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ABSTRACT 

 

 Nationally, post secondary institutions are struggling to find ways to improve retention 

rates in order to increase the number of degrees granted. There are effective methods for 

retaining students whom are in pursuit of higher education. Examining customer service 

practices in the student support services arena is key to retaining students. In addition, 

understanding and acknowledging differences with traditional college students and adult 

learner’s needs are important factors. Programs that are invested in every student and meeting 

them where they are have proven to be successful. This type of college climate could produce 

quality well-rounded graduates. Students who are satisfied with their college experiences are 

more likely stay through degree completion. Higher education professionals are responsible for 

fostering relationships for quality service. These findings suggest there are to best practices for 

retaining students rather traditional or non-traditional. 
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Chapter 1
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

“Approximately 58 percent of first-time, full-time students who began seeking a 

bachelor's degree at a 4-year institution in fall 2004 completed a bachelor's degree at that 

institution within 6 years or 150 percent of normal completion time to degree”(NCES, 2012). 

Unfortunately, 42% of students do not receive their bachelor’s degree. Transitioning to higher 

education is difficult for any student. Regardless if a student identifies as a traditional college 

student or a non-traditional adult learner. College Board reports that currently non-traditional 

students make up nearly half of college enrollment. Universities have been faced with the 

challenge of how to properly retain enrolling students from their first to second year. Nationally 

23 percent of 1
st
 time college freshman don’t return for their second year. There seems to be a 

larger gap of students not earning their bachelor’s degree in less than six years. As research has 

proven traditional and non-traditional student learn differently and experience post secondary 

education differently. Both types of students have different needs, expectations, and motivations 

for pursuing higher education which, has been confirmed by pedagogy versus andragogy 

theories. The National Center for Education Statistics projects there will be an increase in 

enrollment over the next ten years. Traditional student enrollment is expected “to increase 10 

percent” and non-traditional student enrollment “is projected to increase 20 percent between 

2010 and 2021” (NCES, 2013). There is an urgent need to determine what is necessary to 

retaining students. 
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Statement of the Problem 

 

 There is an alarming shrinking pool of High School graduates and a growing number of 

non-traditional students as a result of the economic downturn. Colleges are trying to determine 

how to retain students through degree completion. The bigger problem for colleges, as they have 

not figured out how to successfully retain traditional students, is the new population of adult 

learners enrolling. According to John T. Blong, Chancellor of the Eastern Iowa Community 

College District says, “It became pretty clear what we were doing in the past was no longer 

working” (Lords, 2000). “Indeed, quite a few [colleges] invest substantial resources in programs 

designed to achieve that end. Some institutions even hire consultants who promise a proven 

formula for successful retention” (Tinto, 2005, p. 1). Colleges hiring enrollment consultants like 

USA Group/ Noel-Levitz, “colleges that find the cost of an intensive, year-long makeover 

exorbitant sometimes pay much small fees ranging from $500 to $3,000 to send admissions 

officers to workshops” (Lords, 2000). There has to be a less expensive method to getting result 

driven answers. What is the role of effective customer service in relation to college retention 

rates? How does customer service vary between traditional and non-traditional college students?   

Definition of Terms 

Adult Learner: Adult learners are between the ages of 25 and 50, have a high school diploma or 

a GED, are financially independent, and have one semester or less of college-level coursework 

(Kenner & Weinerman, 2011). Adult learners are also referred to as a Non-Traditional college 

Students. 

Retention Rates: The retention rate is the percentage of first-time degree-seeking students who 

return to the institution to continue their studies the following fall (NCES, 2012). 
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Student Services: A functional expense category that includes expenses for admissions, registrar 

activities, and activities whose primary purpose is to contribute to students emotional and 

physical well-being and to their intellectual, cultural, and social development outside the context 

of the formal instructional program (IPEDS, 2013). 

Traditional Student: A student who has no prior postsecondary experience attending any 

institution for the first time at the undergraduate level. It also includes students enrolled in the 

fall term who attended college for the first time in the prior summer term, and students who 

entered with advanced standing (college credits earned before graduation from high school) 

(IPEDS, 2013). 

