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Re-Evaluation Program Success: 
A New Model for Nontraditional 
Program Assessment
By James Michael Williams

The higher education environment of the 21st century 
is characterized by significant demographic evolution. 
The once dominant profile of a “traditional” student, 
typically an eighteen to 22-year-old enrolled full-time, 
residing on or near campus, and largely unencumbered 
by major external responsibilities, no longer represents 
the majority of learners (Coursera 2025). Instead, insti-
tutions today increasingly serve a diverse population 
often categorized as “nontraditional.” This demographic 

shift creates a fundamental problem with how we mea-
sure success in higher education. The metrics tradition-
ally used to gauge student success and program health 
were designed for the historical “traditional” student 
and are increasingly inadequate for learners today. 
These conventional measures often misrepresent the 
progress and achievements of students who juggle aca-
demic pursuits with work, family, and other significant 
commitments. Defining something as “nontraditional” 

CASES FROM THE FIELD

This paper examines the critical disconnect between traditional assessment 
paradigms and the needs of what the author terms “modern students,” 
learners whose educational journeys are characterized by demands 
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can actually create a sense of “othering,” implying that 
the system was not meant for the students who are now 
increasingly part of it (Gulley 2016).

When an institution’s primary metrics fail to ac-
curately gauge the success of a significant group of 
students, its strategic decision-making, resource allo-
cation, and fundamental understanding of its own per-
formance become compromised. This incongruency 
disadvantages the students served by potentially mis-
labeling their progress and hinders institutions from 
making fully informed strategic decisions about pro-
gram viability.

This article presents the DPR framework developed 
by the author as a promising solution to these chal-
lenges. The framework offers a nuanced and actionable 
system for evaluating program health that aligns with 
the realities of modern learners. The following sections 
examine the literature on nontraditional students and 
traditional metrics, detail the DPR framework’s design 
and implementation, analyze its strategic value for in-
stitutional leadership, and provide recommendations 
for broader adoption.

Literature Review
Understanding why new evaluation frameworks are 
necessary requires examining what defines the nontra-
ditional student population, how current assessment 
practices are developed, and why these practices fail 
to serve today’s diverse learners effectively. The litera-
ture reveals a critical disconnect: While students who 
balance work, family, and academic responsibilities 
now constitute the majority in many institutions, the 
metrics used to evaluate their success remain rooted 
in the assumptions of linear, uninterrupted, full-time 
educational pathways. This misalignment reflects a 
broader theoretical lag, in which assessment practices 
have failed to evolve alongside models like Bean and 
Metzner’s framework, which recognize the primacy of 
external environmental factors for modern learners. 
The implications extend beyond measurement accu-
racy; this disconnect perpetuates what some scholars 
term ‘othering,’ reinforcing the notion that institutional 
systems were never designed for the students they in-

creasingly serve, thereby compromising both student 
support and institutional decision-making.

Characterizing the “Nontraditional” Student
Nontraditional students are now the new majority in 
many colleges and universities across the United States 
(Coursera 2025; MacDonald 2018). The National Center 
for Education Statistics (NCES) defines a nontraditional 
student as someone who meets one or more of the fol-
lowing criteria: they are over 24 years old, took time off 
after high school, attend college part-time, work full-
time (usually defined as 35 hours or more per week), 
are financially independent of their parents, are single 
parents, have dependents other than a spouse, or do not 
have a standard high school diploma (such as having a 
GED) (Coursera 2025; National Center for Education 
Statistics n.d.). These students often return to education 
driven by career advancement, personal development, 
or the need to improve their employment prospects 
after years of service in the workforce (Sinclair 2019).

These distinct traits are not just labels; they are 
deeply connected to specific needs, motivations, and 
profound challenges. Nontraditional students often 
juggle multiple responsibilities, including work, fam-
ily obligations, and academic deadlines, leading to what 
is often termed “time poverty” (Yates 2024; Mongoose 
2024). Financial barriers are a significant obstacle, as 
rising education costs intersect with existing financial 
responsibilities (Stevens 2023; Mongoose 2024). Many 
require childcare support to attend classes or complete 
assignments (Yates 2024; Mongoose 2024). Due to their 
external commitments and their often commuter status, 
they may feel disconnected from the campus commu-
nity and peer groups, affecting their social integration 
(Mongoose 2024).

The motivations of nontraditional students to pur-
sue higher education are often pragmatic and tied to 
career advancement or reskilling. These motivations 
lead to a preference for practical, applicable learning 
experiences and a desire to recognize prior learning 
and professional experience (Sinclair 2019; Mongoose 
2024). Nontraditional students require flexible learning 
options, such as online courses, evening or weekend 
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classes, and streamlined administrative processes that 
respect their time constraints (Liaison 2024; Mongoose 
2024). Additionally, adult learners often face mindset 
challenges, such as self-doubt about their academic 
abilities after being out of formal education for a while 
(Stevens 2023).

Aside from the factors that make up adult learn-
ers, the term “nontraditional” has been challenged as 
potentially damaging and a form of “othering” (Gulley 
2016). This perspective contends that if such students 
constitute the majority, then the term, by definition, 
reinforces the idea that institutional systems and struc-
tures are not fundamentally designed for them. This 
framing shifts the focus from perceived student deficits 
to potential systemic misalignment, including the met-
rics used to evaluate their success.

Building on this critique, Williams (2023) proposes 
moving beyond the traditional/nontraditional binary 
altogether, arguing that “the rigidity of these charac-
teristics fails to consider the unique differences of non-
traditional students and what they bring to the table.” 
Williams advocates a new conceptual framework cen-
tered on the “modern student,” a classification based 
on behavior rather than functional status at the time of 
entry into higher education. This approach recognizes 
that today’s student makeup includes more dimensions, 
including those who may have earned college credits in 
high school, held full-time employment while attend-
ing school full-time through distance learning, or en-
rolled as students while also having children in college.

According to Williams (2023), a student qualifies as 
a “modern student” if one or more of the following fac-
tors are true: they attend part-time or full-time while 
working (or not working); life factors have caused them 
to recalibrate their educational goals and priorities; they 
demand that the educational experience caters to the 
real world; they expect education to be convenient, 
flexible, and cutting-edge; they expect the end-to-end 
experience to fully embrace mass consumerization; or 
their path to higher education includes college credit or 
a degree earned while still in high school. This frame-
work acknowledges that “all students have different ex-
periences, be it financially, academically, or personally, 

and should be given equal opportunity and support to 
pursue their dreams.”

Throughout the remainder of this paper, the author 
adopts Williams’s (2023) terminology of “modern stu-
dent” to reflect this behavioral, student-centered ap-
proach rather than the deficit-oriented “non-traditional” 
designation, except when citing literature that employs 
the traditional terminology.

The Evolution and Limitations of 
Conventional Success Metrics
Higher education institutions have historically relied 
on conventional metrics to define and measure student 
success and institutional performance. Among the most 
common are retention rates, graduation rates (typically 
measured in 4-year, 6-year, and sometimes 8-year in-
tervals for first-time, full-time cohorts), time to com-
pletion, and academic performance indicators such as 
grade point average (GPA) (Kim 2017). The traditional 
view of a successful student aligns with one who en-
rolls full-time immediately after high school, persists 
through subsequent terms without interruption, and 
progresses to degree completion within a prescribed 
time frame (Kim 2017).

