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@ LEADING STRATEGIES

A Faculty Perspective on Enrollment
and Retention Success During the
Pandemic: A Subsequent Study to
the Perspective of Administration

By Jennifer B. Passenti and Luke Schultheis

The pandemic left an indelible mark on higher education. This study is the second
of three, focused on how a college navigated enrollment challenges during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The initial study examined the perspectives of college
administrators on why the institution did not suffer from enrollment decreases.
This follow-up study incorporated the perspectives of faculty and offers viewpoints
that differ from the first study. Faculty indicated that their informal and regular
interactions with students kept them engaged and enrolled. They also noted that
there is a family culture at the institution that transcends the efforts of any
individual or initiative. The findings of the two studies have brought to light the
need for greater communication amongst the administration, faculty/staff, and
students for multiple efforts at retaining students that were underway but seldom

shared broadly.

The coOvVID-I9 pandemic exacerbated overall enroll-  stand what happened to institutions of higher educa-
ment challenges as students, staff, and faculty were  tion and how they can better prepare themselves for
primarily required to study and work remotely. The  other significant disruptions in providing traditional
experiences of such engagement likely led many stu- campus-based education. According to the National
dents to question the value of higher education. There = Center for Education Statistics (2020), Fall 2020 enroll-
remains a need for additional research on how the = mentdropped about 2.5 percent overall from 2019. It is
pandemic affected student learning and socialization = estimated that approximately 400,000 fewer students

at various levels. There is also a need to better under-  attended college in 2020.
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The enrollment challenges evident, particularly to
public regional and small private institutions, are acute
and not expected to improve for quite some time. For
years, colleges and universities have invested significant
resources on recruiting new students. It is common
to see, even today, enrollment leaders posting updates
on social media channels indicating they have enrolled
record-breaking-sized classes. While that perspective
seems to resonate with great success, it does not nec-
essarily indicate much more than an increase in new
student enrollment volume. There are other factors
that demonstrate an institution is improving its overall
enrollment, including student persistence. It is curi-
ous that the higher education industry seems relatively
unfazed by the fact that there are more than 43 mil-
lion adults who have completed some college yet have
no degree (Cohen, et al. 2025, 2). Schools that are able
to improve their student retention will likely be able
to reduce somewhat the pressures of enrolling an in-
creasingly larger number of new students. There are
multiple perspectives on how an institution can im-
prove its enrollment. Leaders of the enrollment divi-
sion and administrators are one. Faculty also hold a key
perspective on institutional recruitment and retention
that warrants examination.

One such study has explored how an institution
found itself at a juncture of being well-positioned and
prepared to enhance student support as it entered the
pandemic (Passenti 2023). This study was conducted
at a small, private, nonprofit undergraduate institu-
tion of higher education located in Northeast Penn-
sylvania. The institution had seven satellite locations
and served 2,000 students, of whom approximately 85
percent were commuters. Throughout the pandemic,
the institution was able to maintain its pre-pandemic
enrollment, in contrast to the significant decreases
seen nationwide.

In order to better understand the reason for this
outcome, qualitative data were collected through
semi-structured interviews with eleven participants
who were staff members. These individuals included
senior leadership, mid-level management, and front-

line staff and were selected through purposive sampling.
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These individuals were asked two questions about
how the institution was able to weather the pandemic.
The guiding questions were:

How is this specific HEI increasing
enrollment and retention rates to

secure a sustainable future?

What are the innovative strategies that the
HEI is employing to increase enrollment

and retention during times of crisis?

Mid-level managers consisted of both academic and
non-academic support personnel. They were directors
of various departments such as enrollment management,
student financial services, registrar, student success, ad-
vising, career services, and student wellness. There were
also a number of senior leaders and two entry-level staff
who were interviewed. While the front-line staff had
less than five years of work experience at the institution,
all of the other participants had been there longer, with
several having been there up to 20 years.

Three key themes emerged from the study: enroll-
ment strategies, retention strategies, and institutional
strategies. Table I (on page 27) outlines the themes
and categories of efforts supporting those themes, as
identified by the participants.

The efforts focused on enrollment strategies in-
cluded collaboration amongst administrative units at
the institution and the implementation of technology
that supported such collaboration. Work was conducted
in advance of the unexpected pandemic to identify var-
ious areas of responsibility for the enrollment process.
There are many units at an institution that can contrib-
ute to the admission of students. Efforts around event
design, management, and presence can include offices
such as admissions, financial aid, registrar, residence
life, student affairs, and others. When these units coor-
dinate with each other, the institution’s initial exposure
to prospective students can be strong. It also leads to
more units accepting responsibility for recruitment.

