in the context of the com-
munity, institution, and educational program (Dolence 
1997; Sigler 2017). This strategy, as it pertains to graduate 
education, has been termed graduate enrollment manage-
ment (GEM) (NAGAP 2017).

While all stages of the student lifecycle, from re-
cruitment to alumni relations, are of interest to GEM 
professionals, a focus on the admission process may 
provide key insights for those who work in decentral-
ized environments in which programs and faculty make 
admission decisions. In such environments, graduate 
admission review is a stage during which diversity in 
the doctoral applicant pool is lost (Miller and Stassun 
2014; Posselt 2014). During initial review of applicant 
materials, some faculty members and programs inordi-
nately weight standardized test scores (Miller and Stas-
sun 2014) despite guidance from the Educational Testing 
Service (ETS) regarding the appropriate use of test scores 
(Educational Testing Service 2016a). In addition, some 
faculty members may inadvertently give preference to 
individuals whose applications mirror the faculty re-
viewer’s own experiences, which often reflect higher 
socioeconomic status and privileged educational back-
grounds (Posselt 2014). Such practices undermine efforts 
to enhance diversity, to create cohorts of students who 
can engage effectively with diverse populations, and to 
foster creativity. As noted by Posselt (2014), additional 
research is needed to identify the factors that may influ-
ence faculty members during the graduate admission 
process so that evidence-based recommendations can 
be made to improve the selection process. The purpose 
of the current study was to test the extent to which 
faculty members take into account two applicant char-
acteristics—first-generation college student status and 
standardized test scores—when evaluating doctoral pro-
gram applicants for admission. In addition, the extent 
to which characteristics of faculty members factored 
into these graduate admission decisions was considered.

Approximately 30 percent of school-age children in 
the United States have parents who earned a high school 

diploma or less (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2015), with higher rates among students from underrep-
resented minority groups (e.g., 61 percent of those who 
are Hispanic/Latino; 50 percent of those who are Native 
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander; 42 percent of those who are 
American Indian/Alaskan Native; 41 percent of those 
who are black/African American). First-generation col-
lege students are less likely to aspire to graduate study 
(Carlton 2015), and they are two to four times less likely 
to pursue a doctoral degree (Cataldi et al. 2018; Choy 
2001). In addition, their representation among students 
who earn doctorates has been decreasing steadily: first-
generation college students earned approximately 30 
percent of doctorates awarded in 1995 and fewer than 20 
percent of doctorates awarded in 2015 (National Science 
Foundation 2017). These students share values and expe-
riences—including a strong work ethic, community and 
teamwork, and the desire to give back to the community 
(Stephens, Fryberg et al. 2012; Stephens, Townsend et 
al. 2012)—that may contribute greatly to diversity in 
doctoral programs and, ultimately, to graduate student 
success. Unfortunately, very little is known about poten-
tial implicit bias facing this group of applicants during 
the doctoral admission process. Implicit bias is typically 
defined as an unconscious judgment that reflects stereo-
types and prejudices about people based on their group 
membership (Greenwald and Banaji 1995).1 Research has 
shown that hiring decisions in academia and industry 
are often subject to implicit (or unconscious) biases to-
ward people from marginalized groups (Corrice 2009; 
Milkman, Akinola, and Chugh 2015; Moss-Racusin, 
Dovidio, Brescoli, Graham, and Handelsman 2012). An 
aim of the current study is to investigate potential bias 
toward first-generation college students during the doc-
toral admissions process using an experimental vignette 
design in which first-generation status is manipulated 
along with standardized test score performance.

Most graduate programs require applicants to submit 
materials such as a personal statement, letters of rec-
ommendation, transcripts, and standardized test scores 
(e.g., Graduate Record Examination (GRE) scores). Some 

 1 See also <implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/faqs.html>.

https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/faqs.html
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programs use the GRE to make an initial selection of 
top applicants (Posselt 2014), a practice that is contrary 
to the guidelines put forth by the Educational Testing 
Service (Educational Testing Service 2016a). This practice 
persists for a variety of reasons, including research dem-
onstrating the predictive validity of the GRE (Kuncel, 
Hezlett, and Ones 2001) as well as limited faculty time 
to review the entire applicant pool and values regarding 
the definition of merit (Posselt 2014). As shown by sev-
eral investigators, weighting the GRE more than other 
materials or even making initial selections on the basis 
of standardized test scores can severely limit the diver-
sity of the applicant pool; it is well-established that on 
average, women and underrepresented minorities earn 
lower scores than do white male test takers (Educational 
Testing Service 2016b; Miller and Stassun 2014; Smith 
and Garrison 2005; Vasquez and Jones 2006). On average, 
first-generation college students also earn lower scores 
on the GRE than do students whose parents earned col-
lege degrees (Educational Testing Service 2016b). Because 
GRE scores continue to be used by many programs to se-
lect a shortlist of applicants, it is essential that they, along 
with first-generation status, be identified as a factor that 
may affect admission committee members’ decisions.

Appraisals of applicants are likely to be influenced 
not only by the materials they submit but also by fac-
ulty members’ personal characteristics and tendencies. 
For instance, intergroup bias theory (Hewstone, Rubin, 
and Willis 2002) posits that people have more favorable 
appraisals toward members of their own “in group.” 
Extending this to graduate admission, faculty members 
whose parents did not attend college might view a can-
didate with a similar background more favorably than 
might faculty members who do not share this back-
ground. Research has also been conducted on the role 
of an empathic orientation in altruistic decision mak-
ing (Batson, Early, and Salvarani, 1997; Batson, Eklund, 
Chermok, Hoyt, and Ortiz 2007). Taking another per-
son’s perspective predicts empathic concern (i.e., feeling 
for another person in distress), and both these tenden-
cies may have independent effects on altruistic and pro-
social behavior toward others (Batson et al. 2007; Davis 
2015). Perspective taking and empathic concern may in-

crease the likelihood that faculty members will consider 
applicants in a more favorable light, especially if the ap-
plicants are from a potentially marginalized group, such 
as first-generation college students. In contrast, beliefs 
can also constrain empathy and decrease the likelihood 
of a favorable decision. For instance, strong beliefs in 
meritocracy (i.e., “hard work always results in success”; 
Ledgerwood, Mandisodza, Jost, and Pohl 2011) may hin-
der a faculty member’s ability to empathize with an 
applicant because the faculty member may not account 
for situational factors (such as the need to work part or 
full time and adjust to a different psychosocial, cultural, 
and academic environment) that may have hindered 
undergraduate success (Bui 2002; Martinez et al. 2009; 
Stephens, Townsend et al. 2012). Thus, it is possible that 
faculty members’ first-generation status and empathic 
orientation may have direct effects on their admission 
decisions as well as synergistic effects with applicants’ 
first-generation status and GRE scores.