National data, such as those of the National Cen-
ter for Education Statistics (NCES), frequently high-
light these metrics. For example, the overall six-year 
graduation rate for first-time, full-time undergraduate 
students who began seeking a bachelor’s degree at four-
year institutions in Fall 2014 was 64 percent (National 
Center for Education Statistics 2022). The Integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) has been 
a primary source of these data, traditionally focusing its 
graduation rate calculations on first-time, full-time (FT-
FT) cohorts (Yuen 2019; Lederman 2017). Beyond these 
macro-level indicators, metrics such as persistence rates 
and grades are also widely used as proxies for engage-
ment and learning ( Janio 2025).

Although efforts have been made to improve na-
tional data collection, such as the introduction of Out-
come Measures in IPEDS, significant blind spots remain. 
Historically, the IPEDS graduation rate included only 
full-time, first-time students, effectively ignoring the 
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outcomes of the majority of community college stu-
dents, many of whom are part-time or transfer students 
(Yuen 2019). Although the Outcome Measures now in-
clude part-time and transfer students and extend the 
tracking to eight years (NCES 2024), they are still con-
sidered “progress but not perfection” (Lederman 2017). 
Given that a substantial proportion of entering students 
are not first-time, full-time (59 percent of the 2014–15 
cohort, for example), traditional rates still exclude the 
majority (NCES 2024).

Why Traditional Metrics Misrepresent 
Nontraditional Student Journeys
The fundamental issue with applying conventional 
metrics to nontraditional student populations is that 
the underlying assumptions of a linear, uninterrupted, 
full-time educational path do not align with these 
learners’ realities. This misalignment leads to a mis-
representation of their journeys and achievements in 
several key ways.

Inflexibility with Diverse Learning 
Paths and Pacing

Traditional metrics often penalize students who, by 
necessity or choice, pursue their education differently. 
These measures frequently portray students attending 
part-time, those who “stop out” for a period due to 
life events and then return, or those who simply take 
longer to complete their degrees because of external 
commitments.

Weissman (2022) found that fewer than 20 percent 
of first-time students who enrolled part-time graduated 
within eight years of their initial institution, compared 
to 46 percent of their full-time counterparts. Student 
parents are especially affected by this disparity, often 
enrolling part-time due to limited time, which in turn 
increases the time it takes to complete their degree and 
can even affect their financial aid eligibility (Yates 2024). 
Traditional graduation rates focusing on FT-FT cohorts 
do not fully capture the experiences of the significant 
number of students who enroll part-time or transfer 
between institutions (NCES 2024).

Ignoring External Realities: Work, 
Family, and Financial Pressures

A critical flaw of many traditional metrics is their 
failure to account for the profound impact of exter-
nal responsibilities on a student’s academic trajectory. 
Nontraditional students often juggle full-time jobs, 
significant family caregiving duties, and substantial fi-
nancial pressures (Mongoose 2024; Stevens 2023; Mac-
Donald 2018).

Student-parents, for instance, face immense sys-
temic barriers, including significantly lower degree 
acquisition rates (e.g., 18 percent earning a bachelor’s 
or associate degree in six years compared to 54 percent 
for dependent, non-parenting students), severe finan-
cial hardship, chronic time poverty, and a lack of ac-
cessible and affordable childcare (Yates 2024). Students 
who work significant hours may face a “time bind” that 
limits their ability to maintain enrollment or take a full 
course load, thus extending their time to degree, even if 
such work provides crucial financial support (Douglas 
and Attewell 2019).

Misinterpreting Engagement and 
Academic Momentum

Metrics such as credit accumulation rates, often framed 
as indicators of “academic momentum,” may not apply 
universally or can be misleading when assessing adult 
learners. The National Center for Education Statistics 
(2022) found that adult learners (over age 24) tend to 
have lower credit accumulation rates (CARs) and credit 
completion rates (CCRs) in their first year than younger 
students, even when accounting for enrollment inten-
sity. Although some studies suggest that early momen-
tum metrics correlate with higher completion rates for 
some student groups ( Jenkins and Bailey 2017), their 
direct applicability to all nontraditional students is 
questionable. For an adult learner carefully balancing 
work, family, and study, a slower and more deliber-
ate pace could represent sustainable engagement and 
a commitment to quality learning, rather than a lack 
of momentum.
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Failure to Capture Actual Learning 
and Competency

Perhaps the most fundamental critique is that many 
traditional metrics emphasize “seat time,” progression 
through a system, and compliance rather than the actual 
skills, knowledge, and competencies students acquire 
( Janio 2025). The success of higher education has long 
been defined by procedural indicators, which do not 
reveal whether students have developed critical think-
ing, analytical abilities, or the ability to apply theoretical 
knowledge to real-world challenges ( Janio 2025). Tradi-
tional assessment methods may not adequately capture 
the breadth of knowledge and competencies of nontra-
ditional students, particularly the valuable experiential 
learning they bring to their studies.

Theoretical Perspectives on 
Student Persistence and Success
Understanding why students, especially those outside 
the traditional college-age range, choose to remain in or 
leave higher education requires examining established 
theoretical frameworks and their applicability to di-
verse student populations.

Tinto’s Student Integration Model
Vincent Tinto’s Student Integration Model, originally 
proposed in 1975 and later revised, has been a corner-
stone of student retention research (Braxton, Vesper, and 
Hossler 1995). Under Tinto’s model, students’ likelihood 
of persistence is mainly driven by their integration into 
an institution’s academic and social environments. The 
model’s underlying premise is that successful integra-
tion across both aspects leads to higher institutional 
commitment and, consequently, higher persistence.

However, Tinto’s model has been criticized for its 
relevance to nontraditional students. One major con-
cern is that the SIM was designed mainly for traditional 
residential students and may not be applicable to com-
muter students, part-time learners, adult learners, or 
online students (Braxton, Vesper, and Hossler 1995). For 
these groups, the likelihood and nature of social inte-
gration on a residential campus differ significantly. The 
model has also been criticized for not giving enough 

weight to external factors, such as finances, family 
responsibilities, and job opportunities, that are often 
crucial for nontraditional students (Cotton, Nash, and 
Kneale 2017).

The Bean and Metzner Model
Recognizing the limitations of models like Tinto’s for 
nontraditional populations, Bean and Metzner (1985) 
developed their Conceptual Model of Nontraditional 
Undergraduate Student Attrition. The Bean and Metzner 
model offers a significant departure from the Tinto 
model by emphasizing the role of external environmen-
tal variables in the attrition process for nontraditional 
students, including older learners, part-time students, 
and commuters.

Bean and Metzner identified four sets of variables 
that influence a student’s decision to remain: personal 
background variables, academic variables, environmen-
tal variables, and social integration variables (Bean and 
Metzner 1985). Where the Bean and Metzner model 
differs from Tinto’s is that, for nontraditional students, 
environmental variables often have a greater impact on 
the decision to persist than social integration variables. 
The lives of these students are typically more deeply 
embedded in the spheres of work and family outside 
the campus, making factors such as employment de-
mands and family responsibilities the main drivers of 
their ability to continue their studies (Wylie 2005).