Customer Service: Any activity that is designed to enhance customer experience with a product 

and provide the real feeling that a company cares about meeting customer needs. 

ACT: is an abbreviation of American College Testing. ACT is a standardized college readiness 

assessment evaluating high school achievement for college admissions in the United States 

produced by ACT, Inc. 

Significance of the Study 

 This paper will offer insight to personnel staff in academia who wishes to enhance their 

retention rates by reviewing customer service practices is critical. Upon completion this research 

will help inform professional obligations and offer practical applications  to student services 

staff. 

Purpose of Study 

 A review of literature related to the problem statement informs post-secondary personnel 

of best customer service practices as provided. The professional obligations of the writer and 

http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/glossary/index.asp?id=211
http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/glossary/index.asp?id=677
http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/glossary/index.asp?id=823
http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/glossary/index.asp?id=221
http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/glossary/index.asp?id=151
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Achievement_test
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_and_college_admissions
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Education_in_the_United_States
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others involved in customer services for potential college students will be informed of methods 

to retention. 

Delimitations of Research  

The references used for the review of literature were collected over a period of 40 days using 

the resources of the Karmann Library at the University of Wisconsin (UW) – Platteville and 

Rincker Memorial Library at the Concordia University- Wisconsin. The several search engines 

provided by EBSCOHOST were used. The key search terms were “retention rates”, “traditional 

students”, “non-traditional students”, “quality management”, and “customer service”.  

 

Method of Approach  
 

 A brief review of the history of post-secondary degree completion rate through (2000-

present) was conducted. Also, a review of literature will be conducted as it relates to research 

and anecdotal evidence of the history of national education statistics while comparing the needs 

of traditional and non-traditional college students. The findings will be summarized and 

recommendations will be made.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

History  

 The first American college was founded in the 17th century, but retention appears to not 

have become a major focus until the early 20th century (Berger & Lyon, 2005). Retention 

became more important in higher education as the population of students grew and demographic 

of student enrolling changed over time. In the 1940’s-1960’s, unprepared colleges were unable to 

provide sufficient support services for students of color, and students had poor educational 

preparation, resulting in a low retention rate. During this time the federal government passed 

legislation like the G.I. Bill of Rights for returning veterans and the Civil Rights Act which 

created more access for post-secondary education.  

 The increase in the value of post-secondary education has affected retention through the 

nine major eras of retention development. An introduction regarding the development of 

retention follows briefly due to the delimitations of this paper. The overall objective is providing 

insight into how eras examine retention and how it has evolved to become a significant aspect of 

higher education. The nine eras of retention evolution consist of: Retention Prehistory (1600s-

mid-1800s), Evolving toward Retention (mid-1800s—1900), Early Developments (1900-1950), 

Dealing with Expansion (1950s), Preventing Dropouts (1960s), Building Theory (1970s), 

Managing Enrollments (1980s), Broadening Horizons (1990s), and Current and Future Trends 

(early 21st century). For a more thorough analysis, the reader is encouraged to read Berger and 

Lyon (2005). 

 According to a report released in January 2011, first-to-second-year retention rates at 

U.S. two-year public colleges have risen to their highest levels in 27 years of research (2011, 

p.72). This report released by American College Testing (ACT) also discusses how four-year 
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colleges’ retention rates are declining over time. In the 21st century, the college student 

recruitment population is becoming more competitive as it continues to grow. Universities are 

trying to become customer-oriented to recruit, enroll and retain students through degree 

completion. Rapid growth has resulted in higher admission standards, more diverse student 

bodies, proactive intervention of universities and colleges work the more diverse population, and 

creation of a supporting environment for students (Berger & Lyon. 2005).  