Communicating through technological platforms
that provide instant messaging capabilities can also cre-
ate channel-specific groups, allowing efforts around a

specific area of responsibility to be targeted more effec-
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TABLE 1 » Themes and Categories

Theme Category

> Reason for steady enrollment
Enroliment Strategies b Collaboration

> Use of technology

» Students staying and not transferring
> Use of technology
> Technologies

L Learning Management System
v/ Canvas
Retention Strategies
v/ (CRM) Spectrum EMP
v/ Starfish
% Laptop loaner programs

Scholarships

v

Created new positions
Technologies to support
Community Partnerships

v

Institutional Strategies
% Corporate Partnerships/

Donations/ Scholarships
% Tuition Reimbursement

Source: Passenti 2023

tively. This reduces the administrative burden of trying
to communicate rapidly through email. The collabora-
tion that was developed lent itself well to working re-
motely in a team environment, where in-person contact
was prohibited. It also benefited the institution, as those
relationships had been developed before the pandemic,
so collaboration was more natural than forming groups
remotely once staff were unable to be on campus.

The second theme, retention strategies, included the
purposeful implementation of technological platforms
to improve student retention, training on how to man-
age conversations with students who expressed interest
in transferring to another institution, a laptop loaner
program, and the disbursement of scholarships to those
facing financial challenges.

Not all students who transfer provide advanced in-
dication of their intention. Many do not re-enroll at
the institution and then enroll elsewhere. However,

some students do share their plans to transfer with ad-
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visors and other staff. Rather than coaching
the student on what transactions need to be
conducted to depart, such as withdrawing,
notifying financial aid, and other actions,
staff were trained on how to manage con-
versations with students. While these con-
versations were not designed to dissuade a
student from transferring, they were devel-
oped to serve as a means of inquiry into why
the students desired to leave. There are many
reasons why students choose to transfer, and
sometimes it may be due to frustration with
something at the institution, confusion, or
concerns about their ability to finance their
education. Learning from the students why
they desired to leave, staff were able to refer
some students to support services that en-

abled them to maintain their enrollment.
Technology that was designed to im-
prove communication with students and
to identify factors suggesting a student was
likely to attrit was implemented. The first of
the technological platforms was the learning
management system (LMS)—Canvas. This
system provided a means for students to take classes
remotely in a structured manner. Syllabi, assignments,
discussion boards, and grades were posted within Can-
vas. Students and faculty became accustomed to it just
before the pandemic. When the school was forced to
provide academic instruction remotely, the complete
transition to the LMS was not new. While students
and faculty were now required to engage in this plat-
form for all courses, it was merely an expansion of how
many courses had already been offered. A customer
relationship management (CRM) system was also in-
troduced. Spectrum EMP provided a means by which
the institution could communicate with students in
alignment with various aspects of their standing. The
CRM can be programmed to send communications in
a calendared manner, alerting students to various im-
portant times to take action, such as registering for
classes. As students register for classes, they fall off the

communication campaign, while those who still need
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TABLE 2 » Theme: Enrollment Strategies

Participant

Category D
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Response

"Record enrollment pre-COVID, and during COVID due to returning students.”

"Significant investment in advertising and a shift towards digital advertising that we saw

historic growth in inquiries and applications through the two significant years of COVID.”

Reason for Steady Enrollment

"COVID certainly hurt and helped in a couple of ways. Some students
didn't want to go away and stayed home, so we offered affordable service

for them while they decided where they wanted to be eventually.”

"Because we are local and are community focused, we were able to

continue our growth and not just sit still while the world shut down.”

Technology
10

“Invested money into our online division, and we've saw significant growth in online.”

"We've instituted some different tools to kind of help us track students and
help guide them through the enroliment process here at the college, we utilized

Spectrum EMP as our CRM, and just recently switched to JRM Salesforce.”

Source: Passenti 2023

to register will be sent e-mails with various messages
encouraging them to register until they do so. As staff
have become more familiar with using the CRM, they
have been able to expand and improve the communi-
cation campaigns. Similarly, as students have become
more accustomed to it, they have begun to rely upon
it more regularly.