This theoretical framework highlights the need for 
interventions that address external realities, such as 
flexible course scheduling, robust financial assistance 
and emergency support, accessible childcare, and ca-
reer services tailored to working students. The Bean 
and Metzner model provides crucial context for under-
standing why traditional metrics often fail to capture 
the dynamics that drive nontraditional student success.

The Degree Progress Report Framework
Given the inherent limitations of traditional metrics 
and theoretical frameworks, innovative approaches 
such as the DPR framework offer promising alternatives 
that align with the realities of modern student experi-
ences. The framework considers that, even in the most 



Summer 2026Volume 14(2) 50

 Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly 

advanced institutions, extracting meaning from data to 
make informed decisions can be challenging (Blair and 
Zanidean 2020). By simplifying the data output across 
five key categories, the DPR seeks to streamline data 
analysis, creating an easily digestible output that aids in 
measuring the effectiveness of decisions made.

Genesis and Rationale

The DPR framework emerged from a clear institutional 
need at Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University, specif-
ically the Worldwide campus, to develop a more effec-
tive and nuanced method for evaluating program health 
and student success. Embry-Riddle’s journey toward 
the DPR framework began with a recognition by Dr. 
Williams that “traditional higher education metrics fail 
to address modern higher education in a meaningful 
and useful way.”

This acknowledgment spurred an effort to create 
an analytical tool that could more accurately gauge the 
institution’s performance in achieving student success 
at the program level. The initial outcome of this en-
deavor was the “Water Tank Analysis.” This model used 
data spanning from prospective students to graduation 
to visualize student flow into, through, and out of the 
institution, with attrition represented as a ’crack/leak’ 
in the tank.

Although the Water Tank Analysis was foundational 
and catalyzed important conversations around student 
success, it had a significant limitation: it required spe-
cialized interpretation. The meaning of the data, for 
groups such as advising leadership and academic col-
lege leadership, was not immediately apparent. To over-
come this and truly empower these stakeholders, the 
DPR was conceived. The aim was to create an analysis 
that was “easily digestible,” thereby enabling end users 
to directly understand and act on program performance 
data without an intermediary interpreter.

Core Architecture: Metrics, Weighting, 
and Grading Explained

At its core, the DPR framework offers a structured and 
actionable approach to evaluating the health of degree 
programs, with a specific focus on metrics that align 

with institutional goals of student success, engage-
ment, and timely graduation, particularly for modern 
students. It is based on five key metrics, each with its 
own weight that adds up to an overall program grade. 
The definitive weights are as follows: Admit to Enroll 
(15 percent), Eligible to Active (25 percent), Course load 
(take rate) (10 percent), Discontinuation rate (Attrition) 
(20 percent), and Graduation rate (30 percent).

Each of these metrics has its own grading scale (A-F), 
with specific thresholds:

	ক Admit to Enroll: An “A” is ≥ 70 percent, 
reflecting a highly effective program 
in attracting admitted students.

	ক Eligible to Active: An “A” is ≥ 85 percent, 
benchmarking high engagement 
while allowing for normal variability 
in student circumstances.

	ক Course Load: This metric is differentiated for 
undergraduate and graduate programs. For 
undergraduates, an “A” is ≥ 4.0 courses/
semester (equivalent to 12–15+ credit 
hours, enabling timely graduation). For 
graduates, an “A” is ≥ 2.5 courses/semester 
(equivalent to 7.5 + credit hours, allowing 
on-time graduation in 2 years).

	ক Discontinuation Rate: An “A” is < 10 percent, 
acknowledging that some attrition is 
normal even in excellent programs.

	ক Graduation Rate: This is also differentiated. 
For undergraduates, an “A” is ≥ 15 percent 
annually; for graduates, an “A” is ≥ 20 
percent annually. These rates are adjusted 
for trends of modern students and realistic 
completion timelines over extended periods.

The weighted scores from these individual metrics 
are combined to produce an overall program grade on 
a 4.0 scale, which is then translated into a letter grade 
from A to F, or N if there is insufficient data. The spe-
cific weighting reveals a balanced philosophy. Although 
traditional outcomes such as graduation are clearly im-
portant (having the highest weight at 30 percent), the 
key indicators of engagement and persistence relevant 
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to the modern student context, such as “Eligible to Ac-
tive” (25 percent) and “Discontinuation Rate” (20 per-
cent), are given significant prominence.

Alignment with Nontraditional Student 
Characteristics and Needs

One of the core strengths of the DPR framework is 
its explicit and intentional alignment with the unique 
characteristics and needs of modern students, as defined 
by Williams (2023). The framework was “developed 
with modern students in mind,” aiming to balance ”rig-
orous academic standards with the flexibility required 
by a diverse student body.” This alignment directly ad-
dresses the modern student’s unwavering demand for 
educational experiences that are ”convenient, flexible, 
and cutting-edge” while catering to real-world applica-
tions (Williams 2023).

The framework design reflects several key aspects 
of the needs of modern students:

	ক Flexibility and Workload Balance: The “Course Load 
(Take Rate)” metric directly acknowledges that ”for 
modern students, a lighter course load may be more 
typical due to work and family responsibilities.” 
This directly addresses the “time poverty” and mul-
tiple external commitments faced by modern stu-
dents, who may attend “part-time or full-time while 
working full-time, part-time or not at all” (Williams 
2023). The metric also recognizes that life factors 
can cause students to “recalibrate their educational 
goals and priorities,” requiring institutions to main-
tain academic rigor while accommodating the nec-
essary flexibility (Yates 2024; Stevens 2023; Liaison 
2024; Mongoose 2024).

	ক Realistic Graduation Expectations: The “Graduation 
Rate” metric adjusts its benchmarks based on na-
tional data for modern student trends, recognizing 
that these students often take longer to complete 
their degrees. The framework notes that nontradi-
tional undergraduates often take six-plus years to 
complete, translating to an annual graduation rate of 
approximately 10 percent to 15 percent of the pop-
ulation if distributed evenly. This contrasts sharply 

with traditional metrics that often penalize longer 
completion times.

	ক Focus on Engagement and Program Appeal: Metrics such 
as ‘Eligible to Active’ and ‘Admit to Enroll’ provide 
insights on student engagement and program at-
tractiveness, which are critical for retaining modern 
students who expect the end-to-end experience to 
fully embrace the mass consumerization that has 
permeated the corporate world to the higher educa-
tion sector (Williams 2023). High participation sug-
gests strong alignment of the program with modern 
students’ expectations of relevance in the real world, 
while a high enrollment yield indicates that the pro-
grams meet their demand for cutting-edge, flexible 
education.

	ক Actionable Insights for Support: By providing a granular 
view of program performance across these tailored 
metrics, the framework enables institutions to iden-
tify specific areas where modern students might be 
facing challenges and implement targeted support 
strategies. This approach aligns with Williams (2023) 
assertion that “all students have different experi-
ences, be it financially, academically, or personally, 
and should be given equal opportunity and support 
to pursue their dreams.” The framework moves be-
yond traditional categorizations to focus on behav-
iors and needs, supporting students with diverse 
pathways to higher education, including those who 
earned college credits while in high school or who 
are balancing full-time work with education.