Customer Service 

 Organization's must take into account what their customers' wants and needs are when 

they develop their products and perform their services (Fleming, 2002, p.1). There is a current 

saying "the customer is king" that is associated with companies like Apple, Hallmark, Chick-fil-

A and amazon.com. These companies are successful due to having staff available to provide 

customers with assistance quickly and efficiently. Successful companies know how to target the 

right customer and how to create a deep relationship greater than just one sale of a product. In 

relation to this research the organizations are colleges and universities, and the product offered is 

higher education to the customer in this case known as prospects. To begin fostering 

relationships simply ask the customers what they expect, it will give the overall organization a 

better understanding of the customer. “Customer knowledge refers to understanding your 

customers and their needs, wants and aims” (Fleming, 2002, p. 3). In order to meet the needs of 

nontraditional [and traditional] students, universities are providing new ways of delivering their 

educational services (Meredith, Meredith, & Harris, 2012). 

 The quality of the customer service a prospect receives is significant in the relationship 

development with college personnel staff. Customer service is directly affected by the overall 

experience. Zemke & Woods, claim that customer service is a relationship with people who are 
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essential to everything you do; meeting the needs and expectations of the customer as defined by 

the customer and used to create a mutually beneficial relationship between itself and those it 

serves (Fleming, 2002, p.1). Institutions should allow prospects of both traditional and non-

traditional classification to set expectations based on their needs individually. Students will be 

met where they are, institutions benefit financially and potential gain higher graduation rates. In 

addition, institutions offer students a better overall experience. “College campuses have often 

been accused of being too traditional and not responsive enough to students' needs and wants. 

This certainly does not agree with literature on satisfaction of customers' needs and wants” 

(Meredith et al., 2012). Today’s prospect is looking for institutions to invest in them and offer a 

personalized customer service experience based on their needs. A cookie cutter, one size fits all 

approach will not work but a tailored experience that appears to be individually personalized is 

key to a quality experience. 

 The Malcolm Baldrige Quality Management Criteria 

 

The Malcolm Baldrige Criteria for Performance Excellence (CPE) was created to assist 

organizations with developing competitiveness through improving product value to customers 

and improvements of overall organizational performance and capabilities via strategic planning. 

The CPE serves as a basis for organizational self-assessment, as well as criteria for the Malcolm 

Baldrige National Quality Award. “The Malcolm Baldrige Criteria for Performance Excellence 

(CPE) consist of a hierarchical set of categories, items, and areas to address. The seven 

categories associated with the 1999 criteria are leadership, strategic planning, customer and 

market focus, information and analysis, human resource focus, process management, and 

business results” (Ford & Evans, 2000). Figure 1, shows the Baldrige framework. 
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 The Malcolm Baldrige Criteria for Performance Excellence is awarded in six sectors 

which are; Education, Health Care, Manufacturing, Non-Profit/Government, Service and Small 

Business. The Baldrige framework also includes core values for strategic planning and 

development which are: customer-driven quality, leadership, continuous improvement and 

learning, valuing employees, fast response, design quality and prevention, long-range view of the 

future, management by fact, partnership development, company responsibility and citizenship, 

and results focus.  

(Figure 1) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 2001, one of Wisconsin’s colleges was awarded Malcolm Baldrige for performance 

Excellence known as the University of Wisconsin- Stout. UW-Stout uses focus groups and 

surveys to identify individual expectations on a student’s overall learning experience. UW-Stout 

assesses and monitors students’ needs, expectations, and attitudes throughout their entire 

academic careers. The results from these assessments are used to identify trends of strategic 

planning. In addition, Stout gains customer knowledge to improvement the campus climate for 

the benefit of students. In the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) UW-Stout 

achieved an over 90% rating from their freshmen regarding their overall educational experience 

was good or excellent. UW-Stout led the University of Wisconsin System in the number of 
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enrolling transfers and/or non-traditional students. UW-Stout was ranked second in the total 

number of transfers which is credited to student satisfaction. 

Student Services 

“[N]ow more than ever, higher education administrators must be cognizant of the reasons 

why students depart from institutions of higher learning prematurely and what can be done to 

help students overcome these barriers so they can achieve their academic and career goals” 

(Robert & Styron, 2010, p. 2). The American Association of State Colleges and Universities 

reported in a study exploring how student’s success is affected by campus culture and climate. 

