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executive 
summary

A chieving the goals of the student-
success movement was never going to 
be easy. Nearly two decades ago, when 

colleges began putting the onus on themselves 
to increase their retention and graduation rates, 
they were making an ambitious commitment 
to new policies, new programs, and a whole 
new perspective. Instead of mostly expecting 
students to find their own way on their 
academic journeys, institutions would actively 
support their efforts and make sure they stayed 
on the path.

Some colleges have made significant progress 
toward realizing this vision. More are 
working hard to do so. But amid enrollment 
and financial challenges — as well as 
unprecedented disruption from the federal 
government since January — how can colleges 
best sustain and expand the approaches that are 
supporting students?

To help answer that question — or at least 
provide insight to those grappling with 
it — The Chronicle, with support from the 
Ascendium Education Group, conducted an 
online survey of academic and administrative 
leaders and faculty members from February 5 to 
February 28, 2025. We received 874 responses 
from 430 administrators and 444 faculty. The 
Chronicle also conducted a dozen interviews for 
this report.

The survey found a striking degree of 
consensus between administrators and faculty 
members on the extent of the progress their 
institutions have made, which approaches 
have benefited students, and how to build on 
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what’s working. Respondents were particularly 
focused on mental-health services, proactive 
academic advising, tutoring, support for first-
year students, peer mentorship, and emergency 
financial assistance, among other strategies. At 
the same time, many respondents emphasized 
that success cannot come from any one 
initiative in isolation.

The survey also found keen awareness 
of shortcomings and challenges. Most 
respondents said they’d like to see academic 
advising improved at their institutions and 
more innovative thinking around their 
student-success efforts generally. Majorities 

of administrators and faculty members 
expressed concern about federal- and state-
policy changes, including the nationwide push 
to get rid of diversity, equity, and inclusion 
work. Respondents also registered their worry 
about colleges’ ability to increase success with 
inadequate funding, staff turnover and hiring 
issues, and low morale among employees.

This report will explore these perspectives, 
examine how student-success efforts can move 
forward at a difficult time for higher ed, and 
explain why many leaders and advocates say 
this is a moment to broaden their vision, not 
narrow it.
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T he student-success movement is a 
relatively recent phenomenon. “When I 
first started my career 25 years ago, most 

colleges would report retention and graduation 
rates, but student success wasn’t discussed in any 
sort of strategic way,” says Jared Tippets, the vice 
president for student affairs at Southern Utah 
University. Educators hoped their students would 
do well — and some administrators and faculty 
and staff members would give extra help to 
individual students — but colleges didn’t see it as 
part of their institutional role to try to guarantee 
good outcomes. 

A former student-success director at Purdue 
University who consults with colleges and co-

hosts a podcast on the topic, Tippets is living 
proof of how times have changed. Many colleges 
now have student-success directors — or deans, 
or vice provosts, or assistant vice presidents. They 
have on-campus student-success centers. Special 
administration teams or task forces issue reports, 
policies, and guidance.

The big shift took place in the late aughts and 
early 2010s, as low graduation rates were a source 
of national concern and governments demanded 
more accountability. Following the 2008 
recession, as enrollment declines took a financial 
toll on colleges, many felt a new urgency to better 
support — and retain — their students. Helping 
low-income and minority students was seen as 

introduction
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a key piece of the puzzle, especially as changing 
demographics made student bodies more diverse.

Colleges didn’t build these efforts on their own. 
Foundations funded many of them. Higher-
ed associations and national groups such as 
Achieving the Dream, Complete College 
America, the Lumina Foundation, the University 
Innovation Alliance, and the Yes We Must 
Coalition promoted innovative strategies and best 
practices, collaborating with institutions doing 
the work.

