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Retention

Student Success is 10
STEPs Away!

By John King, Ed.D., Independent Education Consultant

In today’s challenging educational
environment when new students are
hard to find, and outcomes are the
measure of an institution’s success,
colleges today are challenged like
never before to improve student
outcomes. Rising college costs and
student debt call into question not
only the value of a college education
in financial terms but also the amount
of time a student spends completing
their education. Students and other
stakeholders are looking for a
cheaper, faster way to get the
education necessary to secure gainful
employment and a rewarding career.

For as long as I have been in
education (nearly 30 years) post-
secondary education has been
looking for the magic formula to
ensure that students successfully
complete their education, graduate
and go on to a rewarding career in the
field of their choice. The reality is that
there is no magic formula ... that only
a comprehensive coordinated
program of academic and student
services and programs will ensure
that a student who starts, will stay
and complete their education. We
have developed a 10 STEP (Student
Tactical Education Program) that has
proven successful at two multi-
campuses post-secondary educational
organizations in improving student
retention, graduation and satisfaction
rates. The most recent, a twenty-two-
campus group, reached double-digit

improvement in student retention
within two cohort starts. All but one
campus showed some improvement
in retention of new students with the
greatest improvement at over 40
percent. The program produced a
nearly 20 percent year over year

The reality is that there is
no magic formula ... that
only a comprehensive
coordinated program of
academic and student
services and programs will
ensure that a student who
starts, will stay and
complete their education.

improvement in student retention
across all students. A part of the
program focused on reducing the
number of post enrollment
cancellations is also showing positive
results.

The 10 STEPs are as follows:

1. Observation, analysis &
planning — what can you observe and
what does your data tell you about
your students’ performance that will
help you develop a plan to improve
student outcomes? When you begin to
take a close look at your data and
your operations, you will find some
key areas that you can begin to focus
on. For example, when we looked at
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our client’s data we saw that the
majority of their student drops
occurred in the first three terms. This
gave us a timeframe to focus most of
our efforts on. We also found out that
drops occurred in a number of
foundational classes which caused us
to take a look at the instructor’s
teaching those classes and the
curriculum that was being delivered.
One of the things that became clear as
we evaluated these classes was that a
portion of the curriculum in one of
the classes was too challenging for
new students and would be more
effectively delivered if it was moved to
a later point in the curriculum when
they had mastered more of a basic
foundation for the material.
Classroom observations showed
instructional inconsistencies within
the same courses based on the
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assigned instructor indicating a need
for faculty development of basic
instructional techniques was in order,
especially for new instructors.

2. Pre-start program — How do you
prepare students for learning before
starting school and ensure that they
actually do follow through and start?
Our analysis and observations also
showed us that an area where we
could make a substantial
improvement in the overall health and
growth of the institution was in the
area of cancellations of potential
students after they have enrolled. We
knew that a prospective student has a
strong level of commitment to their
education when they decided to
enroll but somehow between the time
they signed an enrollment agreement
and were to begin classes they
changed their mind. We decided to
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create a series of short online lessons
that we would start the student in as
soon as they enrolled, serving the
dual purpose of letting them start
school immediately and providing
them with some lessons and skills
helping them be better prepared
when actual classes began. This also
provided campus staff with a reason
to follow up with conversations about
their progress and learnings from the
lessons. Topics included how to be a
successful student, time management,
student skills, goal setting, etc.

3. New student at-risk inventory -
How can you secure information from
prospective students before they start
school to identify potential academic
and life issues that can cause the
student to stop or drop out? One
thing that we know from experience is
that life challenges and personal
problems follow new students to
school. A well designed new student
at-risk inventory delivered before the
student begins school provided
campus staff with an opportunity to
provide the new student with
assistance in addressing and solving
those problems and challenges before
they become an impediment to the
student persisting in school.

4. New student orientation — How
do you get students started on the
right foot on the second most
important day of their educational
career (graduation being the most
important) and ensure that they
understand their responsibilities as a
student? Getting students started off
right can be critical to their success.
Once a student falls behind in school
it is very difficult to catch up.
Orientation is critical in setting the
right tone and framework for the
student so that they begin with the
right mindset on day one. It is fair to
say that most students would rather
go right to work and skip school. They
know, however, that an education is
necessary for them to get the job in

the career they desire. Orientation is
an opportunity to impress on the new
student that their first day of school is
no different than their first day on the
job. The expectations that the
employer will have is no different than
those of the school. The skills, habits,
and behaviors they develop in school
will transfer directly to the job, and
their success and competitiveness in
realizing that job will be in direct
proportion to their performance in
school.

