April 13,2017

To: Rae Linda Brown
Provost and Senior Vice President for Academic Affairs

From: Teresa Ciabattari
Associate Professor of Sociology
Chair of Women’s and Gender Studies

Re:  Update on Retention Mapping Project

This spring, I have been tasked with mapping PLU’s retention efforts across campus.
This allows us to assess where work is being done, what is missing, and how processes
can be improved. I have met with individual faculty, staff, and administrators in the
Academic Division and in the Division of Student Life; additional meetings are
scheduled in the coming weeks. In these conversations, I have gathered information on ‘
the grassroots work that units are doing to support student success and on perceived holes
in these efforts. What policies and procedures have proven to be effective? How can
these successes be scaled up or adapted by other units? What else can PLU be doing, or
doing bettet, to support student success?

A main theme emerging from these conversations is the deep interconnectedness between
the work of every unit on campus. Academic success is related to social integration and
belonging, to mental and emotional health, to financial support and stability, to having a
sense of purpose, and to food, housing, and transportation security. When one of these
pieces goes missing, student success is threatened. PLU students are navigating complex

- intersections between their academic, social, personal, and family lives. In order to be
effective, PLU support services and retention efforts need to engage with students
holistically. A student may benefit from academic coaching, but if she is also struggling
financially or experiencing mental health challenges, that academic intervention will have
limited effectivencss unless these other needs are also addressed. My conversations with
PLU faculty and staff have underlined the need for a coordinated and multifaceted
approach to student success and retention.

Although this retention mapping project is ongoing, the work so far highlights three areas
of consensus on needed improvements. The faculty and staff with whom I spoke were
nearly universal in identifying these areas as priorities for better supporting student
success.

First, almost everyone I spoke with said that PLU could do a better job collecting data,
analyzing data we already have, integrating data from across units, and using these data
to inform policies and interventions. For example, the Office of Admission has extensive
information on students. We can use that information, and integrate it with institutional
data in our Banner systcm, to run predictive analytics on the incoming class prior to New
Student Registration in June and New Student Orientation in September; this analysis can
then inform how we work with students during those initial experiences on campus. In



addition, students have different levels of attachment to and belonging at PL.U before
they even arrive. Relative to students whose parents attended PLU or who have
participated in a Lute OverKnight, students who have never been to campus, or who have
visited only for an hour or two, may need different kinds of advising and different kinds
of support to ensure their connection to the PLU community. This information from the
Office of Admission is a rich source of data that we have not been using to its full
potential to support students on the path to success right from the beginning. Similarly,
are there differences in student success between those who participate in on-canmpus New
Student Registration and those who register over the phone or online? How can we assess
this, controlling for other relevant factors, and then adjust policies and practices to help
more students be successful? These early data sources can be leveraged more effectively
to help our students get started on the right foot.

Another example of a gap in how we use data is related to Mapworks, a student success
software program that collects survey data from students in their first few weeks at PLU
to gauge their academic and social adjustment and to predict their risks of poor academic
performance and of non-persistence. Students who have completed the surveys, and the
residence assistants and commuter community advocates who follow-up with students to
review their Mapworks results, give decidedly mixed reviews on the effectiveness of the
tools. A working group of staff and faculty are in the process of reviewing Mapworks,
both as a service that provides predictive analytics to inform our retention efforts and as
program that we implement through a specific follow-up protocol intended to impact
individual student success. In particular, there is interest in integrating Mapworks, or a
similar tool, more centrally in PLU’s administrative structure and in using the data to not
.only support individual students, but to develop effective programs and policies.

Second, PLU faculty and staff recognize the need for equity, responsibility, and
accountability in relation to student success and retentjon. Grassroots efforts to support
students take place on a daily basis across campus. Many of these efforts emerge from the
initiative of individual staff or faculty members. There is a perception that part of the
PLU culture is to assign work tasks to an individual, rather than to a position. This can
limit the institutionalization of effective practices and discourage shared purpose across
units. Tt can also contribute to inequitable workloads in which certain staff and faculty
members are shouldering heavy burdens that are unsustainable. Staff and faculty would
like to see PLU focus on working “smarter, not harder.” How can we reallocate resources
to do needed work rather than adding more tasks to already full plates? Similarly, how
can hiring processes for new staff and faculty prioritize professional qualifications related
to student success and how can the formal and informal support provided to students by
staff and faculty be better documented and rewarded in review and promotion
procedures?

Finally, PLU faculty and staff articulate a clear need for professional development related
to student retention. This can take multiple forms. Faculty are interested in learning more
about inclusive pedagogies and about working with students from diverse backgrounds.
They also express a strong need for training related to student mental health — how to
identify warning signs and how to help students connect with appropriate resources. One




staff person calls for more “cross-training” across units so that we can be more nimble
and holistic in how we respond to student needs. Staff also express interest in expanding
their role as mentors for student employees.

Although these three areas of consensus emerged in my conversations so far with faculty
and staff, other issues were also mentioned. For example, PLU can assess which features
of the student experience, such as New Student Orientation, on-campus New Student
Registration for students living locally, and participation in a Transitions to PLU course,
to make mandatory for all students. We may also be able to do a better job supporting
students in fulfilling their PLU entrance requirements prior to the start of fall semester, so
that they don’t start their college experience already academically behind. Several
colleagues also mentioned formal mentoring programs as a potential high-impact
practice; this could include both peer and faculty/staff mentors for students in specific
identity groups, such as students of color, first generation college students, and parenting
students. Of course, this would also require that PLU work to diversify our staff and
faculty so that mentors are available to work with our students.

I have appreciated the opportunity to learn from my colleagues about their work and to
hear their perspectives on how PLU can evolve our efforts to support our students. I look
forward to continuing with the project through early summer.
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