One of the longtime success stories in the field, 
which many colleges across the country have 
studied, is Georgia State University. Timothy 
Renick, the founding executive director of the 
National Institute for Student Success there, 
oversaw a 70-percent increase in the graduation 
rate and a closing of achievement gaps when he 
was a vice president at the university. He says 
the institution is now graduating 3,500 more 
students per year than a decade ago, which is 
worth a gross increase of $80 million per year in 
additional revenue. (It’s also increased the number 
of students eligible for Pell Grants and improved 
its bond rating.)

Through his institute, Renick works with other 
colleges to share what worked for Georgia State 
(though following its playbook completely isn’t 
always possible for institutions with different 
administrative structures or funding constraints). 
He’s also followed the progress that's been made 
elsewhere. Renick estimates that it’s probably less 
than five percent of colleges nationwide that “have 
made structural administrative changes” such 
as improvements to registration, advising, and 
financial aid. But most institutions have “taken 

significant steps” toward reform — growing their 
awareness of student-success approaches, looking 
for models to emulate, and beginning to change 
their cultures.

“If you look at every public four-year institution 
in the U.S. over the last 15 years,” he adds, “on 
average their graduation rates have gone up by 
6 percentage points, which is progress, but if 
you look at the institutions that were the early 
adopters of these approaches — using data and 
analytics to be much more proactive about 
supporting students, even if they’re not the best-
resourced institutions — they, on average, have 
improved their graduation rates 16 percentage 
points. Those are sizable gains in a relatively short 
period of time.”

“ When I first started 
my career 25 years 
ago, most colleges 
would report 
retention and 
graduation rates, but 
student success wasn’t 
discussed in any sort 
of strategic way.”

introduction
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Progress to Build On
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T he Chronicle’s survey found 
a clear perception of prog-
ress among respondents. 

Asked how the quality of their 
institution’s student-success work 
had evolved over the past five to 
10 years, 91 percent of them said 
they’d seen an improvement, 
though in most cases it was mod-
est or small. More than half also 
said their college is keeping pace 
with peer institutions in making 
student success an institutional 
priority — and over a third said 
they’re ahead of their peers on 
this issue.

Even when The Chronicle asked 
slightly more specific questions, 
the answers remained fairly 
positive. Seventy-four percent of 
respondents agreed their insti-
tution has “the right culture and 
mind-set to make student success 
a priority,” although only 31 per-
cent strongly agreed. 

Seventy-eight percent said their 
college has “the right policies 
and practices to support stu-
dents,” although just 22 percent 
expressed that view strongly. 
Asked whether their institution 
allocated “the right amount of its 
budget to support student suc-
cess,” respondents were notably 
less sanguine, yet a solid majori-
ty — more than six in 10 — still 
agreed at least somewhat.

How would you rate the quality of your institution’s efforts 
to support student success compared to 5-10 years ago?

Administration Faculty Overall

44%

43%

8%

4%

31%

43%

14%

12%

37%

43%

11%

8%

Large improvement

Modest improvement

Small improvement

No improvement

Administration Faculty Overall

In general, how would you rate where your institution 
stands on making student success an institutional priority?

Source: Chronicle survey of 874 college administrators and faculty members
Percentages may not equal 100 due to rounding.

Administration Faculty Overall

39%

51%

9%

1%

34%

54%

10%

2%

36%

53%

9%

2%

Ahead of peer institutions

About the same as peer
institutions

Behind peer institutions

Unsure

Administration Faculty Overall
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How much do you agree with the following statement?
“ My institution has the right culture and mind-set to make student 
success a priority.”

Administration Faculty Overall

36%

45%

15%

4%

27%

42%

19%

12%

31%

43%

17%

8%

Strongly agree

Somewhat agree

Somewhat disagree

Strongly disagree

Administration Faculty Overall

How much do you agree with the following statement?
“ My institution has the right policies and practices to support students.”