The current study examines the admission decision-
making process as one key stage during which the di-
versity of the applicant pool can be adversely affected, 
thus affecting the representation of different groups 
in the enrolled doctoral student body. This study em-
ployed an experimental design to test the extent to 
which first-generation college student status as well as 
faculty member characteristics affect graduate admis-
sion decisions. Specifically, four vignettes of a hypo-
thetical candidate for a doctoral program were created 
in which first-generation college student status (men-
tioned or not mentioned) and GRE score (mid-level and 
high) were manipulated. All other information about 
the applicant, including research and work experience, 
undergraduate grade point average, and interest in the 
program, were identical. Faculty participants were ran-
domly assigned to read one vignette and then to answer 
questions about the applicant and themselves. It was ex-
pected that faculty members would report higher likeli-
hoods of extending an interview or offer of admission 
when presented with vignettes that cited higher GRE 
scores and vignettes with no mention of first-generation 
status. It was also expected that faculty’s first-generation 
status, empathy, and meritocratic beliefs would relate to 
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admission decisions. In particular, it was expected that 
first-generation faculty members would be more likely 
to make favorable admission decisions for first-genera-
tion applicants and for perspective taking and empathic 
concern to relate to more favorable admission decisions. 
In contrast, it was predicted that a stronger belief in 
meritocracy would be related to less favorable admis-
sion decisions. The possibility that vignette and faculty 
member personal characteristics would interact with 
each other in predicting admission decisions was also 
explored. Finally, through open-ended responses, the 
types of additional information that faculty members 
requested about applicants were explored in order to 
gain insights into faculty members’ thought processes 
during review of the vignettes.

Method
Procedure
This study was approved by the Institutional Review 
Board at the researcher’s university. Faculty members at 
a Carnegie-classified “highest research activity” doctoral 
university in the midwest United States participated in 
this study. Faculty members were recruited via posts to 
the university’s online human resource management 
tool and through e-mails to department chairs and 
graduate directors. They were told that the purpose of 
the study was to better understand the decision-making 
processes of faculty during the doctoral admission pro-
cess. Interested faculty members were directed to a link 
to an online survey.

After reading an online information sheet, partici-
pants were randomly assigned to receive one of four 
possible vignettes about a student who was applying for 
admission to their doctoral program. The only details 
that varied were first-generation status and GRE scores 
(a 2 [first-generation status vs. no mention of that status] 
X 2 [mediocre test scores vs. high test scores] design). 
Participants then read the assigned vignette (see below) 
and answered several questions regarding the applicant 
and themselves. Participants did not receive compensa-
tion for their participation.

Vignette
The following vignette was presented to participants:

Joe is an undergraduate in his senior year at a large pub-
lic university who has applied to your doctoral program. 
Joe indicated in his personal statement that he is pursu-
ing graduate studies to prepare to be a professor and re-
searcher. Joe identified you as a potential advisor because 
he is interested in your program of study. It is clear from 
his personal statement that he has read several recent ar-
ticles of yours and appears to understand the importance 
of the work presented in them. To prepare himself for this 
career, Joe has taken the necessary prerequisite coursework 
for the doctoral program. In college, Joe volunteered as a 
research assistant for a faculty member for one year. Dur-
ing this experience, he learned how to collect and enter 
data into Excel and SPSS, conducted descriptive analyses, 
and participated in weekly lab meetings with the professor, 
graduate students, and several other undergraduates. He 
noted that this experience was beneficial in helping him 
to recognize that he could pursue a career in scholarly 
research (first-generation prompt: especially given that he 
was the first in his family to attend college). Joe also noted 
in his statement that he volunteered at a social service or-
ganization once per week. Joe wrote that his research and 
volunteer experiences helped him develop skills to work 
effectively on his own and in a team. Joe also mentioned 
that he has learned good organizational and leadership 
skills by working a part-time job at a dining hall on cam-
pus during which he was able to work his way up the ranks 
from server to manager.

Participants were also presented with a table of the 
applicant’s scores (see Table 1). A relatively low first-year 
GPA (approximately B-) rising to a GPA just shy of a B+ 
was chosen as an indication that the applicant worked to 
increase his overall GPA. GRE scores for the two condi-
tions were selected to ensure variability in admission 
decisions.

Measures
Participants were asked to rate the likelihood on a scale 
of 0 to 100 percent of making each of three decisions 
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for the applicant, in this order: interview, admission, 
and funding (“Based on the information provided, how 
likely are you to invite Joe for an interview/admit Joe to 
your program/provide Joe with a fellowship or graduate 
assistantship for his first year of the program?”). After 
each decision, participants were asked if they would 
request additional details about the applicant (“What, 
if any, additional information would you like to know 
about Joe or his application to make a decision to inter-
view/admit/make a decision to fund him?”). Likelihood of 
funding was not analyzed because there was a great deal 
of missing data for this variable. Participants noted that 
they do not make funding decisions and so were not 
able to provide a rating or that they only admit students 
they would fund. Thus, this variable was not analyzed 
further. It was possible that participants could go back 
and edit an earlier decision question after responding 
to the later decision question. If they did, it is also pos-
sible that reflecting on a later decision (e.g., funding) 
may have affected an earlier decision (e.g., interview or 
admission). However, no data are available to identify 
whether earlier responses were changed retroactively.

Sixty-six percent and 74 percent of participants in-
dicated that they would have requested more informa-
tion about Joe to make a decision to interview or admit 
him, respectively. The responses were reviewed by the 
first author to identify a preliminary set of categories. 
Faculty asked for the following information: (1) reasons 
for low GPA, (2) reasons for GRE score, (3) applicant’s 
interest in the program of study, (4) transcript or par-
ticular course grades, (5) information about research 
or technical skills, (6) communication skills, including 
writing skills, (7) personal qualities, (8) letters of rec-
ommendation, (9) demographic information, (10) other 
information (e.g., financial need). Two raters who were 
blind to the vignette randomization then coded each 
response using these categories. Correcting for chance, 
inter-rater agreement for open-ended interview and 
admission responses was excellent across coding cat-
egories (interview mean kappa = 0.89; admission mean 
kappa = 0.93). Some participants received more than one 
code if their response fit more than one category. (Table 
2 shows the frequencies of the codes.)