The result state that students need: “a pervasive attitude that all students can succeed, created by 

combining a culture of high expectations with an effective support structure; a sense of 

inclusiveness; and a strongly held, shared sense of institutional mission that focuses on fostering 

student learning” (2006). The institutions that participated in this study had better-than-expected 

graduation rates. Retention is referred to the percentage of student return to the same institution 

each year until degree completion. Research has shown that institutions that offer a rigorous 

learning environment, opportunities for student involvement coupled with support services retain 

more students. Vincent Tinto, an award winning Professor at Syracuse University and important 

theorist in the field of higher education, confirms that, “Research points to six conditions within 

institutions that are supportive of student success; namely commitment, expectations, support, 

feedback, involvement, and learning” (Tinto, 2005, p. 2). 

To paraphrase Roberts & Styron (2010) presented similar results as they researched how 

students’ perception of support services and their overall college experience affects their 

persistent. Roberts & Styron data indicates there are seven factors that affect student retention 

which are: Academic Advising, Social Connectedness, Student Support Services, Learning 
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Experience, Business Procedures, Involvement/Engagement and Staff/Faculty approachability. 

This study had a holistic approach to of investigating the correlation between students overall 

college experience and college retention rates. Administrators need to look beyond enrollment 

standards for their ideal prospective student and to support service practices. Once a student 

matriculates into an in school status they have access to a range of student support services. 

Student support services consist of: advising, career centers, learning communities, disability 

services, tutoring programming, writing centers, multicultural student affairs and mathematic 

centers. These services are generally voluntary and offered free for the student to utilize. It is 

important for institutions of higher learning to implement and maintain various academic 

resources that promote student success and increase student persistence because these resources 

are needed by a significant number of students (Roberts & Styron, 2010, p. 5). 

In this study, over 90% of students indicated they had utilized the university’s library and 

computing resources, but only approximately half of the respondents indicated they used 

[resources such as the writing center], the Math Zone (math tutoring) and the student support 

center (Roberts & Styron, 2010). Student who utilize support services in college are more likely 

to persist through degree completion. The authors stated, “Ardaiolo, Bender, & Roberts, G. 

(2005) found it important to monitor the utilization of student support services and resources 

because of the connection between their usage and persistence” (Roberts & Styron, 2010, p. 10). 

Accountability for retention rates typically fall on the staff in the enrollment, admissions and 

student support services areas but it should collective effort. All faculty and staff should be held 

responsible as everyone wants recognition when a student is successful. The students that persist 

have an overall positive experience and it takes everyone to create that climate. 
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Summary of Literature Review 

Higher education intuitions can improve their retention rates one student at a time by 

offering individualized customer service. Gathering knowledge from each prospective student 

regarding their expectations, wants and needs to provide him/her with the necessary tools to be 

successful. As learned from UW-Stout’s examples, surveying students throughout their 

experience is one method of gathering information. What students’ need and want out of their 

college experience is always changing which requires institutions to stay knowledgeable. In 

addition, this required raising the bar on customer service especially in the admissions, 

enrollment and support service areas. Tinto argues that colleges “have done little to change the 

essential character of college, little to alter the prevailing character of student educational 

experience, and therefore little to address the deeper roots of student attrition” (Tinto, 2005, p. 

1). Some educators would argue that restructuring the climate and culture of college would be 

enabling students referred to as hand-holding. Those colleges that are resistant to change 

continue to send retention rates on a downward spiral. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

18 

CHAPTER 3 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
 

  Recently Tinto explored Newton’s First Law of Motion in relation to students earning 

degrees. Newton’s First Law of Motion states that an object at rest tends to stay at rest and an 

object in motion tends to stay in motion. Once that object is in motion it will develop 

momentum, “it will tend to stay in motion with the same speed and in the same direction unless 

acted upon by an external force” (Tinto, 2013, p. 1). Motion in this instance is the desires and 

motivation of students. Forces like academic integration and connectedness can impact the 

(drive) momentum. Tinto argues that, “Students at rest tend to stay at rest and students in motion 

tend to stay in motion”. Students gain momentum after a student feels overall satisfaction and a 

sense of belonging. Students are more likely to stay in motion until degree completion unless 

affected by an external force (personal circumstance and/or academic challenges). 