Administration Faculty Overall

25%

57%

17%

2%

20%

55%

19%

6%

22%

56%

18%

4%

Strongly agree

Somewhat agree

Somewhat disagree

Strongly disagree

Administration Faculty Overall

Source: Chronicle survey of 874 college administrators and faculty members
Percentages may not equal 100 due to rounding.
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17%

48%

28%

6%

13%

45%

32%

10%

15%

46%

30%

8%

Strongly agree

Somewhat agree

Somewhat disagree

Strongly disagree

Administration Faculty Overall

How much do you agree with the following statement?
“ My institution allocates the right amount of its budget to support student success.”

Source: Chronicle survey of 874 college administrators and faculty members
Percentages may not equal 100 due to rounding.

Administration Faculty Overall

On the question of which approaches to pro-
moting student success had been beneficial at 
their institutions, the top choices — cited by 
more than 60 percent of respondents — were 
mental-health services, tutoring, support pro-
grams for first-year students, peer mentoring 
and advising, and proactive academic advis-
ing. To sustain progress, at least 45 percent of 
respondents said they wanted to expand men-
tal-health services, proactive academic advis-
ing, support programs for first-year students, 
emergency financial assistance, and cross-de-
partmental teams focused on student success.

Certain approaches may not be necessary for 
most students, but can be vital for those who 
need them. For instance, a number of respon-
dents pointed to the benefits of basic-needs sup-
ports such as food pantries and clothing banks. 
Karen A. Stout — the president and CEO of 
Achieving the Dream, a national nonprofit 
supporting community colleges — says the 

institutions she works with try to help students 
struggling with food and housing insecurity or 
transportation challenges. She believes colleges 
should have “a strategy to braid together those 
supports, whether they’re offered by the com-
munity college or in partnership with com-
munity organizations,” and make sure they’re 
offered as part of the enrollment process and 
alongside advising.

Certain approaches 
may not be necessary 
for most students, but 
can be vital for those 
who need them.
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What approaches has your institution taken that have benefited students?  
Select all that apply.

Source: Chronicle survey of 874 college administrators and faculty members
Percentages may not equal 100 due to rounding.

Administration Faculty Overall

89%

85%

72%

69%

66%

66%

53%

49%

81%

77%

73%

62%

60%

45%

50%

45%

85%

81%

72%

66%

63%

56%

52%

47%

Mental-health services

Tutoring

Support programs for first-
year students

Peer mentoring or advising

Proactive academic
advising

Emergency financial
assistance

Curricular revisions

New facilities designed for
student engagement

Administration Faculty Overall

55%

36%

38%

38%

30%

35%

11%

1%

28%

37%

34%

23%

31%

24%

7%

2%

42%

36%

36%

30%

30%

30%

9%

1%

Cross-departmental teams
focused on student success

Living-learning communities

Summer bridge classes

Technology-based student
support tools (e.g., chatbots)

Adaptive-learning technologies

Predictive analytics

Other

Unsure
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What approaches should be expanded to sustain progress?  
Select all that apply.

Source: Chronicle survey of 874 college administrators and faculty members
Percentages may not equal 100 due to rounding.

Administration Faculty Overall

48%

47%

43%

45%

43%

37%

39%

32%

49%

48%

48%

44%

41%

37%

31%

35%

49%

48%

46%

45%

42%

37%

35%

33%

Mental-health
services

Proactive academic
advising

Support programs
for first-year

students

Emergency financial
assistance

Cross-departmental
teams focused on

student success

Peer mentoring or
advising

Curricular revisions

Tutoring

Administration

39%

32%

31%

30%

33%

23%

9%

1%

5%

23%

29%

29%

26%

22%

27%

8%

2%

5%

31%

31%

30%

28%

28%

25%

9%

1%

5%

Predictive analytics

Summer bridge classes

Adaptive-learning technologies

New facilities designed for student
engagement

Technology-based student support
tools (e.g., chatbots)

Living-learning communities

Other

None of the above

Unsure
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Daniel Eisenberg, a professor of health policy 
and management in the Fielding School of 
Public Health at the University of California 
at Los Angeles, wasn’t surprised to see the 
emphasis on mental health. Colleges have in-
creased their focus on that issue over the past 
15 years — and especially since the phenom-
enon of social isolation during the pandemic 
and increased concern about loneliness as a 
national public-health issue. 