Next, participants were taken to a new screen (from 
which they were not able to change their previous re-
sponses). Participants then responded to survey items 
to assess demographics (e.g., sex, degree year, academic 
discipline). To assess the first-generation college stu-
dent status of faculty participants, they were also asked 
to indicate whether neither, one, or both of their par-
ents had earned a bachelor’s degree. Faculty participants 
were coded as first-generation college students if they 
reported that neither of their parents had earned a bach-
elor’s degree.

Empathic concern and perspective taking were as-
sessed with the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (Davis 
1980), which has been used in several studies to assess 

 TABLE 1 ➤ Applicant Score Information

GPA

First-Year 2.75/4.0

Overall 3.2/4.0

GRE

Verbal Reasoning 55th1 vs. 75th2 percentile

Quantitative Reasoning 40th1 vs. 80th2 percentile

Analytical Writing 50th1 vs. 60th2 percentile

GRE Prompt:
 1 Average
 2 High

 TABLE 2 ➤ Additional Information Requested 
by Faculty Participants

Information Category
Interview Admission

n % n %

Reasons for Low GPA 5 8.1 3 4.8

Reasons for GRE 6 9.7 3 4.8

Applicant’s Interest in the Program 7 11.3 11 17.7

Transcript or Specific 
Course Grades

10 16.1 5 8.1

Research and/or Technical Skills 10 16.1 9 14.5

Communication Skills 13 21.0 18 29.0

Personal Qualities 1 1.6 9 14.5

Letters of Recommendation 21 33.9 18 29.0

Demographic Information 2 3.2 1 1.6

Other 3 4.8 5 8.1
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dispositional empathic tendencies (Davis 2015). Inter-
item reliability for the empathic concern scale was low 
(alpha = 0.49) but was adequate for the perspective-tak-
ing scale (alpha = 0.77).

Belief in a meritocracy regarding success in school 
and academic pursuits was assessed with a psychometri-
cally sound measure used in prior work (Wiederkehr, 
Bonnot, Krauth-Gruber; Darnon 2015). Inter-item reli-
ability was adequate (alpha = 0.74).

Results
Participant Characteristics
The sample consisted of nearly equal numbers of female 
(n=32) and male (n=30) participants. Nearly all (n=59) 
held a doctorate, with the remaining three holding a 
master’s degree or equivalent. Eleven of the participants 
(18 percent) were first-generation college students; 50 
(81 percent) were not; one participant did not respond 
to the question. Half of the sample (n=31) were from the 
social and behavioral sciences, education, and business; 
15 (24 percent) were from the biomedical sciences; 11 (18 
percent) were from the arts and humanities; and four (6 
percent) were from STEM disciplines. One participant 
(6 percent) did not identify with any of these groups.

Table 3 shows descriptive statistics for the non-
categorical participant characteristics. All had ap-
proximately normal distributions. Table 4 shows the 
zero-order correlations between them. Not surprisingly, 
age and years of service as a faculty member at the insti-
tution were positively correlated. Perspective taking was 

inversely correlated with age and positively correlated 
with empathic concern. In addition, the correlation be-
tween greater perspective taking and less strongly held 
meritocratic beliefs approached significance.

T tests were used to assess the relationships between 
the dichotomous participant characteristics (sex and 
first-generation college student) and the non-categorical 
ones. Participants who were themselves first-generation 
college students had significantly higher scores on em-
pathic concern (t[56] = -2.533, p < 0.05) and on perspec-
tive taking (t[56] = -2.102, p < 0.05) (empathic concern 
M = 24.3, SD = 1.25; perspective-taking M = 24.7, SD = 4.55) 
than did participants who were not first-generation 
college students (empathic concern M = 21.7, SD = 3.22; 
perspective-taking M = 21.8, SD = 3.93). There were no 
significant differences on age, years of service, or meri-
tocratic beliefs. The t tests were performed a second 
time with participant sex as the independent variable. 
Female and male participants did not differ significantly 
on any of the variables.

Finally, participant background characteristics were 
examined as potential covariates of the two main out-
come variables: likelihood of interviewing the applicant 
presented in the vignette and likelihood of admitting 
that applicant. Age and years served were not signifi-
cantly correlated with these outcomes. Female and male 
participants did not differ significantly on either likeli-
hood of interviewing or offering admission.

Applicant and Faculty Characteristics 
as Correlates of Admission Decisions
Zero-order correlations were computed between the 
key participant characteristics (empathic concern, per-
spective taking, and meritocratic beliefs) and the two 
main outcome variables: likelihood of interviewing the 
applicant whose vignette they read and likelihood of 
admitting that applicant. Just one of these six correla-
tions was significant: Participants with higher empathic 
concern scores were more likely to interview the ap-
plicant (r[56] = 0.320, p < 0.05).

T tests were performed using first-generation status 
of the participant as the independent variable and likeli-
hood of interviewing or offering admission as the depen-

 TABLE 3 ➤ Descriptive Statistics for 
Non-Categorical Participant 
Characteristics

Mean SD Min. Max.

Age 49.2 10.1 28 77

Years of Service 13.2 9.2 0 39

Empathic Concern 22.1 3.1 14 28

Perspective Taking 22.1 4.3 10 30

Meritocratic Beliefs 25.9 6.4 14 39
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dent variable. First-generation 
participants gave significantly 
higher likelihoods of admit-
tance than participants who 
were not first-generation stu-
dents (t[56] = -2.108, p < 0.05). 
There was no difference in 
terms of interview likelihoods.

Table 5 shows the mean 
percent likelihood ratings 
for both interviewing and 
admitting the applicant in 
each vignette. Several regres-
sion models were fitted to the 
data to address the primary 
research questions. The start-
ing point was a simple model 
containing the applicant’s 
GRE scores (high vs. average) 
and whether the applicant 
was noted as being a first-generation college student. 
No faculty participant characteristics were included in 
this first model. There was a significant main effect of 
applicant GRE score (t[57] = 3.233, p < 0.01). Applicants 
with high GRE scores were 19 percent more likely to 
be granted an interview than were those with average 
GRE scores. Mention of the applicant’s status as a first-
generation college student did not have an effect, and 
there was no statistical interaction between GRE scores 
and the applicant’s first-generation status.

The same pattern held with admission likelihood 
as with the dependent variable. Applicants with high 
GRE scores were 17 percent more likely to be admitted 
than were those with average GRE scores (t[56] = 2.696, 
p < 0.01). Mention of the applicant’s status as a first-gen-
eration college student did not have an effect, and there 
was no interaction.

Interactions Between Applicant 
and Faculty Characteristics
It was expected that individual differences among fac-
ulty may interact with information about the applicant 
in predicting admission decisions. Thus, a separate 

model was fitted for each of the participant characteris-
tics in which that characteristic was allowed to interact 
with the two variables experimentally manipulated (i.e., 
high vs. average GRE and mention vs. no mention of the 
applicant’s first-generation status).