Empirical Validation of the DPR Framework

To demonstrate the practical application and validity of 
the DPR framework beyond individual program case 
studies, data from 44 degree programs across three col-
leges at Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University’s World-
wide Campus over two academic years (2023–24 and 
2024–25) was analyzed. This comprehensive analysis 
examines descriptive statistics, year-over-year changes, 
performance comparisons across colleges, and the 
framework’s ability to differentiate program quality, 
thereby validating both the framework’s measurement 
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precision and its strategic utility for institutional deci-
sion-making.

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 presents overall descriptive statistics for all five 
DPR metrics across 88 program-year observations. The 
data reveal considerable variability in program perfor-
mance across metrics. Admit to Enroll rates averaged 
54.19 percent (SD = 9.73 percent), indicating that just 
over half of admitted students enrolled, with substan-
tial variation among programs (range: 33.82 percent to 
100 percent). Eligible to Active rates showed similar 
patterns, averaging 59.08 percent (SD = 9.47 percent), 
suggesting that approximately three-fifths of eligible 
students remained actively engaged in their programs.

Course Load averaged 3.84 courses per semester 
(SD = 0.83), reflecting the reality that many modern 
students attend part-time while balancing work and 
family responsibilities. Discontinuation rates averaged 
18.26 percent (SD = 5.10 percent), meaning that nearly 
one in five enrolled students discontinued their studies 
within the measurement period. Graduation rates aver-
aged 13.62 percent annually (SD = 7.98 percent), which 
aligns with realistic completion timelines for modern 
students who often take extended periods to complete 
their degrees.

Year-Over-Year Changes

Paired t-tests examined whether programs demon-
strated statistically significant changes in DPR metrics 
between the 2023–24 and 2024–25 academic years (see 
Table 2, on page 53). Results revealed two significant 
improvements. Eligible to Active rates increased sig-

nificantly from 58.30percent 
to 59.87 percent, t(43) = −2.66, 
p = 0.011, with a small-to-
medium effect size (Cohen’s 
d = 0.401). This improvement 
suggests enhanced student 
engagement and retention 
across programs.

Most notably, Course Load 
increased significantly from 

3.73 to 3.95 courses per semester, t(43) = −6.23, p < 0.001, 
representing a large effect size (Cohen’s d = 0.939). This 
substantial increase indicates that students were taking 
on heavier academic loads, potentially accelerating their 
progress toward degree completion. This finding is par-
ticularly meaningful for modern students, as increased 
course loads can reduce overall time-to-degree while 
still maintaining manageable academic demands.

The remaining three metrics showed no statisti-
cally significant changes between years. Admit to En-
roll rates increased slightly from 52.85 percent to 55.53 
percent, but this change was not statistically significant 
(p = 0.147). Similarly, Discontinuation rates remained es-
sentially stable (18.32 percent vs. 18.21 percent, p = 0.865), 
as did Graduation rates (13.22 percent vs. 14.02 per-
cent, p = 0.205). The stability in these metrics suggests 
consistent program performance across both academic 
years, providing a baseline against which the significant 
improvements in engagement and course load become 
even more noteworthy.

Comparison Across Colleges

One-way ANOVA examined whether the three colleges 
differed significantly in their DPR metrics (see Table 
3, on page 53). Results revealed one statistically 
significant difference: Discontinuation rates varied 
significantly across colleges, F(2, 85) = 3.23, p = 0.045, 
η2 = 0.071. The College of Aviation demonstrated the 
lowest discontinuation rate (16.87 percent), compared 
to the College of Business (19.77 percent) and College 
of Arts & Sciences (19.17 percent). This medium effect 
size suggests that Aviation programs were notably more 
successful at retaining students through completion.

	TABLE 1 ➤	Descriptive Statistics for DPR Metrics (n=88)1

Metric Mean SD2 Min Max

Admit to Enroll (%) 54.19 9.73 33.82 100.00

Eligible to Active (%) 59.08 9.47 25.81 75.00

Course Load (courses/semester) 3.84 0.83 2.71 5.94

Discontinuation Rate (%) 18.26 5.10 2.15 35.66

Graduation Rate (%) 13.62 7.98 0.00 36.14

1	 Number of program-year observations 
2	 Standard Deviation
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Two additional metrics approached statistical sig-
nificance. Graduation rates showed a marginally signif-
icant difference across colleges, F(2, 85) = 2.68, p = 0.074, 
η2 = 0.059, with Business programs demonstrating 
the highest graduation rate (16.13 percent) compared 
to Aviation (13.16 percent) and Arts & Sciences (10.79 
percent). Similarly, Admit to Enroll rates approached 
significance, F(2, 85) = 2.79, p = 0.067, η2 = 0.062, with 
Business programs showing the highest conversion rate 
(56.34 percent).

The remaining metrics—Eligible to Active (p = 0.844) 
and Course Load (p = 0.704)—showed no significant dif-
ferences across colleges, suggesting relatively consis-
tent student engagement and course-taking behavior 
across academic disciplines. These findings indicate 
that, while certain operational outcomes (retention and 
graduation) vary by college, fundamental measures of 

student engagement remain relatively uniform, sug-
gesting a shared institutional culture of student support 
that transcends disciplinary boundaries.

Program Grade Distribution and 
Performance Validation

Applying the DPR framework’s weighted grading sys-
tem to all 88 program-year observations revealed a 
distribution heavily concentrated in the C grade range 
(see Table 4, on page 54). Specifically, 62.5 percent of 
observations (n = 55) received C grades, indicating room 
for improvement but acceptable baseline performance. 
An additional 22.7 percent (n = 20) achieved B grades, 
representing solid program performance. However, 
14.8 percent (n = 13) received D grades, identifying pro-
grams requiring immediate intervention. Notably, no 
programs received A grades, suggesting that even the 

	TABLE 2 ➤	Year-Over-Year Comparison of DPR Metrics (Paired t-Tests, n=44)1

Metric
2023–24 2024–25

t p d3

Mean SD2 Mean SD2

Admit to Enroll (%) 52.85 7.82 55.53 11.27 -1.48 0.1470a 0.223

Eligible to Active (%) 58.30 8.91 59.87 10.04 -2.66 0.0110b 0.401

Course Load (courses/semester) 3.73 0.79 3.95 0.87 -6.23 0.0000c 0.939

Discontinuation Rate (%) 18.32 5.13 18.21 5.13 0.17 0.8650a -0.026

Graduation Rate (%) 13.22 7.97 14.02 8.06 -1.29 0.2054a 0.194

1	 Paired observations of 44 programs
2	 Standard Deviation
3	 Cohen’s d: |d| < 0.2 = small effect; 0.2–0.8 = medium effect; > 0.8 = large effect

a	 Not significant
b	 p < 0.050
c	 p < 0.001

	TABLE 3 ➤	Comparison of DPR Metrics by College (One-Way ANOVA)

Metric
Arts & Sciences (n=16) Business (n=28) Aviation (n=44)

F p η²*
Mean SD1 Mean SD1 Mean SD1

Admit to Enroll (%) 49.67 7.16 56.34 8.09 54.69 11.15 2.79 0.0673a 0.062

Eligible to Active (%) 59.00 4.83 59.92 8.53 58.56 11.49 0.17 0.8439a 0.004

Course Load 
(courses/semester)

3.94 0.78 3.89 0.84 3.76 0.86 0.35 0.7039a 0.008

Discontinuation 
Rate (%)

19.17 4.11 19.77 5.15 16.87 5.18 3.23 0.0446b 0.071

Graduation Rate (%) 10.79 5.59 16.13 7.77 13.16 8.62 2.68 0.0741a 0.059

1	 Standard Deviation
	 *	η² (eta-squared): 0.01 = small effect; 0.06 = medium effect; 0.14 = large effect

a	 Not significant
b	 p < 0.050
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highest-performing programs have room for improve-
ment, and no programs received failing grades, indicat-
ing that all met minimum viability standards.