There’s now “a widespread appreciation for how 
mental health is fundamental to the student ex-
perience,” Eisenberg says, and an understanding 
that, “if we can better support mental health, 
students are going to have higher well-being 
and greater academic success.” 

He points out that research, including his own, 
shows that students experiencing high levels of 
depressive symptoms are about twice as likely 
to leave college without graduating. He main-
ly studies how to invest effectively in young 
people’s mental health, serving as the principal 
investigator for the Healthy Minds Network 
(HMN) for Research on Adolescent and Young 

Adult Mental Health. “Most campuses probably  
would argue they’re under-resourced with 
the number of counselors they have, but the 
percentage of students receiving mental-health 
counseling or therapy has gone way up,” 
according to Eisenberg. “Some counseling 
centers are seeing 20 or 30 percent of their 
student population each year. A more typical 
percentage might be somewhere between 10 
and 20 percent, but that’s still a large fraction 
of students, and those services generally are 
effective, using evidence-based therapies or 
counseling methods.” At the same time, he 
adds, “a lot more than 20 percent” of students 
would benefit from those services.

Mental-health resources can also come in the 
form of digital tools like meditation apps or 
chatbots, which might check in with students 
about their mental health, mindfulness practices, 
and peer support. “In the vast majority of cases, 
it’s a tiny percentage of students using these tools 
and resources,” Eisenberg said, and many of the 
resources aren’t well funded or they’re funded in 
an ad hoc way. “It may be that institutions have 
barely scratched the surface of what’s possible.”

Colleges need a “campuswide public-health 
approach,” says Tony Walker, senior vice 
president for school programs and consulting 
at The Jed Foundation, a nonprofit focused on 
youth mental health. Walker highlights his 
foundation’s partnership with the University of 
North Georgia, which has a dedicated website 
promoting its various mental-health initiatives, 
including suicide-prevention training and a 
“Mental Health First Aid” program to teach 
staff members “how to identify, understand and 
respond to signs of mental illnesses and sub-
stance use disorders.”

There’s now 
“a widespread 
appreciation for how 
mental health is 
fundamental to the 
student experience.”

https://jedfoundation.org/
https://ung.edu/dean-of-students/live-well/mental-health-initiative.php
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The University of California at Riverside even 
created an entirely new division for Health, 
Wellbeing, and Safety, combining mental- 
health-support programs, campus police, 
and other services, all of which report to the 
same vice chancellor. “The idea is that holis-
tic health and safety is important,” says Kim 
Wilcox, the university’s chancellor, “and it 
isn’t just about the police keeping students safe 
from bullets. It’s about being and feeling safe 
in a more holistic way.”

Experts believe proactive, or “intrusive,” aca-
demic advising can be one of the most crucial 
factors in student success. Traditionally, ad-
visers would meet with students infrequent-
ly — say, at the beginning of each semester 
to talk about which courses to take — but it’s 
increasingly common for advisers to act more 
like coaches. They help students navigate their 
academic journeys and offer them guidance 

at regular intervals. They can use technology 
platforms to track students’ progress in courses, 
checking in with them if there are problems, 
and intervening if necessary.

“For a long time in higher ed, advising was 
anything but proactive,” says Renick, of 
Georgia State. “It basically meant waiting for 
students to identify their own problems and 
come to you. When you’d talk to faculty — 
and sometimes even advisers themselves — 
about how you might use predictive analytics 
to identify students who were at risk earlier 
on and proactively reach out to them to help 
them, that was a completely foreign concept 
and sometimes treated with a fair amount 
of hostility. Faculty often saw it as coddling 
students who should have to learn to identify 
their own problems and have the maturity 
and self-awareness to seek out help.” Today, 
he adds, those attitudes are increasingly “a 
non-starter.”