“Unfortunately, while many institutions focus their efforts on classroom success, especially 

during the first year of college, few have paid attention to helping students gain momentum and 

move quickly through their degree programs” (Tinto, 2013, p. 5). Adult learners and traditional 

college students need different assistance in order to get and keep momentum. 

Adult Learners/Non-Traditional Students 

Malcolm Knowles  a famous theorist  developed the theory of Andragogy.  Knowles and 

the other theorists of Andragogy identifies the adult learner differently from a child.  As a person 

develops different guidance is required. Knowles argues that both adult learners and K-12 

students learn differently. [Adult learners] needs were slightly different from traditional students 

warranting a closer look at what could be done to assist this body of students (Curtiss, 2011). 

Tinto believes that institutions must identify intermediate points of attainment and actively 

respond to help students gain momentum. One would argue the first intermediate point is a 



 

 

19 

student’s enrollment intentions or motivation. Waller and Tietjen-Smith (2009) conducted 

research that found “the retention differences between part-time and full-time students were 

closely to enrollment objectives”. Once customer knowledge is gained about the student 

population and how they differ from each other we can then provide specific tools that help 

integrate them into academia and increase their chances for success. 

“Knowles’ theory [of Andragogy is] based upon four assumptions which 

distinguished adult leaning from childhood learning: (1) as a person matures the self 

concept moves from dependency toward self-direction; (2) maturity brings an 

accumulating reservoir of experience that becomes an increasing resource for learning; 

(3) as the person matures, readiness to learn is increasingly oriented towards the person’s 

social roles; and (4) as the person matures the orientation towards learning becomes less 

subject-centered and increasingly pro-centered” (Knowles, 1970, p. 39).  

 

These adult learners typically are identified as part-time or non-traditional students. These 

students typically have experiences within the workforce they bring to the classroom, along with 

a clear purpose for enrolling which the adult learner hopes to apply directly to their professional 

lives. “The researchers noted substantial difference in part-time student demographics, point out 

that part-time students tend to be older, married, Hispanic, financially independent, and from 

less-educated families” (Waller & Tietjen, 2009). Being classified using one of these labels is not 

a flaw but a strength of the adult leaner to enrich the learning environment to mold the traditional 

students. As many undergraduate students don’t see the value in curriculum outside of their 

major coursework. For instance, “Take the case of students who begin college academically 

under-prepared. Too many spend too much time on coursework for which they earn no college 

credit. In some cases it may take students two or more years to complete basic skill 

requirements” (Tinto, p.2). 

“While it is likely that academic interventions need to be reformed to increase their 

efficacy, another possible explanation for these low success rates is that students have other 
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needs that are not being met” (Karp, M. J. MKarp, M. M., p.1). Professor Melinda Mechur Karp 

researched and reviewed 128 scholarly books, journal articles, and reports. The literature 

generally supports the notion that non-academic support can improve student outcomes, it does 

not provide us with definitive answers about which program elements or practices lead to student 

success (Karp, M. M., p.5). Karp was able identify four mechanisms to change an institution’s 

climate resulting in positive student overall learning experiences and leading to higher 

persistence rates if one or more of the following mechanisms was implemented: (1) creating 

social relationships, (2) clarifying aspirations and enhancing commitment, (3) developing college 

know-how, and (4) making college life feasible. These mechanisms are “things that happen” as a 

result of programs or activities that support students and help them succeed until degree 

attainment. The four mechanisms are: 

1. Creating social relationships: This desire to belong and have a support system is 

important. Due to the time constraints the opportunity would be limited out of the classroom for 

such interactions. These activities like group work that always for student share the professional 

experience which evolves into networking. Creating meaningful ways for students to interact 

with professors and classmates could clarify the value of course content. Activities like this make 

students feel that they belong in higher education and build confidence to be successful in school 

and after graduation. 

2. Clarifying aspirations and enhancing commitment: These activities help students 

develop a clear perspective of how higher education fits into their overall goals. Karp argues that 

“helping students clarify their plans and develop concrete steps for reaching them, non-academic 

supports capitalize on this aspect of the possible self” (Karp, M. M., p.11). 

