
THE VALUE OF A 
STRONG 
TRANSITION
Engaging At-Risk High School Students



HELLO, MY NAME IS…

Kristin Ciampa – Academic Advisor at the University of Southern Maine, 

College Conversations Director

Megan Wright -Academic Advisor at the University of Southern Maine, 

College Conversations Advisor



The University of Southern Maine (USM) created the program College 
Conversations to serve students identified by guidance counselors as “at-risk” in 
their transition to USM. The program was based on retention literature which clearly 
shows successful college transitions and integration into college life is influenced by 
human connection. Through a MELMAC grant, high risk students benefitted from 
intentional conversations that support their expectations and opportunities for 
community engagement. High school guidance counselors also valued the 
experience in knowing that the University is aware of their student’s needs, has an 
advisor contact person specific to the student, and that there are clear expectations 
and support for their students.

IT BEGINS WITH A 
CONVERSATION



AT RISK
Guidance Counselors shared concern about students who have college potential but may lack 
support, interpersonal skill, or motivation that would make their transition and integration to the 
college environment successful. 

Barriers for first year students in their transition:

▪ Financial Struggles

▪ First Generation College

▪ Inadequate Skills for College Success

▪ Low Academic Self Concept

▪ Low or High SAT scores

▪ Low Self- Efficacy

▪ Motivational Challenges

▪ Unfocused Career Objectives

▪ Emotional Challenges



GROUP 
DISCUSSION

How do you define At-Risk? How does your University support at-risk 
students?



COLLEGE CONVERSATIONS 
GOALS
▪ Improve the student’s personal, academic, social, and emotional transition to the 

University of Southern Maine.

▪ Give an opportunity for students to ask any questions they might have regarding 
being a student at USM.

▪ Create and atmosphere where the student’s transition needs drive the 
conversation.

▪ Foster a connection with an advisor or staff member at the university.

▪ Create thoughts of learning and ownership for their new school.



EVERY 
NUMBER HAS 
A NAME
We believe that every 

number has a name and 

every name matters. By 

offering a transition 

program where we invite 

students to connect with 

members of our staff, we 

foster connection and invite 

students into a relationship 

with us and our university.



TEAMWORK MAKES THE 
DREAM WORK
▪ Partnering with departments within your University to offer a transition program 

for High School students can strengthen the program and partnerships with your 
university.

▪ Partnerships between Advising, Financial Services, Transitional Programming, 
Student Life and Admissions can create dynamic programs and comprehensive 
student support.

▪ Use the strengths of your partner department.  Ex. Admissions has relationships 
with feeder schools and Advising has extensive knowledge of academic support 
programs. 



NUTS AND BOLTS : HOW DOES 
ALL THIS WORK ANYWAY?…
▪ We schedule all of our College Conversations in the month of May – after students 

have decided to attend USM (decisions are made by May 1).

▪ Our partners in admissions reach out to our feeder schools and explain the mission 
and vision of College Conversations and ask guidance counselors to provide a list 
of students identified as high risk. 

▪ We work with schools to choose a date during May for an advisor to visit and have 
individual meetings with students. 

▪ Our partners in admissions connect with us and we schedule a date in May for an 
advisor to visit each school. 

▪ Our advisors reach out to the guidance counselor prior to the visit to work out 
details and establish a connection with the school. 





GROUP 
DISCUSSION

How could you implement a similar program at your institution? 

What departments could your partner with to meet student needs?

In what ways have you seen relationships/connection contribute to student success and retention?



RETENTION TO DETAIL: 
MAKING PROGRAMS COUNT

As we discussed previously – numbers matter because students matter. The 
following is data that has been collected to show to the successful transition for 

high risk students at USM.



For the 2014-15 school year, we met with 109 students. The following year, we met with 157 

students … which was a 7% increase.
Ultimately, 90% choose to attend USM. 

The average GPA is a 2.7 after their first semester in college. 

Retention between Fall and Spring semesters is approximately 75%.
.02% withdrew during the semester. 



Numbers Tell a Story Too ...

USM’s overall retention is 84%. 

Students who participate in College 

Conversations have raised our 

retention to 92% which is 8% 
higher. 



ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Brown-Skinner Model for Building Trust with At-Risk Students

https://tinyurl.com/ztgk6r3

The High School to College Transition: Minding the Gap

https://tinyurl.com/zogupfn

https://tinyurl.com/ztgk6r3
https://tinyurl.com/zogupfn