Tippets, of Southern Utah University, notes 
that, although fewer survey respondents may 
have highlighted the benefits of approaches 
such as living-learning communities and sum-
mer-bridge classes, many of those are highly 
effective for the students they serve. “They in-
fluence a small subset of the population,” he says, 
“but when you look at studies conducted on the 
impact of those interventions on those sub-pop-
ulations of students, it’s remarkably strong.”

“ For a long time in 
higher ed, advising 
was anything but 
proactive.”

https://www.ucr.edu/health
https://www.ucr.edu/health
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E ven as respondents saw progress to build 
on, they also perceived a number of 
threats to the advancement of student 

success. Eighty-one percent said they worried 
about federal and state rules to eliminate 
diversity, equity, and inclusion work on 
campuses, which include many efforts aimed at 
supporting students of color. 

Adrianna Kezar — a professor of leadership 
and higher education at the University of 
Southern California — notes that the anti-
DEI push threatens cultural-affinity groups, 
which can be limited to students who share 
an identity such as their race or ethnicity, as 
well as race-based scholarships, multicultural 
centers, and campus DEI offices, many of 
which are closing. “All of those things do 
support student success,” she says. Even just 
the rhetoric against DEI coming from the 
federal government is “having a chilling 
effect,” she adds. (Indeed, some sources who 

spoke to The Chronicle declined to comment on 
this subject.) 

Renick, of Georgia State, acknowledges that 
DEI is a “politically delicate” subject, but says he 
and his center have never advocated programs 
based on race, ethnicity, or income level. He 
points out that his university has an excellent 
track record on graduating Black students, and 
he argues that “getting the big issues right” — 
from communication to advising to financial 
aid — is the “most effective way we can move 
the needle, not just on increasing graduation 
rates but also on reducing equity gaps.”

But getting the big issues right will require 
significant progress. Asked which “offices 
or units,” if any, needed improvement to 
help retain and graduate students at their 
institutions, the most popular response — 
cited by more than half of respondents — was 
academic advising.

How much do you agree with the following statement?
“ I am concerned that state and federal rules to eliminate DEI (diversity, equity, 
and inclusion) work on campuses will hurt student success.”

Source: Chronicle survey of 874 college administrators and faculty members
Percentages may not equal 100 due to rounding.

Administration Faculty Overall

59%

22%

11%

8%

63%

17%

9%

11%

61%

20%

10%

10%

Strongly agree

Somewhat agree

Somewhat disagree

Strongly disagree

Administration Faculty Overall
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Thinking specifically about what your institution needs to help retain and graduate more 
students, which of the following offices or units, if any, do you feel need improvement? 
Select all that apply.

Source: Chronicle survey of 874 college administrators and faculty members
Percentages may not equal 100 due to rounding.

Administration Faculty Overall

44%

25%

41%

33%

35%

33%

22%

40%

23%

11%

48%

26%

46%

33%

28%

31%

30%

33%

15%

15%

46%

26%

44%

33%

32%

32%

26%

36%

19%

13%

Financial aid

Registrar

Admissions and recruitment

Facilities

Residential life/housing

Student affairs

Health services

Career services

International office

Libraries

Administration Faculty Overall

24%

25%

23%

11%

53%

43%

8%

2%

4%

16%

15%

18%

5%

56%

39%

8%

3%

4%

20%

20%

20%

8%

54%

41%

8%

3%

4%

Alumni and advancement
office

Business and financial
operations

IT and cybersecurity
operations

Athletics

Academic advising

Faculty

Other

None of the above

Unsure
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What are the biggest challenges to improving student success at your institution? 
Select all that apply.

Source: Chronicle survey of 874 college administrators and faculty members
Percentages may not equal 100 due to rounding.