Two of the participant characteristics interacted 
with applicants’ GRE scores in predicting the likelihood 
that an applicant would be interviewed: one was the 
participant’s empathic concern (t[51]=-2.231, p < 0.05); 
the other was the participant’s perspective taking (t[51]=-
2.335, p < 0.05).

Figure 1 shows the conditional effects of empathic 
concern (left panel) or perspective taking (right panel) 
for the two levels of GRE scores. In both cases, the slopes 
for applicants with average GRE scores are significantly 
different from zero while the slopes for applicants with 
high GRE scores are not.

Turning next to the likelihood of admitting an appli-
cant as the dependent variable, there was a main effect 
of empathic concern (t[53]=2.175, p < 0.05). Consistent 
with the zero-order correlation discussed previously, 
higher scores on empathic concern were associated 
with greater likelihoods of offering admission.

 TABLE 4 ➤ Zero-Order Correlations for  
Non-Categorical Participant Characteristics

Years of 
Service

Empathic 
Concern

Perspective 
Taking

Meritocratic 
Beliefs

Age 0.695c -0.071 -0.315b 0.049

Years of Service 0.011 -0.155 0.020

Empathic Concern 0.510c -0.111

Perspective Taking -0.247a

 a p < 0.06; b p < 0.05; c p < 0.001

 TABLE 5 ➤ Mean Likelihood Ratings for  
Interviewing and Admitting Applicants

Average GRE High  
GRE

Mean SD Mean SD

First-Generation 
Status Mentioned

Interview 64.9 38.6 89.4 13.2

Admit 52.9 35.9 78.3 18.1

First-Generation Status 
Not Mentioned

Interview 73.6 24.9 87.8 13.5

Admit 63.2 17.2 72.9 24.8
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More interesting was a significant three-way interac-
tion between the experimentally manipulated variables 
and the participant’s status as a first-generation college 
student (t[50] = -2.151, p < 0.05). An inspection of Figure 
2 shows that faculty participants who were not first-
generation college students provided lower likelihoods 
of admitting the applicant with the average GRE score 
if the vignette made mention of the applicant’s first-
generation college student status than if the vignette 
did not mention this status. When the GRE scores were 
higher in these vignettes, there was a slightly higher 
likelihood of admitting the applicant whose first-gener-
ation status was mentioned than of admitting the appli-
cant whose first-generation status was not mentioned.

In contrast, faculty participants who were first-
generation college students were more likely to admit 
the applicant with an average GRE score if the vignette 
mentioned the applicant’s first-generation status. These 
faculty were also slightly less likely to admit the appli-
cant with the high GRE score if the applicant also was 
a first-generation college student.

Additional Information Requested 
by Faculty Participants
Recall that participants could indicate whether they 
would like to have had additional information about 
the applicant. Approximately two-thirds (n = 42) and 
three-quarters (n = 46) requested additional information 
for their interview and admit decisions, respectively. 
Participants who asked for any information reported 
a lower likelihood of admittance (M = 62.97 percent, 
SD = 25.48) than did participants who did not request 
additional information (M = 79.80 percent, SD = 21.15), 
t(57) = 2.54, p = 0.014. No such difference was found for 
interview likelihood. There were also no main or inter-
active effects of vignette on the likelihood of requesting 
additional information about the applicant, nor were 
first-generation participants more or less likely to re-
quest additional information.

However, the types of information requested by the 
participant were related to interview likelihood. Specifi-
cally, participants who requested information about the 
applicant’s GRE score were less likely to interview the 

 FIGURE 1 ➤ Likelihood of Interviewing an Applicant as a Function of Applicant GRE Score  
and Participant Empathic Concern or Perspective Taking
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applicant (M = 53.67, SD = 27.54) than were those who 
did not ask about the GRE score (M = 84.07, SD = 21.84), 
t(58) = 3.16, p = 0.003. Participants who asked to see the 
applicant’s transcripts or particular course grades were 
also less likely to interview the applicant (M = 63.63; 
SD = 33.84) than were participants who did not request 
this information (M = 83.71, SD = 21.36), t(58) = 2.28, 
p=0.026. Finally, similar differences were observed with 
respect to requesting information about the applicant’s 
research skills (requested M = 66.20, SD = 35.48; not 
requested M = 84.00, SD = 20.26), t(58) = 2.21, p = 0.031. 
None of the information requested after making admis-
sion ratings was associated with admittance likelihood.

Discussion
Research has demonstrated that a key phase of effective 
graduate enrollment management is the graduate ad-
mission process. This critical juncture is susceptible to 
choices that interfere with efforts to enhance diversity 
(Posselt 2014). Students whose parents have not earned 
a bachelor’s degree are underrepresented in doctoral 

programs; however, these students have received little 
attention with respect to diversity efforts in graduate 
education. Therefore, one purpose of this study was to 
test the extent to which faculty reviewers would ac-
count for this status during their doctoral program ad-
mission decisions. The current study also investigated 
the role of standardized test scores and faculty review-
ers’ own personal characteristics in the admission deci-
sion-making process.

With respect to applicant characteristics, faculty par-
ticipants were more likely to interview and admit appli-
cants with higher standardized test scores. This should 
be no surprise as research has demonstrated the predic-
tive validity of the GRE (Kuncel et al. 2001) and illumi-
nated graduate admission processes at elite institutions 
(Posselt 2014). It was expected that the vignettes men-
tioning first-generation college student status would 
receive less favorable decisions. Generally, this proved 
not to be the case, although the effects of student status 
depended on GRE scores and faculty characteristics (as 
described below).

 FIGURE 2 ➤ Likelihood of Admitting an Applicant as a Function of Applicant GRE Score,  
Mention That Applicant is a First-Generation College Student, and Participant Status  

as First-Generation College Student
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With respect to faculty characteristics, participants 
with a greater tendency to “feel for” others (i.e., em-
pathic concern: Davis 2015) were more likely to inter-
view applicants, and first-generation faculty participants 
were more likely to admit them. These findings support 
the hypothesis that an empathic orientation may lead 
to reframing of applications in a more positive light. In 
addition, empathic concern scores were greater among 
faculty who were first-generation college students than 
among those whose parents had earned at least a bach-
elor’s degree. It is possible that given their personal ex-
perience, faculty who had been first-generation college 
students were more likely to take an empathic orien-
tation, but this collection of results suggests that an 
empathic orientation is not limited to faculty who had 
this experience themselves.