3. Developing college know-how: These activities help students learn about the 
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procedural and cultural demands of college. Students who do not understand the unwritten rules 

for instance how to locate and utilize campus resource, such as resume-writing, financial aid 

consulting and how to use student services. 

4. Making college life feasible: These activities support and guide students’ as needs 

arise.  Students who feel that their institution is invested in their overall welfare are more likely 

to persist and have better outcomes. 

Similar findings were presented doing an interview conducted with Kristin Fillhouer, 

Assistant Dean of Student Services at University of Wisconsin-Rock County. UW-Rock County 

is a public two year institution. The UW-Rock County campus "meet students where they’re at” 

philosophy which requires staff to get to know students well. Each student completes an 

assessment upon admission to identify student’s needs. Through one-on-one advising at least one 

session per semester student discuss their ILP (Individual Learning Plan) which includes work-

school–family demands. Fillhouer says, “Time is limited for adult learner therefore, to be the 

most useful staff have to give students what they want when they want it” (Fillhouer, K. Personal 

Communication, Feb 2013). Academic staff is cross-trained such as academic advisors and 

recruiters. Programs like the UW-System Flexible Option program created November of this 

year will be valuable for this demographic. The UW-System gained national attention for the 

self-paced, competency-based program as it is the first in a public system. The Flexible Degree 

program offers a more personalized and flexible college experience. This is one example of 

identifying a need and creating programming that will allow adult learners to transfer work 

experience into competency in selected course content. 

Traditional Undergraduate Students 
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According to the ACT policy report titled The Role of Academic and Non-Academic 

Factors in Improving College Retention state that, “Although many programs rely on traditional 

academic factors to identify students at risk of dropping out, our findings suggest that this 

approach may be limited and may miss students who are at risk due to other, non-academic 

factors” (Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth, 2004). This report recommended that college and 

universities would address academic and non-academic factor that would improve persistence of 

traditional students: 

1. Determine needs of students via survey or entrance interview and set priorities among 

these areas of needs via Individual Learning Plans. Operate in the prospects best interest 

identifying current available resources that will accommodate or assist students. Evaluate and 

recommend students to actively engage in retention programming such as: summer bridge 

programs, TRIO programs, or First Year Experience activities like campus read. These programs 

are designed for specific students based on their institutional needs to be successful. 

2. Take an holistic approach in retention efforts that incorporate both academic and non-

academic factors listed in (Table 1) into the design and development of programs to create a 

supportive academic environment that addresses the social, emotional, and academic needs of 

every students. 

3. Implement early alert criteria such as an assessment or monitoring system based on 

HSGPA, ACT/SAT scores, college placement tests, attendance records, and non-academic 

information to identify and build comprehensive profiles of students at risk of withdrawal. 

4. Determine the economic impact of their college retention programs and their time to 

degree completion rates through a cost-benefit analysis of student dropout, persistence, 

assessment procedures, and financial support. 
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Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth findings identified that all nine non-academic factors 

would yield high results. “The strongest 7 factors were academic-related skills, academic self 

confidence, and academic goals. Institutional commitment, social support, the contextual 

influences of institutional selectivity and financial support, and social involvement had a 

moderate relationship” (Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth, 2004). Surprisingly, the achievement 

motivation and general self-concept had a weak relationship which would trend higher for adult 

learners. 

(Table 1) 

Non-Academic and Academic Factors 

 

Non-Academic Factors Description 

Academic goals Level of commitment to obtain a college 

degree. 

 

Achievement motivation Level of motivation to achieve success. 

 

Academic Self-confidence Level of academic self-confidence (of being 

successful in the academic environment). 

 

Academic–related skills Time management skills, study skills, and 

study habits (taking notes, meeting deadlines, 

using information resources). 

 

Contextual Influences The extent to which students receive financial 

aid, institution size and selectivity. 

 

General self-concept 

 

Level of self-confidence and self-esteem. 

Institutional commitment 

 

Level of confidence in and satisfaction with 

institutional choice. 

 

Social support 

 

Level of social support a student feels that the 

institution provides. 