Administration Faculty Overall

69%

51%

30%

29%

52%

20%

29%

39%

63%

57%

42%

39%

48%

23%

38%

26%

66%

54%

36%

34%

50%

22%

33%

32%

Inadequate funding

Low employee morale and
fatigue

Lack of strategic leadership

Conflict between
administrators and faculty

members

Staff turnover and hiring issues

Low enrollment

Student apathy

Scaling programs to serve
more students

Administration Faculty Overall

23%

22%

28%

65%

65%

55%

8%

1%

15%

21%

26%

64%

65%

50%

11%

1%

19%

22%

27%

64%

65%

53%

9%

1%

Technology constraints

Difficulty developing innovative
ideas

Changing demographics of
student population

Economic challenges facing
students

Rising student mental-health
needs

State/federal policy changes

Other

None
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“It’s good that people think academic advising 
could make a difference,” says Nia Haydel, the 
vice president for institutional transformation 
and scaling at Complete College America. 
“They’re saying that if we were able to invest in 
that area, we could have even better outcomes.” 

At the same time, Wilcox thinks it’s telling 
that about a third of respondents saw room 
for improvement in most of the offices listed. 
“It underscores the shared responsibility,” he 
says. “It isn’t housing’s problem or admissions’ 
problem. It’s a collective problem.”

Asked to identify the biggest challenges to 
improving student success at their institutions, 
more than 60 percent of respondents listed 
inadequate funding, economic challenges facing 
students, and rising student mental-health 
concerns. More than half of respondents also 
listed state- and federal-policy changes, low 
employee morale and fatigue, and staff turnover 
and hiring issues. 

Haydel says colleges have to find ways to 
prioritize those work-force issues — to make 
sure employees can go on breaks, take days 
off, and lean on their coworkers when they’re 
struggling.“You also have to tell people when 
they’re doing a good job,” she says. “As a Gen 
X-er, I come from a generation where you know 
you’re doing a good job if I don’t say you’re 
doing a bad job, but I’m more and more mindful 
of saying things like, ‘I really appreciate what 
you’re doing. I know that was a tough meeting. 
Thank you.’”

It’s unsurprising that inadequate funding was the 
challenge most respondents cited, but Kezar, of 
USC, says this can’t be an excuse for inaction: “If 
we’re always going to think we’re stifled because 
we don’t have the funding, we’re never going to 
address this problem. We're never going to have 
enough funding — and we’re certainly not going 
to get more in this environment.” 

Fortunately, she notes, there are ways colleges 
can use their existing resources to improve 
morale on their campuses — and help 
administrators, faculty, and staff give students 
what they need.

“ If we’re always going 
to think we’re stifled 
because we don’t have the 
funding, we’re never going 
to address this problem. 
We're never going to 
have enough funding — 
and we’re certainly not 
going to get more in this 
environment.”
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O ne of the most common refrains among 
experts about what it will take to 
improve student success is the need for 

better collaboration and breaking down silos. 
“There are so many good-hearted, well-intended 
people who feel overwhelmed by the fact that 
their institution is so big and siloed that they 
can’t get coordination in place,” Renick says. It 
“undermines the very heart of student success.”

While The Chronicle’s survey respondents were 
fairly positive on this issue, with 85 percent 
agreeing that administrators and faculty mem-
bers and staff work well together to support 
students at their institutions, 54 percent only 
agreed somewhat, as opposed to strongly — and 
78 percent agreed that their institution requires 
more innovative thinking when it comes to 
supporting student success. There’s clearly plen-
ty of room for improvement. 

“I think part of the reason for the underuse 
of mental-health resources is that they exist 

somewhat separately from students’ classes, ex-
tracurricular groups, and residential settings,”-
says Eisenberg, the UCLA professor. “Maybe 

“ There are so many 
good-hearted, well-
intended people who 
feel overwhelmed 
by the fact that their 
institution is so big 
and siloed that they 
can’t get coordination 
in place.”

How much do you agree with the following statement?
“My institution requires more innovative thinking when it comes to supporting 
student success.”