The second technological platform was designed
specifically to improve student retention. Starfish is a
tool that enables the staff and faculty to communicate
directly with students in an early warning and advis-
ing space. It was implemented just before the pandemic.
Starfish identified various student data that were de-
termined to predict attrition from the institution. As
indicators arose, identifying students who were at risk
of departing, staff were provided this information and
initiated an intervention. Concurrently, the students
were notified through Starfish that they were at poten-
tial risk of departure. That could prompt the student
to schedule an appointment with an advisor or to pay
closer attention to an issue, identifying them as being at
risk of departure. This platform reduces the significant

administrative burden associated with running reports
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and analyzing the data to identify at-risk students. It also
acts in real-time, on a daily basis, while it is not efficient
to run daily reports, examine the data, and then com-
municate to the student and other stakeholders. Table 2
outlines some of the technological platforms supportive
of enrollment.

The institution developed a laptop loaner program
for students who lacked the funds to purchase their
own. This initiative was initially designed to support
students; however, it proved especially prudent once
students were required to study remotely. Although
no one could have anticipated the pandemic, having a
well-managed laptop loaner program ensured that all
students had access to their classes, which were deliv-
ered through Canvas.

Scholarship distribution was the final initiative in
the retention strategy’s theme. It is generally not finan-
cially feasible to make large-scale awards to an entire
population of students, hoping that it will assist them
with their financial needs. It is more beneficial to the
student and the institution when specific students can
be identified through self-identification or analyzing
data, which indicates a student is struggling to pay
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Response

"During COVID we had no idea what enrollment was going to look like. And so, we
add additional bodies to our enrollment team, to try to increase our outreach. So,

during COVID, the response was not what we thought it would be, we fared better than

most of a lot of other institutions in terms of our enroliment. During COVID, staffing
was increased, staffing has been part of the initiative to keep our enrollment up.

"Significant growth and you can probably also say it was historic growth for and
that was due to a variety of reasons. It wasn't just changing our Admissions team

or at the Center we launched for the first time in the college’s history, awarding
bachelor level degrees. We opened new satellite centers, we relocated satellite
centers and invested more money into the launch of our online division and we've

seen significant growth in online. We've added additional specialty programs.”

"There is one partnership in the area that has, definitely helped us at our location.
It's the McDonald's partnership. It's a scholarship through the Mueller Family
Foundation. It provides 100% tuition assistance for students who work at least 16
hours a week, maintain a 2.5 GPA, and are enrolled in at least two classes.”

"We've developed some scholarship opportunities for students

TABLE 3 » Theme: Institutional Strategies
Category Participant
ID
5
2
Creation of New Positions/
Center/Programing
9
10

working at certain organizations. Where you know they are offering

some scholarship money, we match that money.”

Source: Passenti 2023

for their cost of attendance. It is also good practice to
determine what amount of a micro-grant needs to be
awarded to students on an individual basis in order for
them to maintain their matriculation.

The third theme that emerged was institutional
strategies. These were conscientious decisions on the
part of the institution, which were implemented spe-
cifically to improve enrollment. These included new
positions, technological support, and community part-
nerships that included employment relations, financial
contributions, and tuition reimbursement. The insti-
tution implemented an eLearning/online division that
was charged specifically with developing curricula that
would support students who desired a blend of online
and on-campus courses, as well as exclusively online
instruction. It was also charged with leading the imple-
mentation of Canvas, the learning management system.
These efforts were especially helpful because if they
had not been implemented before the pandemic, it is
unlikely a successful launch could have occurred when

operations were completely remote.
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The final theme was that community partnerships
had been developed around supporting students, such
as providing internships and employment, as well as
scholarship contributions. Relationships were also de-
veloped in which businesses provided some amount
of financial assistance through tuition reimbursement.
This proved to be a good benefit for employees as well
as a means to make studying more affordable. These
partnerships also led to the creation of new academic
programs that prepared students for in-demand em-
ployment. (Passenti 2023)

Table 3 outlines the themes and categories of the

institutional strategies.

Enrolilment Management

Enrollment management is recognized as a collabora-
tive process that incorporates mission and institutional
goals (Hossler and Bontrager 2015). Enrollment manage-
ment will evolve as various situations shift at the insti-
tution. Recruitment and retention efforts get modified

to best suit the present and impending situation. As
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Dolence (1990) stated, “A successful enrollment man-
agement program fundamentally changes the way in-
stitutions perceive their clientele, confront challenges,
exploit opportunities, and manage their resources” (p. I).
The themes that emerged from the study acknowledged
that enrollment efforts were the result of collabora-
tion among departments, leadership engagement, and
alignment with the institution’s strategic goals. While
the participants did not specifically refer to the term
enrollment management, it is clear that through their
collaboration with a focus on enrollment, it was indeed
enrollment management. Although the literature de-
scribes enrollment management in some cases as not re-
quiring reporting to one specific area, Bontrager (2004)
establishes that, “where formal lines do not exist, strong
communication links must be established” (15). The in-
terviews provided specific reflections on each of these
initiatives, and participants credited these concerted
efforts, launched pre-pandemic, with maintaining en-
rollment. They did not mention efforts provided by the
faculty as having an impact. Upon reflection on these
results, the researchers were compelled to examine the
views of the faculty, as they had not participated in the

original study (Passenti 2023).