The impact of personal experiences and an empathic 
orientation also depended on applicant characteristics, 
as evidenced by several statistically significant interac-
tions predicting the likelihood of interview and admis-
sion. Greater empathic concern and perspective taking 
were associated with a higher likelihood of interview-
ing the applicant when faculty reviewed the applicant 
with the average GRE score. When faculty received the 
high-GRE vignette, empathic concern and perspective 
taking were not associated with likelihood of interview. 
There may be two reasons for these findings: First, an 
empathic orientation, regardless of the faculty member’s 
status as a first-generation college student, may lead him 
to consider situational factors that may have affected the 
applicant’s academic trajectory as an undergraduate. For 
instance, each vignette noted that the applicant had a 
low first-year GPA and that he also worked part time 
and volunteered. Second, the fact that empathic orien-
tation did not affect admission likelihood when GRE 
scores were higher demonstrates that standardized test 
scores matter greatly. As noted by a growing number of 
researchers, many faculty members implicitly believe 
that as gatekeepers of the profession, they must judge 
merit or “deservingness” to pursue doctoral education 
on the basis of evidence ( Jury, Smeding, and Darnon 
2015; Smith and Garrison 2005). Standardized test scores 
have become the gold standard of evidence, but merit 

can be construed in other ways, such as how well a par-
ticular student can fulfill valued goals set forth by the 
university or program (e.g., research productivity: Hall, 
O’Connell, and Cook 2017; civic-mindedness: Hurtado 
and DeAngelo 2012; inclusive excellence: Posselt 2014).

Applicant characteristics (first-generation college 
student status and GRE score) interacted with first-
generation status of the faculty participant to predict 
the likelihood of admittance. Of particular interest are 
the admission likelihoods for the applicants with aver-
age GRE scores. First-generation faculty participants 
appeared more likely to admit first-generation appli-
cants than applicants with no mention of this status. In 
contrast, faculty who were not first-generation college 
students appeared to favor the applicant whose vignette 
did not mention first-generation status. One possible 
interpretation of this finding supports theories of in-
group bias (Hewstone et al. 2002). Although faculty GRE 
scores were not collected, it can be hypothesized on the 
basis of ETS data (Educational Testing Service 2016b) 
that faculty who were first-generation college students 
had earned lower GRE scores than had faculty who 
were not first-generation college students. If this is the 
case, then perhaps first-generation faculty are express-
ing a bias toward applicants like themselves because 
the applicants are appraised as in-group members. It 
is also possible that first-generation faculty can em-
pathize with the situational constraints that the first-
generation, average-scoring GRE applicant may have 
faced, supporting an empathy effect. Consistent with 
the empathic concern and perspective-taking findings 
in which it was found that empathic orientation inter-
acted with GRE scores, personal experience as a first-
generation college student may elicit empathy for the 
applicant. This explanation also may explain why first-
generation college student faculty reported a slightly 
lower likelihood of admitting the applicant with the 
high GRE scores if the vignette included mention of 
first-generation status than if the vignette omitted this 
information. Perhaps the high-scoring first-generation 
applicant is viewed as part of the “out group,” or the 
faculty participant did not perceive any compelling 
mitigating circumstances in the vignette.
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In contrast, faculty who were not first-generation 
college students may be aware of the research on the 
challenges confronted by first-generation college stu-
dents. Faced with the prospect of mentoring students 
who may need to accommodate to different cultural 
demands (Martinez et al. 2009; Steele 1997; Stephens, 
Fryburg et al. 2012; Valantine et al. 2016), these faculty 
may be more hesitant to admit these students unless 
they have mitigating information (e.g., high GRE scores). 
These interpretations are speculative given the small 
sample size, and the results should be replicated before 
drawing conclusions. Additional work to test the role 
of the characteristics that faculty members bring to the 
evaluation of applicants from different backgrounds is 
recommended.

As part of the current study, faculty participants 
were permitted to request additional information 
about the applicants to provide clues as to the man-
ner in which they interpreted the vignettes. The most 
requested information included letters of recommen-
dation and communication skills, followed closely by 
research and technical skills, interest in the program 
of study, the transcript, and, at the admitting stage, 
personal qualities (e.g., personality characteristics, per-
sistence, enthusiasm, maturity). Faculty members who 
asked for transcripts and for information about the ap-
plicant’s research skills were less likely to interview the 
applicant; these differences did not depend on applicant 
and faculty characteristics. It is unclear how additional 
information about the applicant’s file would have been 
used had it been available. Additional evidence can be 
used to give a student the “benefit of the doubt,” but 
it can also be used to justify ruling out a candidate. 
For example, higher education selection studies have 
found that search committees often disqualify candi-
dates based on their appraisals of their personalities and 
the extent to which they anticipate the candidates will 
fit in socially and culturally (Danowitz-Sagaria 2002; 
Posselt 2014). Certain students may be at a disadvantage 
with regard to meeting the poorly defined standard of 
“good fit.” For example, first-generation college stu-
dents, whose values and experiences may differ from 
those of students whose parents attended college (e.g., 

Martinez et al. 2009; Stephens, Townsend et al. 2012) may 
be evaluated less positively because they seem not to 
fit the norm, perhaps in that they do not use the same 
expressions or formal academic language as peers who 
were raised by college-educated parents. The findings 
that interview and admission decisions are based on a 
combination of factors suggest that additional research 
is needed to better understand how multiple pieces of 
admission information are evaluated differently de-
pending on both applicant and faculty characteristics.

The results of this study should be interpreted in 
light of several limitations. First, there are several limi-
tations concerning the sample. Additional research is 
needed to determine if the findings are generalizable to 
other universities and specific disciplines. In addition, 
the proportion of faculty members who themselves had 
been first-generation college students was low. No pub-
lications or reports seem to document the numbers of 
such faculty members; however, the low numbers of 
first-generation college students who pursue and earn 
doctoral degrees (Choy 2001; Hoffer et al. 2003; National 
Science Foundation 2017) suggests that the sample is 
representative of faculty at other college campuses. Race 
and ethnicity data were not collected because of the 
concern that faculty who were members of minority 
groups underrepresented in higher education would be 
easily identified. Additional research on first-generation 
and other identities such as race, ethnicity, disability, 
sex, gender, and sexual orientation is needed. A second 
limitation concerns the ecological validity of the study 
as an experimental design with a brief vignette. Addi-
tional research could use expanded admission portfolios 
that include curriculum vitae, personal statements, and 
letters of recommendation. On average, first-genera-
tion students have lower GRE scores than do students 
whose parents enrolled in college (Educational Test-
ing Service 2016b); other differences in cultural capi-
tal and socioeconomic background also exist (Carlton 
2015; Martinez et al. 2009). Thus, it may be difficult to 
construct equivalent portfolios that are also representa-
tive of the student applicant population. Focus groups 
and interviews (see Posselt 2014) may also be utilized 
to delve into the thought processes of how different 
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groups of people use experimental and actual materials 
for admission decision making. Last, while meritocratic 
beliefs (that is, that hard work always results in posi-
tive outcomes) were hypothesized to reduce empathic 
capacity, this variable did not contribute much beyond 
a marginal and negative correlation with perspective 
taking. It is possible either that other measures tailored 
to the graduate education context could be developed 
and tested or that these beliefs are not as important as 
other faculty characteristics.