Source: Chronicle survey of 874 college administrators and faculty members
Percentages may not equal 100 due to rounding.
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some resident advisers have training related to 
mental health, but there’s not enough integra-
tion.” He can envision colleges integrating these 
resources more visibly into course-management 
software or making sure academic advisers 
know how to recognize when students might 
benefit from mental-health resources and how 
to connect them with that support.

Stephanie J. Bannister — the vice president 
for the FirstGen Forward Network with 
FirstGen Forward, a group that advocates for 
first-generation students — thinks about the 
silos in her work, too. She says she’s always 
surprised when she meets a longtime employ-
ee at a college who doesn't know there’s an 
office for first-generation students on campus. 
Those sorts of experiences are part of why 
she believes institutions can’t be afraid to 
overcommunicate about the existence of their 
student-success initiatives, how to access them, 
and opportunities for collaboration. 

“A College of Agriculture may have incredible 
supplemental instruction and tutoring,” Ban-
nister says, “but that doesn’t mean Arts and Sci-
ence students have the same level of support.” 

Experts stress that closing those kinds of gaps is 
part of the way forward. Several of them noted 
how the survey appeared to show a relative lack 
of confidence — especially from faculty mem-
bers — that cross-departmental teams had been 
beneficial. Kezar wonders whether, in some  
cases, faculty aren’t being included on these 
teams — or whether they need to be given 
greater opportunities to contribute.

Bannister notes that a number of the challeng-
es respondents cited — inadequate funding, 
employee fatigue, and staff turnover — would 
all benefit from “a collective, cross-collabora-
tive approach.”

“There are very few things all campuses can do, 
but one of them is setting up cross-departmen-
tal teams,” says Kezar. 

That kind of approach can improve the use of 
technology on campus, too. “Many students are 
responding to texts who aren’t responding to 
emails,” Renick says, “but if your financial-aid 
office has one texting platform, your library 
has another, and your career-services office has 
yet another, you’re undermining the effec-
tiveness of the whole approach, because you’re 
going to get a series of uncoordinated com-
munications. You need to decide to have one 
texting platform.” 

Another imperative is the use of data to iden-
tify students’ needs, assess how well various 
supports are working, and foster collaboration 
within colleges. (Bannister talks about the need 

“ It’s only the rare 
institution that 
has assessment 
data helping it to 
understand how much 
impact programs 
are having and how 
effective they are.”
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for “data democracy and literacy” — making it 
known where information can be found and 
how to understand it.)

“It’s only the rare institution that has assessment 
data helping it to understand how much impact 
programs are having and how effective they are,” 
Renick says. “That kind of data isn’t the norm, in 
part because this whole approach to student suc-
cess is new. There hasn’t been a 30- or 40-year 
culture of collecting data, and on many campuses 
data resources aren’t particularly strong.”

He acknowledges that it often takes an up-front 
financial investment to ensure a college has the 
data and technology resources it needs, but when 
these tools are implemented effectively, he ar-
gues, “they’re going to more than pay for them-
selves and put you on stronger financial footing.”

Most of the student-success movement’s work 
has focused on supporting students outside the 
classroom, but there have been high-profile 
examples of where successful engagement with 
faculty led to productive reforms of course 
structure. Odessa College, in Texas, for in-
stance, sees itself as a model for how shortening 
courses to eight weeks can increase enrollment, 
course completion, and credentials awarded. 

Kimberly McKay, Odessa’s vice president for 
student services and enrollment management, 
says the eight-week structure has been “a 
game-changer for our part-time students and 
working students” and the best thing she’s ever 
been a part of in higher ed — but it couldn’t have 
been successful without “highly engaged faculty 
committed to developing relationships with their 
students and thinking outside the box.” 
Odessa didn’t suggest that faculty members 

should change how they taught, but it asked 
them to commit to practices such as knowing 
all students by their names, meeting with them 
one-on-one, and communicating with them 
frequently. The college also provides training 
for faculty members when they’re onboarded 
and periodic professional development.