This Study

Faculty at most institutions are often considered the
glue that keeps the students engaged and more often a
large part of retention efforts. In the previous research,
the intention was to study the administration’s point of
view on the impacts of COVID-I9 on enrollment and
retention. Utilizing Kotter’s (1996) Change Management
Theory, to highlight the eight steps to leading change
in organizations: (a) establishing a sense of urgency;
(b) forming a powerful guiding coalition; (c) creating a
vision; (d) communicating the vision; (¢) empowering
others to act on the vision; (f) planning for and creating
short-term wins; (g) consolidating improvements and
producing still more change; and (h) institutionalizing
new approaches.

For this study, six faculty members were purpose-
fully chosen to participate. Invitations were extended

to more than 100 faculty members, and of those who
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TABLE 4 » Core Insights and Key Findings

Theme Category

Strong Relationship Reason for steady enroliment

Family Students staying and not transferring

Enroliment Classroom were filled with students

responded that they would like to participate, an effort
was made to ensure representation among those of dif-
fering levels of responsibility at the institution, so that
they were not all leaders or only taught classes. Some
of the faculty held leadership positions and potentially
would have been more aware of the initiatives noted by
the staff in the first study. They also represented a vari-
ety of different academic departments. The participants
were asked the same questions as the administrators
were in the prior study.

How is this specific HEI increasing

enrollment and retention rates to

secure a sustainable future?

What are the innovative strategies that the

HEI is employing to increase enrollment

and retention during times of crisis?

In recruiting faculty to participate, they were in-
formed of the prior study and that the participants con-
sisted exclusively of administrative staff. It was shared
that this subsequent study was being conducted to learn
the faculty’s perspectives regarding student enrollment
during the pandemic. The participants were not aware
of the findings of the prior study.

The six faculty participants were divided into two
groups to meet with the two researchers. These un-
structured interviews lasted approximately an hour,
with the researchers following the strands of thought
from the participants. The findings were quite different
from those in the first study.

The researchers did not share their findings with
each other until the interviews were completed. Several
themes emerged as the reasons why enrollment was
strong in the faculty’s perspectives. The first theme was

that the faculty had developed strong relationships with
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the students. The second theme was that the students
and faculty were family, and the final theme was that
the faculty believed enrollment was good based on the
number of students enrolled in their class.

The faculty expressed that they had developed
strong relationships with the students. They did not
suggest that they counseled students to remain enrolled,
but instead were good “pedagogues” whom the students
enjoyed learning from and knew the students. In each
interview, the participants indicated that it was due to
their close relationships with the students that they
remained enrolled at the institution, despite engaging
in class sessions via Zoom. The faculty provided exam-
ples of their personal engagement with the students,
which included general familiarity with their lives and
an understanding of the students’ career trajectories
and academic interests. When asked to explain the re-
lationships, one participant noted, “We know them. We
know them better than anyone else, and they know us.”

The second theme was that the culture of the insti-
tution is one of family. This theme may have overlapped
with the first in that the close relationships of a family
may have led to a better understanding of students as
individuals. An example of this was a statement that

“we are like family...it’s always been like that, I don’t
know, it just is like that.... It didn’t start with anyone,
the president isn’t the leader of it..no one promotes it,
we're just family...” None noted a specific time when
this culture developed, but rather that it was one that
seems to have always existed. None indicated that there
was a spokesperson or leader of this culture, and they
noted that it transcended different presidents. This fam-
ily culture was one that presented a sense of responsi-
bility and support to each other. It also represented a
bond that would be difficult to break; thus, withdraw-
ing from the institution would sever that bond. It is
noteworthy that the institution’s six-year graduation
rate is significantly below the average for similar insti-
tutions. This may suggest that the faculty are unaware
of the high rate of student attrition at the institution,
and that the institution began offering bachelor’s de-
grees in 2017, which raises questions about the high

attrition rate.
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A third theme emerged: enrollment success based
on the number of students who were enrolled in their
specific courses. Although, this may show that the fac-
ulty are quite popular, this does not represent a valid
identifier of enrollment success during a pandemic.
One faculty member, when asked about enrollment,
said, “I know we are doing well with enrollment when
my classes are full.” Moreover, enrollment can repre-
sent a number of definitions. Based on this research,
the faculty defines enrollment based on students who
make up their class roster rather than the total student
body needed to fulfill budgetary requirements. Based
on faculty responses, student engagement is an area to
explore further.