Despite these limitations, the current findings have 
implications for research and practice concerning diver-
sity in graduate education. An empathic orientation and 
experience as a first-generation college student increase 
the likelihood that faculty will make favorable gradu-
ate admission decisions, especially when the applicant 
has not earned a high GRE score. The effect of faculty’s 
first-generation status is even more pronounced when 
the applicant is also a first-generation college student. 
One could argue that giving more graduate school ap-
plicants the benefit of the doubt would makes a diffi-
cult selection task even more difficult, but the current 
study suggests that some faculty may be more amenable 
to holistic review. Such review typically includes clear 
definitions and rationales of ideal applicant character-
istics relative to a program’s mission and evaluations of 
the applicant’s entire package rather than making initial 
determinations on the basis of standardized test scores 
(American Association of Medical Colleges 2010; Educa-
tional Testing Service 2016a; Kent and McCarthy 2016). 
Increasingly, researchers, funding agencies, universities, 
and employers are interested in developing admission 
processes that can enhance the educational and creative 
missions of their organizations (Hurtado 2001; Valantine 
and Collins 2015). Calls for the creation of a “culture of 
performance” in graduate education may also provide 
GEM professionals with the tools to document how ho-
listic review meets SEM standards and produces desired 
student and institutional outcomes (Bolyard 2013). Con-
tinued research of graduate admission using experimen-
tal and in-vivo designs may provide clarity as to the best 
ways to enact holistic review with the full cooperation 
of faculty members.

The current findings regarding the type of infor-
mation that is often requested to further evaluate ap-
plicants imply that more guidance should be given to 
undergraduates about graduate careers, including the 
successful preparation of graduate applications (tasks in 
which SEM and GEM professionals are already engaged). 
First-generation college students across racial and socio-
economic categories often lack cultural capital or “in-
sider knowledge” regarding how to succeed in higher 
education (Soria and Stebleton 2012) and consequently 
may be unaware of the job prospects available to people 
with advanced degrees. They and other students may 
not learn about these careers until their final years as 
undergraduates, by which time they may choose other 
careers. Those students who lack cultural capital and 
who do pursue graduate education may be less knowl-
edgeable about the graduate application process. For 
example, students may be unaware of the importance 
of research experience outside the classroom and may 
lack the research skills and strong letters of recommen-
dation that faculty emphasized in the current study. In 
addition to addressing these pipeline issues, faculty may 
benefit from training specific to equity and inclusion; 
Milkman et al. (2015) found that gender and racial bias 
occur even before the graduate admission stage. Pro-
grams like the McNair Scholars Program,2 the National 
Research Mentoring Network,3 and NIH Building Infra-
structure Leading to Diversity (BUILD) Initiative4 can 
counter these trends by offering faculty mentors and 
students knowledge about mentoring and career paths 
as well as training in essential research skills so they 
can succeed in graduate education and the workforce.

 2 See <mcnairscholars.com>.
 3 See <nrmnet.net>.
 4 See <nigms.nih.gov/training/dpc/Pages/build.aspx>.  

https://mcnairscholars.com/
https://nrmnet.net/
https://www.nigms.nih.gov/training/dpc/Pages/build.aspx


May 2018Volume 6(1) 47

Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly 

About the Authors
Annmarie Cano

Annmarie Cano is Associ-
ate Dean of Student Ser-
vices in the Graduate 
School and Professor of 

Psychology at Wayne State University. 
She oversees graduate enrollment man-
agement and is particularly interested in 

improving equity, diversity, and inclusion 
in the graduate student body with evi-
dence-based interventions. She is the 
Wayne State site co-PI of the NSF-funded 
Michigan Alliance for Graduate Education 
and the Professoriate to support women 
and underrepresented graduate students 

in STEM and the social and behavioral sci-
ences. She earned her bachelor’s degree 
in psychology from Princeton University 
and her master’s and doctoral degrees in 
clinical psychology from Stony Brook Uni-
versity.

Lee Wurm

Lee Wurm is Professor of 
Psychology at Wayne 
State University. He con-
ducts research on psy-

cholinguistics and quantitative 
methods. He earned his bachelor’s 
degree in psychology from the University 
of Minnesota–Twin Cities and holds a 

master’s and doctorate in experimental 
psychology from Stony Brook University. 
He also held a postdoctoral fellowship at 
Binghamton University.

Farron McIntee

Farron McIntee serves as 
the Faculty Coordinator of 
the NIH-funded ReBUILD-
etroit Consortium at 

Wayne State University, where she man-
ages programs related to undergraduate 
research enrichment and training and 

facilitates an undergraduate learning 
community targeting enhanced student 
success. Her scholarly work focuses on 
identification of best practices for recruit-
ment and retention of undergraduate stu-
dents from diverse backgrounds to 
biomedical science. She earned her bach-

elor’s degree in chemistry from Spelman 
College, holds a Ph.D. in pathology from 
New York University Sackler Institute of 
Biomedical Sciences, and conducted 
postdoctoral work in nutritional science at 
Washington University in St. Louis.

Jennifer Nava

Jennifer Nava is an under-
graduate psychology 
major and NIH ReBUILDe-

troit Scholar at the University of Detroit–
Mercy. Her research interests include 
mental health in vulnerable populations 

and equity and access in higher educa-
tion.

Ambika Mathur

Ambika Mathur is Associ-
ate Provost, Office of Sci-
entific Training, Workforce 
Development and Diver-

sity; Dean, Graduate School; and Profes-
sor of Pediatrics. She served as Associate 

Dean, the first director of the Wayne State 
University M.D./Ph.D. program, first direc-
tor of the Office of Postdoctoral Affairs, 
founding director of Wayne Med Direct 
program, and is PI of both the NIH-funded 
WSU-BEST Program and the NIH-funded 

ReBUILDetroit Program that support the 
development of underrepresented stu-
dents who seek to pursue careers in bio-
medical research.

References
American Academy of Arts and Sciences. 