Experts see potential for student-success efforts  
to be further integrated into coursework, while  
realizing that getting buy-in from faculty mem- 
bers — and giving them the support they need  
— would have to be a prerequisite. (This could 
include ensuring they have access to evidenced- 
based teaching practices or strategies for work-
ing with different populations of students.) 
Kezar calls this work “the missing link” — “the 
unrealized part of the student-success agenda.”

Another ubiquitous sentiment about student 
success, however, is that there are no silver 
bullets. This theme emerged in The Chronicle’s 
survey results, too. Asked to recommend a sin-
gle change that would “meaningfully improve 
student success across higher education,” re-
spondents gave a variety of predictable answers 
— increasing funding, lowering the cost of col-
lege, or adopting one of the specific strategies 
discussed in this report. Yet many respondents 
simply rejected the premise of the question. 

“We’re making a difference, but we need to get 
better at identifying the students who need us 
when they need us,” says Tippets, of Southern 
Utah University. “For so long, we just created 
initiatives for all students and weren’t strategi-
cally focused on getting the right students to do 
the right things. That’s where this movement 
will continue to go. We’ll get so much more 
strategic and refined.”



As much as colleges have taken greater 
responsibility for students’ well-being — and 
formed some clear ideas about how it can 
be sustained and expanded — their efforts 
inevitably raise another question that’s both 
fundamental and somewhat fraught: Do they 
have the right definition of success?

It’s clear that the common definition — the 
ability to retain and graduate students — 
will continue to be a key metric for colleges. 
It’s quantifiable, easily understandable, and 
scrutinized by governments and the public. 
(It’s also, obviously, a metric on which many 
institutions still hope to improve.) Yet most 
respondents to The Chronicle’s survey, including 
a majority of administrators and faculty, said 
this definition isn’t adequate.

Whether students feel successful is virtually 
always dependent on many factors, including 
their academic experiences, intellectual 
development, personal relationships, sense of 
belonging, and confidence in their futures. 
As Kezar puts it, “If they’ve graduated but had 
the worst experience ever, been turned off by 
education, and don’t feel a positive connection 
to society, that’s not student success.” 
Conversely, if they haven’t graduated but 
still managed to come away with knowledge 
and skills that improve their lives — or 
transferred to another institution that’s a better 

conclusion

ISTOCK



fit for them — it’s hard to argue those aren’t 
successful outcomes. 

Many leaders and advocates believe colleges 
should have a more expansive definition of 
success that includes post-graduation outcomes, 
but those can be even harder to measure than 
a college experience. (A graduate’s income, 
for example, can have nothing to do with 
how successful they are. Even the best — and 

best-paid — social workers make less than 
investment bankers.)

However an institution chooses to define 
success, though, its definition should be 
understood and acted on throughout its ranks 
— by administrators and faculty and staff 
members. Especially with all higher ed faces 
today, that kind of clarity and coordination is a 
prerequisite to progress.

Student success is frequently defined by how well institutions retain and graduate 
students. Do you believe this definition adequately captures student success?

Source: Chronicle survey of 874 college administrators and faculty members
Percentages may not equal 100 due to rounding.
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Eight-hundred and seventy-four people responded to The 
Chronicle’s online survey, which was conducted between 
February 5 and 28, 2025. The respondents included 430 
academic and administrative leaders as well as 444 faculty. The 
administrators included directors (20 percent), deans (9 percent), 
and associate, assistant, or vice deans (7 percent). Four percent 
were vice presidents and 4 percent were associate, assistant or 
vice provosts. Three percent were presidents or chancellors and 
2 percent were provosts or held other positions. Among the 
faculty, 32 percent were tenured, 7 percent were nontenured, 4 
percent were tenure track, 4 percent were department chairs, 
and 4 percent were part-time or adjunct.
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