5. Early student engagement — How
do you keep the student motivated
and committed to their educational
objectives and school work
throughout their education, especially

during those

critical first few Studies have shown that the
terms when overriding reason why
hardship or gtydents leave school is that
unexpected gpay fael that the institution

challenges
threaten their

does not care about them.

persistence in

school? How do you ensure that
students develop and document the
professional and academic skills that
employers demand and education
requires and is often not in the official
curriculum? This may be one of the
most important aspects of keeping a
student engaged and active in school.
Virtually every student will have some
problem or challenge arise during
their time in school. Studies have
shown that the overriding reason why
students leave school is that they feel
that the institution does not care
about them. Post-secondary
education is a new experience for
many of our students, and they have
not been very successful in a
traditional education environment.
They do not know how to successfully
navigate in school and require lots of
assistance. Establishing an early
relationship with these students and
letting them know that there is an
individual or individuals assigned to
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assist them in this journey is critical.
Having a well-known and trusted
champion and ally can often be the
difference between a student
dropping out or staying in school.

One of the things that we constantly
hear from our advisory committees is
that graduates are not sufficiently
skilled in the soft skills or
professionalism that they are looking
for in new employees. Schools
attempt to build soft skills and
professionalism into their curriculum,
however, programs are extremely
tight with required technical and
general education

We created a menu of 32 curriculum. We
short professionalism and created a menu of

soft skills workshops that
can be delivered to students

32 short
professionalism
and soft skills

either online or in class as ,, \shops that
teacher-led or stand-alone can be delivered to

units.

students either
online or in class

as teacher-led or
stand-alone units. The menu can be
presented to advisory committees to
review and sign off on a set
curriculum, and upon completion,
students receive a certificate that
they can add to their portfolio along
with their diploma.

6. Faculty development &
engagement program — How do you
ensure that your faculty, especially
new faculty, possess the instructional
know-how and skills to engage
students and lead them to academic
success? In career education, we hire
instructors primarily because they are
great practitioners of their particular
trade or subject area. We hope that
we can make them into great
educators. It is critical that
instructors, especially new
instructors receive the proper
support and training to become
effective teachers. We created a series
of faculty development workshops
designed for both the new instructor

as well as for continuing education
and development of existing faculty.
This is more important than ever as
instructional methodology and
technology continue to advance at a
rapid pace. Just as we tell our
students, faculty must be life-long
learners as well.

7. Curriculum review — How do you
ensure that your curriculum and
instruction is current, relevant, and
engaging the students in the learning
process and allowing you to keep
your instructional methodology in
tune with the ever-changing world
and workplace? The curriculum is the
lifeblood of any educational
institution. As with anything, the
curriculum can get stale and outdated
if it is not constantly reviewed and
updated. The traditional “Publishers”
are now calling themselves content
developers as technology and
advances in learning methodology are
becoming more advanced and digital.
In a digital world, content can be
updated on a daily basis. New
technologies are changing the way
that work is conducted and
completed by workers. The
curriculum must keep up with these
changes if schools are to be
competitive and relevant.

8. Campus training — How do you
facilitate campus management, staff
and faculty buy-in, support and
ownership of your STEP program and
ensure its success? No program or
initiative will be successful if
employees do not understand it or
know how to implement it. Training is
a critical component in the success of
this program. Providing employees
with a rationale, explanation,
directions and a sense of ownership in
the initiative will go a long way in
ensuring its success. Everyone needs
to know their role and the how and
support to get the necessary steps
successfully completed.

9. Monitor results - How do you
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develop and monitor benchmarks to
document success and/or provide
data for program enhancement or
modification? No program is ever
perfectly executed. Monitoring results
are important because it will let you
know what is working and what is not.
Quite often, monitoring results of a
successful program can allow you to
move faster than originally planned.
Conversely, monitoring a sluggish
program can provide you with a
rationale for retraining or program
modification. In any event, knowing
what happens is critical for future
planning.

10. Ensuring that your institution
STEPs up and makes a difference in
your students’ lives by achieving total
organizational commitment to the
(STEP) Student Tactical Education
Program! New programs or initiatives
generally are not successful without
total buy-in from the people expected
to execute them. For that reason,
selling the idea, program or initiative
to the people involved is critical.
When people feel that they are
consulted and involved prior to
implementation and are provided with

the rationale and thought process
behind the initiative they are
generally more supportive of the
effort. What people dislike more than
anything is when things are rammed
down their throats without any
explanation or opportunity for input.
Getting the entire organization to buy
into the initiative will go a long way to
ensuring its success.

I know that many of the thoughts
that I have expressed above are not
new and many good schools do much
of this automatically. My point is that
there is no single thing that will lead
to student success ... it is a
combination of everything that you
do to support students and their
learning. Only a comprehensive
approach will be successful. The
approach I have outlined above has
worked for two multi-campus
organizations. Hopefully, something
similar will work for you.

If you would like to learn more
about this proven program and how it
can work on your campus give us a
call or email us.
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