This grade distribution validates the framework’s 
ability to differentiate program quality across a mean-
ingful spectrum. The concentration of programs in the 
C range suggests that the grading thresholds are ap-
propriately calibrated—not so lenient that all programs 
receive high marks, nor so stringent that few programs 
achieve acceptable ratings. The absence of both A and 
F grades reveals a system operating within acceptable 
parameters while maintaining realistic aspirations for 
excellence, creating both accountability pressure and 
achievable improvement pathways.

To further validate the framework’s discriminant va-
lidity, we compared high-performing programs (grades 
B or above, n = 20) with low-performing programs 
(grades C or below, n = 68) across all five metrics (see 
Table 5, on page 55). Independent t-tests revealed 
statistically significant and substantively meaningful 
differences for four of the five metrics, providing strong 
evidence that the DPR framework successfully distin-
guishes program quality.

High-performing programs demonstrated signifi-
cantly superior Admit to Enroll rates (62.71 percent vs. 
51.68 percent), t(86) = 5.04, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 1.28, in-
dicating they were markedly more effective at convert-
ing admitted students to enrolled students. This large 
effect size suggests that high-quality programs possess 
characteristics that attract prospective students and 
compel them to choose enrollment.

Similarly, Eligible to Active rates 
were significantly higher in high-per-
forming programs (67.20 percent vs. 
56.70 percent), t(86) = 4.90, p < 0.001, Co-
hen’s d = 1.25. This finding indicates that 
students in better programs remained 
more actively engaged, likely reflecting 
stronger program design, better student 
support, and more relevant curricula 
aligned with modern student needs.

Discontinuation rates showed the 
expected inverse relationship, with 

high-performing programs exhibiting significantly 
lower attrition (14.63 percent vs. 19.33 percent), 
t(86) = −3.91, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = −1.00. This large ef-
fect demonstrates that programs receiving higher DPR 
grades were substantially more successful at retaining 
students through program completion.

Most critically for institutional success met-
rics, Graduation rates differed dramatically between 
high- and low-performing programs (19.30 percent 
vs. 11.95 percent), t(86) = 3.91, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 1.00. 
High-performing programs graduated students at nearly 
double the rate of low-performing programs, represent-
ing a large and practically significant effect. This finding 
validates that the DPR framework’s composite grade 
meaningfully predicts the ultimate outcome of student 
success: degree completion.

Interestingly, Course Load showed a statistically sig-
nificant but inverse relationship, with low-performing 
programs demonstrating slightly higher course loads 
(3.95 vs. 3.48 courses/semester), t(86) = −2.27, p = 0.026, 
Cohen’s d = −0.58. This medium effect suggests a nu-
anced finding: simply taking more courses does not 
guarantee program success. Instead, this pattern may 
indicate that some struggling programs push students 
toward heavier loads without adequate support systems, 
potentially contributing to higher discontinuation rates. 
Conversely, high-performing programs may encourage 
sustainable course loads that balance timely completion 
with student capacity, particularly important for mod-
ern learners managing multiple responsibilities.

	TABLE 4 ➤	Distribution of DPR Overall 
Program Grades (n=88)1

DPR Grade2 n %
GPA

Mean Range

B 20 22.7 2.78 2.50–3.35

C 55 62.5 1.98 1.50–2.45

D 13 14.8 1.20 0.90–1.45

1	 Number of program-year observations
2	 Calculated using framework weights: Admit to Enroll (15%); Eligible to 

Active (25%); Course Load (10%); Discontinuation (20%); Graduation 
(30%). No programs achieved A grades (≥3.5) or F grades (<0.5)
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Summary of Empirical Findings

This comprehensive statistical analysis provides strong 
empirical support for the DPR framework’s validity and 
utility. The framework successfully identified mean-
ingful variation in program performance (Tables 1 and 
4), detected significant improvements in student en-
gagement and course load over time (Table 2), revealed 
important differences across academic colleges (Table 
3), and most importantly, demonstrated strong discrim-
inant validity by differentiating high- and low-perform-
ing programs across nearly all metrics (Table 5).

The large effect sizes observed when comparing 
high- and low-performing programs (Cohen’s d ranging 
from 0.58 to 1.28) indicate that the differences identified 
by the framework are not merely statistically significant 
but also practically meaningful for institutional deci-
sion-making. Programs receiving higher DPR grades 
demonstrate superior performance across the entire 
student lifecycle—from initial enrollment through 
active engagement to ultimate graduation—validating 
the framework’s comprehensive approach to assessing 
program health.

These findings complement and extend the pro-
gram-specific improvements documented in the B.S. in 
Project Management and M.S. in Management of Infor-
mation Systems case studies (see Tables 6 and 7, on page 
58), demonstrating that the DPR framework oper-
ates effectively both as a tool for tracking individual 
program trajectories and as an institution-wide assess-

ment system capable of distinguishing quality across 
diverse academic offerings. The framework confirms 
that it moves beyond simple descriptive reporting to 
provide actionable intelligence that can guide strategic 
interventions, resource allocation, and continuous pro-
gram improvement efforts, particularly for institutions 
serving modern student populations.

DPR Strategic Value
The design of the framework is only as valuable as an 
institution’s ability to demonstrate its practical benefits 
for programmatic decision-making. In an era where 
higher education faces increasing scrutiny over out-
comes, accountability, and return on investment, while 
simultaneously navigating an intensely competitive 
landscape, institutions require sophisticated analytical 
tools that transform raw data into strategic intelligence. 
The adoption and implementation of the DPR frame-
work offer institutional leaders, including college deans 
and university administrators, a critical capability that 
simultaneously addresses multiple strategic impera-
tives: the ability to assess program health and student 
success through metrics designed for the students they 
actually serve rather than the students they tradition-
ally expected to serve. This framework provides action-
able intelligence that directly supports core operational 
priorities: identifying at-risk programs before they fail, 
optimizing resource allocation based on real student be-
havior patterns, and enabling evidence-based decisions 
that improve both student outcomes and institutional 

	TABLE 5 ➤	Comparison of Metrics Between High and Low Performing Programs

Metric
High Performing1 Low Performing2

t p d3

Mean SD4 LP_M LP_SD

Admit to Enroll (%) 62.71 10.79 51.68 7.87 5.04 0.0000a 1.281

Eligible to Active (%) 67.20 2.99 56.70 9.41 4.90 0.0000a 1.246

Course Load (courses/semester) 3.48 0.45 3.95 0.89 -2.27 0.0259b -0.577

Discontinuation Rate (%) 14.63 3.31 19.33 5.06 -3.91 0.0002a -0.995

Graduation Rate (%) 19.30 5.55 11.95 7.83 3.91 0.0002a 0.995

1	 High Performing = Grade B or above (n=20)
2	 Low Performing = Grade C or below (n=68)
3	 Cohen’s d: |d| < 0.2 = small effect; 0.2–0.8 = medium effect; > 0.8 = large effect
4	 Standard Deviation

a	 p < 0.0010
b	 p < 0.0500
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sustainability. Even more important, unlike traditional 
metrics that often reveal problems only after interven-
tion opportunities have passed, the DPR framework en-
ables proactive leadership through real-time insights 
into program health and student engagement. For in-
stitutions seeking competitive advantage in strategic en-
rollment management and student success outcomes, 
this shift from assumption-based to evidence-based 
assessment has profound implications for funding de-
cisions, program development, and student support 
strategies.