 

Social involvement 

 

Extent to which a student feels connected to 

the college environment, peers, faculty, and 

others in college, and is involved in campus 

activities. 
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Academic Factors 

ACT Assessment score College preparedness measure in English, 

mathematics, reading, and science. 

 

High school grade point average (HSGPA) 

 

Cumulative grade point average student earned 

from all high school courses. 

 

Other Factors 

Socioeconomic status (SES) 

 

Parents’ educational attainment and family 

income. 

 
 

 

Summary of Conceptual Framework 

[Adult learners] needs were slightly different from traditional students warranting a 

closer look at what could be done to assist this body of students (Curtiss, K. 2011) It’s been 

proven that most institutions provide more services and transitional assistance to new first time 

traditional students than adult learners. Adult Learners and traditional students have very little in 

common which causes both a social and academic disconnect between to the two demographics. 

Both types of students should have their needs evaluated individually to determine what 

institutional support services or programs would help with a student’s persistence. 

Institutions should offer formally and informal informally structured programs throughout post-

secondary experience and these program would address student academic and non-academic 

need. “Often, structured programs that encourage non-academic support also have an academic 

component; learning communities, for example, restructure instruction and pedagogy in addition 

to providing social support” (Karp, 201l, p.2). However, non-academic supports are distinct from 

academic to address different skills and knowledge but encourage student success via different 

processes. Tinto (1993) asserted that involvement and engagement by students in both the social and 

academic cultures of their institutions represents a potent cure for student attrition and offers a key to 

engaged learning.  
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The issue of retention and attrition continues to surface as an important component at 

institutions across the country. Student retention is linked to student satisfaction, which plays an 

important role in students’ persistence through graduation. Institutions who are seeking out ways 

to enhance their student overall experience must honestly evaluate campus climate. Institutions 

that establish a clear set of goals with ongoing processes for assessment and improvements are 

more effective and students are more satisfied. Retention, progression, and degree completion 

are affected by the student’s establishment of short-term and long-term goals via Individual 

Learning Plan. Collaborative efforts practiced by admissions counselors, academic advisors, 

faculty and administrators are beneficial in helping students’ development holistically and 

encourage lifelong learning. The interaction between the students and the institution is a factor to 

student ROI (Return on Investment) and their decision to persist. 

 

The author of this paper would highly recommend the book Student Success in College, 

Creating Conditions That Matter by Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt as a comprehensive systematic 

study of what schools are effective at educating and engaging students in the 21st century. The 

researchers selected 20 "DEEP" (documenting effective educational practices) schools to study 

where students report a high level of engagement and connectivity to their campus and 

community. The 20 institutions selected are noted as performing higher than expected for student 

engagement and graduation rates, they are not the "best graduation rates or best engagement 

rates" but given their individual institutional make-ups they perform very well in these two 

categories. The NSSE test results were used to select the institutions. The institutions selected are 

diverse in size, location and expertise, ranging from Alverno College a private women's college 
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where  enrollment is 900 students located in Milwaukee to Big 10 Schools like University of 

Michigan where enrollment is 23,000 students. 

Kuh et al. (2005) have identified 6 key things all DEEP Institutions have in common: 

1.  DEEP colleges/universities have a “living” mission and “lived” educational philosophy (eq. 

California State University at Monterey Bay "Our vision is like a virus, everyone here gets 

infected"), 2. DEEP colleges/universities have a an unshakeable focus on student learning, 3. 

Environments adapted for educational enrichment (eq. U of M, learning communities, writing 

centers, mentorship programs), 4. DEEP colleges/universities have a clear marked pathways to 

student success (Ex. Longwood University, clearly culture of involvement in student 

organizations....no class on Tuesdays 3:45-5:00pm for student organization meetings) 5. An 

improvement oriented ethos and 6. DEEP college/universities have a collective effort and shared 

institutional responsibility for education quality and student success. Admission and advising 

department are typically looked at for providing structure to retain students. These factors 

identified can be applied to both traditional and non-traditional students to increase the overall 

quality of education which would result in higher graduation rates.  
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