2015. Racial/ethnic distribution of 
advanced degrees in the humanities. 
Retrieved from: <humanitiesindicators.
org/content/indicatordoc.aspx?i=46>.

American Association of Medical Col-
leges. 2010. Roadmap to diversity: 
Integrating holistic review practices 

into medical school admission pro-
cesses. Washington, D.C.: Author.

Batson, C. D., J. H. Eklund, V. L. Cher-
mok, J. L. Hoyt, and B. G. Ortiz. 2007. 
An additional antecedent of em-
pathic concern: Valuing the welfare 
of the person in need. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology. 

93: 65–74. Retrieved from: <dx.doi.
org/10.1037/0022-3514.93.1.65>.

Batson, C. D., S. Early, and G. Salvarani. 
1997. Perspective taking: Imagin-
ing how another feels versus imag-
ing how you would feel. Personality 
and Social Psychology Bulletin. 23: 

http://www.humanitiesindicators.org/content/indicatordoc.aspx?i=46
http://www.humanitiesindicators.org/content/indicatordoc.aspx?i=46
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.93.1.65
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.93.1.65


May 2018Volume 6(1) 48

 Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly 

751–758. Retrieved from: <dx.doi.
org/10.1177/0146167297237008>.

Bolyard, W. 2013. Create a culture 
of performance in a decentral-
ized graduate school environment. 
Strategic Enrollment Management 
Quarterly. 1: 102–107. Retrieved 
from: <doi:10.1002/sem3.20012>.

Bui, K. V. T. 2002. First-generation col-
lege students at a four-year university: 
Background characteristics, rea-
sons for pursuing higher education, 
and first-year experiences. Col-
lege Student Journal. 36: 3–11.

Carlton, M. T. 2015. First generation stu-
dents and post-undergraduate aspira-
tions. Sage Open. 5. Retrieved from: <dx.
doi.org/10.1177/2158244015618433>.

Cataldi, E. F., C. T. Bennett, and X. Chen. 
2018. First-generation students: College 
access, persistence, and postbach-
elor’s outcomes. Washington, D.C.: 
National Center for Education Statis-
tics, U.S. Department of Education.

Choy, S. P. 2001. Students Whose Parents 
Did Not Go to College: Postsecondary 
Access, Persistence, and Attainment 
(NCES Report 2001-126). Washington, 
D.C.: National Center for Education 
Statistics, U.S. Department of Education.

Corrice, A. 2009. Unconscious bias in 
faculty and leadership recruiment: 
A literature review. Analysis: In Brief. 
9: 1-2. Washington, D.C.: Associa-
tion of American Medical Colleges.

Danowitz-Sagaria, M. A. 2002. Filtering in 
administrative searches: Toward coun-
ter-hegemonic discourses. The Journal 
of Higher Education. 73: 677–710.

Davis, M. H. 2015. Empathy and prosocial 
behavior. In Oxford Handbook of Proso-
cial Behavior, edited by E. A. Schroeder 
and W. G. Graziano,  (pp. 282–306). 
Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

———. 1980. A multidimensional ap-
proach to individual differences in 
empathy. JSAS Catalog of Selected 
Documents in Psychology. 10: 85.

Dolence, M. G. 1997. Strategic Enrollment 
Management: A Primer for Campus 
Administrators, 2nd Ed. Washington, 

D.C.: American Association of Collegiate 
Registrars and Admissions Officers.

Educational Testing Service. 2016a. 
GRE guide to use of scores 2016–
2017. Princeton, NJ.: Author.

———. 2016b. A Snapshot of the Individu-
als Who Took the GRE General Test: July 
2013–June 2016. Princeton, NJ: Author.

Einaudi, P. 2011. Two Decades of Increasing 
Diversity More Than Doubled the Num-
ber of Minority Graduate Students in Sci-
ence and Engineering. National Science 
Foundation Report 11-319. Washington, 
D.C.: National Science Foundation.

Greenwald, A. G., and M.R. Banaji. 1995. 
Implicit social cognition: Attitudes, 
self-esteem, and stereotypes. Psy-
chological Review. 102: 4–27.

Hall, J. D., A. B. O’Connell, and J. G. Cook. 
2017. Predictors of student produc-
tivity in biomedical graduate school 
applications. PLoS One. 22: 1–14.

Hewstone, M., M. Rubin, and H. Wil-
lis. 2002. Intergroup bias. Annual 
Review of Psychology. 53: 575–604. 
Retrieved from: <dx.doi.org/10.1146/
annurev.psych.53.100901.135109>.

Hoffer, T.B., S. Sederstrom, L. Selfa, V. 
Welch, M. Hess, S. Brown, S. Reyes, 
K. Webber, and I. Guzman-Barron. 
2003. Doctorate Recipients from 
United State Universities: Sum-
mary Report 2002. Chicago, IL: Na-
tional Opinion Research Center.

Hurtado, S. 2001. Linking diversity and 
educational purpose: How diversity 
affects the classroom environment 
and student development. In Diversity 
Challenged: Evidence on the Impact 
of Affirmative Action, edited by G. 
Orfield,  (pp. 187–203). Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard Educational Group.

Hurtado, S., and L. DeAngelo. 2012. 
Linking diversity and civic-minded 
practices with student outcomes. 
Liberal Education. Spring: 14–23.

Jury, M., A. Smeding, and C. Darnon. 2015. 
First-generation students’ underper-
formance at university: The impact of 
the function of selection. Frontiers in 
Psychology. 710. Retrieved from: <dx.
doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00710>.

Kent, J. D., and M. T. McCarthy. 2016. 
Holistic Review in Graduate Admis-
sions: A Report from the Council 
of Graduate Schools. Washington, 
D.C.: Council of Graduate Schools.

Kuncel, N. R., S. A. Hezlett, and D. S. Ones. 
2001. A comprehensive meta-analysis 
of the predictive validity of the Gradu-
ate Record Examinations: Implications 
for graduate student selection and 
performance. Psychological Bulletin. 
127: 162–181. Retrieved from: <dx.doi.
org/10.1037/0033-2909.127.1.162>.

Ledgerwood, A., A. N. Mandisodza, J. T. 
Jost, and M. J. Pohl. 2011. Working 
for the system: Motivated defense of 
meritocratic beliefs. Social Cognition. 
29: 332–340. Retrieved from: <dx.doi.
org/10.1521/soco.2011.29.3.322>.

Martinez, J. A., K. J. Sher, J. L. Krull, and 
P. K. Wood. 2009. Blue-collar scholars? 
Mediators and moderators of univer-
sity attrition in first-generation college 
students. Journal of College Student 
Development. 50: 87–103. Retrieved 
from: <dx.doi.org/10.1353/csd.0.0053>.