Driving Student Engagement 
and Improving Retention
The framework’s emphasis on metrics such as “Eligible 
to Active” and “Discontinuation Rate” enables contin-
uous monitoring of student engagement and retention 
patterns. High engagement and low discontinuation 
rates indicate strong program alignment with student 
needs and satisfaction. When these metrics drop, they 
offer leaders insight into areas that need attention be-
fore problems escalate and hurt the institution’s overall 
retention numbers.

This proactive capability represents a significant step 
up from traditional metrics, such as six-year graduation 
rates, which often highlight problems only after the 
key points for intervention have passed. This ability to 
respond immediately is particularly valuable for mod-
ern students who may face sudden external challenges.

Assessing Program Viability and 
Market Responsiveness
The “Admit to Enroll” metric offers an upfront indicator 
of each program’s attractiveness and ability to convert 
admitted students into enrolled students. Programs 
that show high yield rates in this area indicate a strong 
match with current market demands and student ex-
pectations. This insight is key to evaluating a program’s 
viability and competitiveness, helping the institution 
position itself effectively, and driving sustainable en-
rollment growth.

The Admit to Enroll metric links the admissions 
process to the broader framework of student success, 

acknowledging that a program’s ability to attract the 
right students is an early sign of its overall health.

Optimizing Academic Pathways and 
Course Load for Diverse Learners
Recognizing the varied life circumstances of modern 
students, the “Course Load (Take Rate)” metric is de-
signed to evaluate the balance between workload in-
tensity, academic rigor, and necessary flexibility. This 
metric directly addresses the “time poverty” and ex-
ternal commitments that characterize the experiences 
of many modern students, particularly those who may 
be attending “part-time or full-time while working 
full-time, part-time, or not at all” (Williams 2023). The 
framework acknowledges that modern students often 
must “recalibrate their educational goals and priorities” 
due to life factors, requiring institutions to provide 
flexible pathways that do not compromise academic 
quality (Yates 2024; Mongoose 2024). By ensuring that 
programs are designed to facilitate timely completion 
without overburdening students, institutions can sig-
nificantly improve retention and graduation rates for 
this demographic.

Elevating Graduation Outcomes as 
a Key Performance Indicator
While graduation remains a critical indicator of pro-
gram effectiveness, the DPR framework approaches this 
metric with the necessary context for modern learners. 
The “Graduation Rate” is adjusted to reflect realistic 
completion timelines for students who may be attend-
ing part-time or balancing other responsibilities. High 
graduation rates, within these adjusted expectations, 
signify robust program design and strong student sup-
port systems, which directly contribute to institutional 
success metrics.

Empowering Data-Informed Strategic 
Planning and Resource Allocation
Perhaps one of the most significant values of the DPR 
framework is its ability to enable data-driven strategic 
decisions at all levels of the organization. By providing 
a clear, holistic, and granular view of each program’s 
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performance, the framework enables advising leaders, 
college deans, and university leaders to make informed, 
targeted decisions. High-performing programs, as iden-
tified by the framework’s grading system (A-F scale), can 
be celebrated, studied for best practices, and potentially 
scaled. On the other hand, programs with lower grades 
receive more targeted support and attention, so re-
sources are used efficiently to make a bigger impact and 
improve student results. This program-specific granu-
larity fosters a culture of continuous improvement and 
accountability at the program level, empowering aca-
demic leaders with actionable data rather than relying 
on institutional generalities that can mask important 
variations and hinder effective resource deployment. 
These strategic benefits demonstrate the value of the 
framework, but successful implementation requires 
careful planning and execution.

Implementation Case Study: 
Academic Operations and Training
Building on the comprehensive empirical validation 
presented in the previous section (Tables 1–5), the prac-
tical application of the DPR framework at Embry-Riddle 
Aeronautical University’s Worldwide Campus through 
specific program case studies demonstrates how da-
ta-informed assessment can complement and enhance 
relationship-centered student support practices. Within 
the Worldwide Student Success Department, the Aca-
demic Operations and Training unit employs a frame-
work centered on appreciative advising and relational 
engagement with students. Appreciative advising is a 
strengths-based advising philosophy that emphasizes 
building trust with students, identifying their individ-
ual strengths and aspirations, co-creating educational 
plans aligned with those aspirations, and providing 
ongoing support for goal achievement. This approach 
proves particularly effective with modern students who 
require personalized support that acknowledges their 
complex life circumstances while helping them envi-
sion and achieve their educational goals. This approach 
establishes individualized advisor-student partnerships 
designed to align each student’s ambitions and goals 
with an optimal academic pathway. Whether students 

seek a career transition, professional advancement, or 
broader self-actualization, advisors work to translate 
aspirations into actionable degree plans.

While the nuanced, relationship-centered nature 
of this work resists simple quantification, the Degree 
Progress Report provides advising leadership with mea-
surable indicators across core performance areas that 
function as a pipeline toward program completion. The 
framework enables advisors to identify where targeted 
interventions may strengthen student outcomes while 
maintaining the personalized approach that modern 
students expect and require.

Table 6 (on page 58) presents year-over-year com-
parisons for the B.S. in Project Management program 
between the 2023–24 and 2024–25 academic years, re-
vealing consistent improvements across multiple reten-
tion and progression metrics. The admitted-to-enrolled 
conversion rate increased from 56.37 percent to 57.53 
percent, while the eligible-to-enrolled rate rose from 
63.18 percent to 66.94 percent. Student engagement, 
measured by average course load, grew from 4.42 to 
4.69 courses per academic year. Attrition also improved, 
with discontinuation from active status declining from 
17.89 percent to 17.07 percent. Most notably, the pro-
gram graduation rate increased from 7.36 percent to 
10.19 percent—a 2.83 percentage point improvement.

Table 7 (on page 58) presents year-over-year com-
parisons for the M.S. in Management of Information 
Systems program between the 2023–24 and 2024–25 
academic years, revealing consistent improvements 
across multiple retention and progression metrics. The 
admitted-to-enrolled conversion rate increased from 
58.97 percent to 71.74 percent, while the eligible-to-en-
rolled rate rose from 66.67 percent to 68.09 percent. 
Student engagement, measured by average course load, 
grew from 3.11 to 3.52 courses per academic year. Attri-
tion also improved, with discontinuation from active 
status declining from 18.94 percent to 17.73 percent. 
Most notably, the program’s graduation rate increased 
from 15.15 percent to 16.31 percent—a 1.16 percent-
age-point improvement.