Several definitions and conceptualizations of stu-
dent engagement exist in the literature. Below are
definitions of student engagement crafted by higher
education scholars.

Kuh (2009) defines student engagement as the
“time and effort students devote to activities
that are empirically linked to desired outcomes
of college and what institutions do to induce
students to participate in these activities” (683).
Axelson and Flick (2010) define engagement
as “how involved or interested students
appear to be in their learning and how
connected they are to their classes, their
institutions, and each other” (38).
Fletcher (2015) provides a definition that
outlines engagement as “any sustained
connection a learner has towards any aspect
of learning, schools, or education” (para. 3)
McCormick, et al., (2013) clarify that “student
engagement refers to college students’
exposure to and participation in a constellation
of effective educational practices at colleges
and universities” (47) These scholars define
engagement as connection between students,
faculty, and institution, this is one way in

which retention can be used to drive the data.

When asked if any administrative efforts contributed

to student retention during the pandemic, none of the
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candidates believed that they did. It was also particularly
telling that none of the participants had any knowledge
of enrollment goals, plans, or recruitment and reten-
tion efforts at the institution. None of the participants
mentioned any of the themes or categories in the prior
study. They did not discuss any collaboration with the
administration or other faculty members. It seemed as
if each of the participants focused on their own engage-
ment with their students. Two in leadership positions
did not discuss any department or faculty-wide efforts
to collaboratively retain students. One out of the six par-
ticipants discussed the use of Starfish and Canvas to en-
gage students and maintain connectivity throughout the
COVID-I9 closure of in-person classes. However, there
was no mention of concerns about students transferring
to other institutions, nor the need to intervene. One may
assume that many students probably would not enter-
tain transferring as all schools were operating remotely;
thus why move to another institution that is essentially
doing the same thing? Further discussion highlighted
that one faculty member was highly familiar with Can-
vas, while the other five faculty did not discuss their ex-
periences within Canvas or any challenges or successes
of teaching through the LMs. The Starfish platform was
not mentioned by all participants, although it remained
in use throughout the pandemic. The laptop loaner pro-
gram did not rise to the point of discussion, nor did the
partnerships with businesses, the tuition reimburse-
ment, or additional grant funding for students.

As the researchers discussed their findings, it be-
came evident that the administration and faculty clearly
did not agree on what constituted support for students.
It also became apparent that there was a significant lack
of communication from the administration to the fac-
ulty. The efforts identified by the administration, to a
large effect, were costly in both funds and effort to
implement; however, they seemed to be unknown to
the faculty. One would tend to believe that either the
faculty is unengaged with the administrative supports
and developments, or that the administration is failing

in its commitment to communicate these supports.
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Application for Practitioners

The initial study provided insights into how a univer-
sity administration implemented several strategies be-
fore the pandemic that served them well during the
period of remote instruction and service. In the second
study, the faculty engaged the students in a manner
that they believed kept them retained at the institu-
tion due to close relationships and interactions. They
also credited the institution with having developed a
longstanding culture that fosters a welcoming, fami-
ly-like environment. Both perspectives may be salient;
however, there remains room for improvement for the
practitioner. There are a number of ways that the ad-
ministration and faculty can better support each other
and, subsequently, the students.

Committees or work groups that are focused upon
initiatives the administration launched, which include
faculty representation, can provide additional insights
from the faculty as well as a channel of communica-
tion back to the faculty. Some of those initiatives may
have been further refined had faculty been engaged.
Enrollment-related data should be shared with faculty.
It is beneficial to know how many students are enroll-
ing and how many are leaving the institution prior
to completing their degree. That would lead to joint
efforts to improve retention if there was a problem. Fi-
nally, communication needs to be more robust. Often-
times it is simply helpful to keep everyone informed.
All employees are spokespersons for the institution,
and it is important that all parties are informed about
major initiatives.

Based on this research finding, it would be benefi-
cial to expand this research to explore the student expe-
rience at other institutions with similar success, where
there is an agreement that retention has improved. This
study will focus on students who were enrolled before,
during, and after the pandemic to gain insight into the
institution’s perspective. Key questions would be why
you stayed, and how the remote learning environment

impacted your engagement.
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