Milkman, K. L., M. Akinola, and D. Chugh. 
2015. What happens before? A field 
experiment exploring how pay and 
representation differentially shape 
bias on the pathway into organiza-
tions. Journal of Applied Psychology, 
100, 1678–1712. Retrieved from: <dx.
doi.org/10.1037/apl0000022>.

Miller, C., and K. Stassun. 2014. 
A test that fails. Nature. 510: 
303–304. Retrieved from: <dx.doi.
org/10.1038/nj7504-303a>.

Moss-Racusin, C. A., J. F. Dovidio, 
V. L. Brescoli, M. J. Graham, and J. 
Handelsman. 2012. Science fac-
ulty’s subtle gender biases favor 
male students. PNAS—Psychologi-
cal and Cognitive Sciences. 109 (41): 
16474–16479. Retrieved from: <dx.doi.
org/10.1073/pnas.1211286109>.

NAGAP, The Association for Gradu-
ate Enrollment Management. 2017. 
Graduate enrollment management 
(GEM) resources. Retrieved from: 
<nagap.org/gem-resources>.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0146167297237008
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0146167297237008
http://doi:10.1002/sem3.20012
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/2158244015618433
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/2158244015618433
http://dx.doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.53.100901.135109
http://dx.doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.53.100901.135109
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00710
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00710
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.127.1.162
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.127.1.162
http://dx.doi.org/10.1521/soco.2011.29.3.322
http://dx.doi.org/10.1521/soco.2011.29.3.322
http://dx.doi.org/10.1353/csd.0.0053
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/apl0000022
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/apl0000022
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nj7504-303a
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nj7504-303a
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1211286109
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1211286109
https://www.nagap.org/gem-resources
https://www.nagap.org/gem-resources


May 2018Volume 6(1) 49

Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly 

National Center for Education Statistics. 
2015. The Condition of Education: 
Family Characteristics of School-Age 
Children. Retrieved from: <nces.ed.gov/
programs/coe/indicator_cce.asp>.

National Research Council. 2011. 
Expanding Underrepresented Mi-
nority Participation: America’s Sci-
ence and Technology Talent at 
the Crossroads. Washington, D.C.: 
The National Academies Press.

National Science Foundation, National 
Center for Science and Engineering 
Statistics. Survey of Earned Doctor-
ates. Retrieved from: <nsf.gov/statis-
tics/2017/nsf17306/data/tab34.pdf>.

Posselt, J. 2014. Toward inclusive excel-
lence in graduate education: Con-
structing merit and diversity in Ph.D. 
admissions. American Journal of 
Education. 120: 481–514. Retrieved 
from: <dx.doi.org/10.1086/676910>.

Sigler, W. 2017. SEM Core Concepts: 
Building Blocks for Institutional and 
Student Success. Washington, D.C.: 
American Association of Collegiate 
Registrars and Admissions Officers.

Smith, D. G., and G. Garrison. 2005. The 
impending loss of talent: An explor-

atory study challenging assumptions 
about testing and merit. Teachers 
College Record. 107: 629–653.

Soria, K. M., and M. J. Stebleton. 2012. 
First-generation students’ academic 
engagement and retention. Teach-
ing in Higher Education. 17: 673–685. 
Retrieved from: <dx.doi.org/10.1
080/13562517.2012.666735>.

Steele, C. 1997. A threat in the air: How 
stereotypes shape intellectual identity 
and performance. American Psycholo-
gist. 52: 613–629. Retrieved from: <dx.
doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.52.6.613>.

Stephens, N. M., S. A. Fryberg, H. R. Markus, 
C. Johnson, and R. Covarrubias. 2012. 
Unseen disadvantage: How American 
universities’ focus on independence 
undermines the academic performance 
of first-generation college students. 
Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology. 102: 1178–1197. Retrieved 
from: <dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0027143>.

Stephens, N. M., S. S. M. Townsend, H. R. 
Markus, and L. T. Phillips. 2012. A cultural 
mismatch: Independent cultural norms 
produce greater increases in cortisol 
and more negative emotions among 
first-generation college students. 

Journal of Experimental Social Psychol-
ogy. 48: 1389–1393. Retrieved from: <dx.
doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2012.07.008>.

Valantine, H. A., and F. S. Collins. 2015. 
National Institutes of Health addresses 
the science of diversity. PNAS. 112: 
12240–12242. Retrieved from: <dx.
doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1515612112>.

Valantine, H. A., P. K. Lund and A. E. 
Gammie. 2016. From the NIH: A sys-
tems approach to increasing the 
diversity of the biomedical research 
workforce. CBE-Life Sciences Edu-
cation. 15: 1–5. Retrieved from: <dx.
doi.org/10.1187/cbe.16-03-0138>.

Vasquez, M. J. T., and J. M. Jones. 2006. 
Increasing the number of psychologists 
of color: Public policy issues for affirma-
tive diversity. American Psychologist. 
61: 132–142. Retrieved from: <dx.doi.
org/10.1037/0003-066X.61.2.132>.

Wiederkehr, V., V. Bonnot, S. Krauth-Gruber, 
and C. Darnon. 2015. Belief in school 
meritocracy as a system-justifying 
tool for low status students. Frontiers 
in Psychology. 6. Retrieved from: <dx.
doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01053>.

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_cce.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_cce.asp
https://www.nsf.gov/statistics/2017/nsf17306/data/tab34.pdf
https://www.nsf.gov/statistics/2017/nsf17306/data/tab34.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/676910
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2012.666735
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2012.666735
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.52.6.613
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.52.6.613
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0027143
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2012.07.008
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2012.07.008
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1515612112
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1515612112
http://dx.doi.org/10.1187/cbe.16-03-0138
http://dx.doi.org/10.1187/cbe.16-03-0138
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.61.2.132
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.61.2.132
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01053
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01053

	Cover/Editor’s Note
	International
	Paddling with Purpose: Perceptions of Student Success and Retention Efforts

	Recruitment
	The Significance of Campus Visitations to College Choice and Strategic Enrollment Management

	Retention
	Student Experiences in the Second Year: Advancing Strategies for Success Beyond the First Year of College

	Community College
	Differentiating Commitment to Welfare: Adult Student Perceptions of Institutional Practice

	Leadership
	Reflections on Achievement, Hitting the Glass Ceiling and Breaking the Mold

	Data
	Charting the Course: Using Data Analytics to Assist with Strategic Enrollment Management

	Graduate
	Applicant and Faculty Characteristics in the Doctoral Admissions Process: An Experimental Vignette Study