While these gains may appear incremental in isola-
tion, collectively they demonstrate the measurable im-
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pact of individualized relationship-building practices 
that honor each student’s unique circumstances and ac-
ademic journey across both undergraduate and graduate 
programs. The data suggest that appreciative advising, 
when systematically applied and assessed through ap-
propriate metrics, contributes to meaningful improve-
ments in student persistence and degree completion. 
However, it is important to note that appreciative ad-
vising represents one element within a comprehensive 
student support ecosystem. The improvements docu-
mented through the DPR framework reflect the com-
bined effects of multiple factors, including appreciative 
advising practices, institutional support structures, pro-
gram design, and student engagement initiatives. The 
DPR framework’s value lies in its ability to measure 
the aggregate impact of these interconnected support 
mechanisms, providing evidence that relationship-cen-
tered approaches—of which appreciative advising is a 
significant component—yield measurable outcomes 
when implemented systematically. This case study illus-
trates how the DPR framework enables institutions to 
quantify the effectiveness of student-centered practices 
that might otherwise remain invisible to traditional 
assessment paradigms, thereby validating investment 

in holistic support structures while 
identifying opportunities for con-
tinuous improvement. The particu-
larly notable 12.77 percentage-point 
increase in the admitted-to-enrolled 
conversion rate for the M.S. in Man-
agement of Information Systems pro-
gram demonstrates the framework’s 
sensitivity to program-specific inter-
ventions and its utility for identifying 
successful practices that can be stud-
ied and potentially replicated across 
other programs.

Conclusion: Advancing 
a More Equitable and 
Accurate Vision
The contemporary landscape of 
higher education, characterized by 
the majority of students who fit the 

Williams (2023) “modern student” profile, demands a 
fundamental rethinking of how institutions measure 
and foster success. Modern students, those whose 
educational journeys are shaped by demands for 
convenience, flexibility, real-world relevance, and cut-
ting-edge experiences, require assessment frameworks 
that go beyond traditional demographic categories to 
focus on behavioral expectations and diverse pathways. 
This paper has underscored the significant limitations 
of traditional higher education metrics when applied 
to this diverse student body. Metrics rooted in the as-
sumption of a linear, full-time, uninterrupted educa-
tional journey invariably misrepresent the progress, 
engagement, and achievements of learners who balance 
academic pursuits with complex work, family, and fi-
nancial responsibilities (Yates 2024; Weissman 2022).

Beyond being a data issue, this represents a prob-
lem of equity. The maintenance of outdated measures 
reinforces systemic barriers within institutions that 
increasingly serve modern students who expect edu-
cational experiences that are “convenient, flexible, and 
cutting-edge” while catering to real-world applica-
tions (Williams 2023). This leads to inaccurate self-as-

	TABLE 6 ➤	BS in Project Management Program 
Performance Comparison

Metric 2023–24 2024–25 Change

Admitted to Enrolled (%) 56.37 57.53 +1.16

Eligible to Enrolled (%) 63.18 66.94 +3.76

Average Course Load 4.42 4.69 +0.27

Discontinuation Rate (%) 17.89 17.07 −0.82

Graduation Rate (%) 7.36 10.19 +2.83

	TABLE 7 ➤	MS in Management of Information Systems 
Program Performance Comparison

Metric 2023–24 2024–25 Change

Admitted to Enrolled (%) 58.97 71.74 +12.77

Eligible to Enrolled (%) 66.67 68.09 +1.42

Average Course Load 3.11 3.52 +0.41

Discontinuation Rate (%) 18.94 17.73 −1.21

Graduation Rate (%) 15.15 16.31 +1.16
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sessment and misguided support efforts (Gulley 2016). 
When institutions rely on metrics that don’t reflect the 
behavioral expectations and diverse pathways of their 
student population, they compromise their ability to 
serve these students effectively.

The DPR framework, developed by Dr. Williams 
(2023), offers a compelling alternative. Designed with 
the realities of the modern student in mind, it incor-
porates metrics such as “Admit to Enroll,” “Eligible to 
Active,” “Course Load,” “Discontinuation Rate,” and 

“Graduation Rate,” each carefully weighted and bench-
marked to reflect these students’ unique pathways and 
behavioral expectations. At its core, the DPR framework 
provides a holistic, actionable, and digestible assessment 
of program health, empowering institutional leaders to 
move beyond lagging indicators toward a more proac-
tive understanding of student success.

The comprehensive statistical validation across all 
44 programs (Tables 1–5) reinforces program-specific 
findings through rigorous empirical analysis. Year-over-
year improvements in student engagement and course 
load were statistically significant (p < 0.001) with large 
effect sizes (Cohen’s d = 0.94), while comparative anal-
ysis revealed that high-performing programs achieved 
graduation rates nearly double those of low-performing 
programs (19.30 percent vs. 11.95 percent, p < 0.001, Co-
hen’s d = 1.00). These large effect sizes demonstrate that 
the DPR framework identifies not only statistically sig-
nificant but also practically meaningful differences in 
program quality, validating its utility for data-informed 
decision-making at the institutional, college, and pro-
gram levels. The framework’s discriminant validity is 
further demonstrated by its ability to differentiate pro-
gram performance across the entire student lifecycle, 
from initial enrollment conversion (Cohen’s d = 1.28) 
through active engagement (Cohen’s d = 1.25) to ultimate 
degree completion.

The practical application of the DPR framework 
at Embry-Riddle’s Worldwide Campus demonstrates 
its capacity to quantify the effectiveness of relation-
ship-centered student support practices across both 
undergraduate and graduate programs while fostering 
productive collaboration between academic and ad-

ministrative leadership. Year-over-year improvements 
documented in the B.S. in Project Management pro-
gram include a 2.83 percentage point increase in grad-
uation rates (7.36 percent to 10.19 percent), alongside 
gains in enrollment conversion, student engagement, 
and retention. The M.S. in Management of Informa-
tion Systems program similarly demonstrated consis-
tent improvements across all five metrics, including a 
particularly notable 12.77 percentage-point increase in 
admitted-to-enrolled conversion (58.97 percent to 71.74 
percent) and a 1.16 percentage-point improvement in 
graduation rates (15.15 percent to 16.31 percent). These 
measurable outcomes demonstrate that frameworks 
aligned with modern student realities not only provide 
more accurate assessments but also enable institutions 
to identify and amplify effective practices that might 
otherwise remain invisible to traditional measure-
ment paradigms. Critically, the framework establishes 
a shared language and a common evidence base that 
bridges the traditional divide between academic affairs 
and student success operations, enabling faculty, pro-
gram chairs, advisors, and institutional researchers to 
collaborate on data-informed interventions rather than 
operate in isolated silos.

The framework recognizes that for many modern stu-
dents, a slower, more flexible path does not reflect a lack 
of commitment or ability but rather their need to balance 
educational pursuits with work, family, and other life 
circumstances, while still demanding real-world rele-
vance and cutting-edge experiences. It acknowledges that 
engagement can manifest in ways traditional measures 
fail to capture, particularly for students whose pathways 
to higher education may include earning college cred-
its while in high school or who must recalibrate their 
educational goals due to life factors. The demonstrated 
improvements across multiple performance indicators 
in real-world implementation across both undergradu-
ate and graduate programs, coupled with the statistically 
validated differences between high- and low-performing 
programs, validate the framework’s capacity to support 
both assessment and continuous improvement, trans-
forming abstract principles into tangible student suc-
cess outcomes while revealing program-specific insights 
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that inform targeted interventions through collabora-
tive academic-administrative partnerships.

The strategic value of such frameworks is clear: they 
enable institutions to improve student engagement and 
retention, assess program viability more accurately, op-
timize academic pathways for diverse learners, and make 
data-informed strategic decisions that enhance institu-
tional effectiveness and equity. Moreover, by providing 
measurable evidence of the impact of student-centered 
practices across diverse program types, backed by rigor-
ous statistical validation showing large effect sizes across 
key metrics, the DPR framework helps institutions build 
compelling cases for sustained investment in holistic 
support structures while establishing the data infra-
structure necessary for productive dialogue between 
academic leadership and student success professionals, 
thus creating a virtuous cycle where assessment informs 
practice, practice drives improvement, collaborative 
analysis validates effectiveness through empirical ev-
idence, and shared outcomes strengthen institutional 
commitment to evidence-based student support.

Adopting frameworks such as the DPR framework 
represents institutional self-awareness and adaptation, 
a commitment to seeing, valuing, and fairly assessing 
all students, particularly modern students whose ed-
ucational journeys transcend traditional demographic 
categories. This shift toward holistic, student-centered 
measures ensures that success is defined and measured 
in ways that genuinely reflect student learning and 
achievement, regardless of the path. Williams (2023) 
argues that such an approach is essential as “higher 
education must be viewed as a developmental process 
that begins at the earliest inquisitive stages and contin-
ues throughout the student’s lifetime.” This perspec-
tive is crucial to fulfilling higher education’s mission of 
serving an increasingly diverse society, where students 
expect educational experiences that are flexible, rele-
vant, and responsive to their complex, real-world cir-
cumstances. The successful implementation of the DPR 
framework at Embry-Riddle, validated through both 
program-specific case studies and comprehensive sta-
tistical analysis across 44 programs with demonstrably 
large effect sizes, demonstrates that when academic and 

administrative staff unite around shared metrics and 
common goals, institutions can achieve outcomes that 
neither group could accomplish independently, validat-
ing the essential role of cross-functional collaboration 
in advancing student success.

The evidence presented in this article—from the-
oretical foundations through statistical validation to 
practical implementation across undergraduate and 
graduate programs—demonstrates that maintaining 
academic rigor while acknowledging complex student 
realities is not only possible but measurably effective 
for institutional credibility and student outcomes when 
supported by robust collaboration between academic 
and administrative stakeholders. The transformative 
potential of this work extends beyond improved met-
rics to encompass the countless individual stories of 
students who will be seen, supported, and successful 
because their institutions chose precision over tradi-
tion and collaboration over compartmentalization. The 
critical question facing higher education leadership is 
not whether change is needed, but whether institu-
tions will proactively embrace frameworks that honor 
the full spectrum of student experiences and achieve-
ments while breaking down organizational barriers that 
historically separated academic planning from student 
support services, or continue to rely on outdated met-
rics and siloed structures that obscure rather than illu-
minate pathways to success. The demonstrated results 
from Embry-Riddle’s implementation across multiple 
programs, supported by statistically significant findings 
with large effect sizes (Cohen’s d ranging from 0.94 
to 1.28), suggest that institutions adopting such frame-
works can expect not merely better data, but better out-
comes achieved through the synergistic efforts of united 
academic and administrative teams—a compelling argu-
ment for leadership committed to both accountability 
and equity in service of all students.

Recommendations for 
Implementation and 
Future Directions
The DPR framework offers a promising model for in-
stitutions seeking to more accurately assess program 
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health and support the success of modern students. For 
those considering its adoption or developing similar 
frameworks, several recommendations can guide im-
plementation and ensure ongoing relevance.

Recommendations
Phased Rollout and Comprehensive Training: Imple-
menting a new assessment framework requires careful 
planning. A phased rollout, perhaps starting with a pilot 
group of programs, can help identify and address lo-
gistical challenges. Comprehensive training for faculty, 
academic advisors, program chairs, deans, and other 
relevant staff is essential to ensure they understand the 
metrics, weighting, grading system, and how to inter-
pret and use the resulting data to improve programs.

	ক Integration with Existing Processes: To maximize its im-
pact, the DPR framework should be integrated into 
existing institutional processes, such as academic 
program review, strategic planning, and resource 
allocation cycles. The insights generated should di-
rectly inform decision-making in these areas.

	ক Robust Data Infrastructure: The accuracy and utility of 
the DPR framework depend on reliable and timely 
data. Institutions must ensure they have the neces-
sary data-collection, management, and reporting in-
frastructure to support the framework metrics. This 
may involve collaboration between institutional re-
search, information technology, admissions, student 
success, and registrar offices.

	ক Clear Communication and Stakeholder Engagement: 
Transparency is key. Institutions should establish 
clear channels for communicating the results, inter-
pretations, and subsequent action plans of the DPR 
framework to all relevant stakeholders. Engaging 
faculty and staff in discussions about the framework 
and its findings can foster trust and a shared sense 
of responsibility for student success.

Future Research and Refinement
The DPR framework is not presented as a static solution, 
but as an evolving tool that invites further inquiry and 
dialogue. Future research should consider the following:

	ক Benchmarking and Contextualization: Research that 
compares outcomes and metric sensitivities be-
tween different types of institutional or program 
modalities could improve the applicability of the 
framework.

	ক Exploring Additional or Refined Metrics: As institutions 
gather more data using the DPR framework, oppor-
tunities may arise to explore the addition of new 
metrics or the refinement of existing ones. Future 
iterations could investigate the feasibility of incor-
porating measures related to post-graduation out-
comes, the development of specific competencies, 
or more nuanced indicators of student engagement 
tailored to online or hybrid environments.

	ক Customization of Expectations: While the current 
framework differentiates course load expectations 
for undergraduate and graduate students, further 
research could explore more granular customiza-
tion based on specific program types, disciplines, 
or the intensity of study, particularly for highly 
specialized or accelerated programs serving mod-
ern students. This could include considerations for 
students who earned college credit in high school 
or those whose life circumstances require unique 
educational pathways.

By embracing a cycle of implementation, evalua-
tion, and research-informed refinement, institutions 
can ensure that frameworks such as the Degree Progress 
Report remain vital and effective tools for advancing a 
more equitable and accurate understanding of student 
success in the evolving higher education landscape. 
This shift from traditional to modern assessment para-
digms represents more than institutional improvement; 
it is a fundamental commitment to educational integ-
rity that will define higher education’s legacy for future 
generations. As modern students continue to reshape 
the demographic majority of higher education, insti-
tutions that adapt their measurement systems accord-
ingly will not only better serve their current students 
but will establish themselves as pioneers of responsive, 
equitable education.
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The DPR framework demonstrates that maintaining 
academic rigor while acknowledging complex student 
realities is not only possible but essential for institu-
tional credibility and effectiveness. The transformative 
potential of this work extends beyond improved met-
rics to encompass the countless individual stories of 
students who will be seen, supported, and successful 

because their institutions chose precision over tradition. 
The critical question facing higher education leadership 
is not whether change is needed, but whether institu-
tions will proactively embrace frameworks that honor 
the full spectrum of student experiences and achieve-
ments, or continue to rely on outdated metrics that ob-
scure rather than illuminate pathways to success.
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