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Faculty Perspective on Student Retention at Wheaton College  
and a Plan for Engaging Effective Practices 

  
Introduction 
  
Because Wheaton College is primarily tuition-driven, strong student retention from year to year 
is vital for the long-term sustainability of the institution. With a consistent retention rate of 86% 
from first to second year, Wheaton has reason to be proud of our ability to retain students. Still, 
we recognize that much work remains to be done. Faculty, administration and staff aspire to 
achieve a significantly higher level of success—namely, a 90% retention rate—in order to 
remain competitive. With this goal in mind, the College is compelled to re-evaluate its work to 
date and develop a plan for student success that will move us forward as a community of 
learners, assuring a bright future for our students and the institution as a whole.  
 
As our student body becomes increasingly diverse (with regard to race, ethnicity, nationality, 
ability, gender, sexual orientation, politics, religion, and socio-economic background,) the 
academic and student life experience on campus is enriched. At the same time, this increasing 
diversity brings a range of pressing needs that influence our students’ potential to thrive. The 
shift in student needs is not unique to Wheaton; we know from our peers, from the media, and 
from research that it is occurring on campuses nationwide. As the College continues to identify 
factors that contribute to our ability to retain student populations from different demographics, it 
becomes clear that no single solution exists to the challenges inherent to achieving student 
success. Therefore, we must reframe our approach to ensure the success of all students, 
drawing on a variety of models and practices. Faculty, staff, and administrators share this 
responsibility and must work together to improve retention efforts. Investing in continual 
assessment and in implementation of best practices will help us reach our goals. The work of 
the Faculty-Led Working Group on Student Retention, generously funded by the Davis 
Educational Foundation’s Presidential Grant Program, marks an important new effort to gain 
insight into this key issue from the faculty perspective. 
 
In order to articulate a new path to student success and retention that supports Wheaton’s 
mission and its new strategic plan, the Faculty-Led Working Group on Student Retention set out 
to accomplish several goals. First, members hoped to review relevant institutional data as well 
as individual faculty experiences as advisors, mentors, and instructors. Second, the working 
group grounded its discussion in the broader context of higher education by reading relevant 
literature and seeking information from college leadership from every corner of campus. Third, it 
identified key institutional practices that need to be evaluated, reassessed, and enhanced by 
highlighting the ways in which faculty, students and other members of the Wheaton community 
interact. Finally, the working group has developed recommendations that can serve as a guide 
to advance institutional planning and aid the College in prioritizing next steps. These 
recommendations will have their formal debut at the Student Success Summit on May 24, 2017, 
and be shared generally with faculty, staff, and administrators.              
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Background 
  
The Faculty-Led Working Group on Student Retention was formed with the intent to examine 
the current context for retention at Wheaton from the unique vantage point of faculty, taking into 
consideration their deep engagement with students both in and out of the classroom. Convened 
by Steve Viveiros, Dean of Advising and Academic Success, five faculty from multiple 
disciplines were selected to participate: Jonathan Brumberg-Kraus, Professor of Religion; Ruth 
Foley, Visiting Assistant Professor of English; Hilary Gaudet, Assistant Professor of Chemistry; 
Leah Niederstadt, Assistant Professor of Museum Studies & Curator of the Permanent 
Collection; and Francoise Rosset, Associate Professor of Russian. In addition, Shawn Christian, 
Associate Provost and Associate Professor of English, attended meetings as liaison to the 
Provost’s Office; and Cindy Kane, American Council on Education (A.C.E.) Fellow, has 
collaborated with the working group and other campus stakeholders to facilitate the Student 
Success Summit. 
  
During the early stages of the project, the working group considered two broad questions: Why 
are students leaving Wheaton? and Who are the key campus partners we can engage to meet 
our retention goals to help all students achieve success? They prepared for their task by 
reading significant literature on student success, faculty advising models, and engagement. 
Discovery meetings with various campus offices included: Admissions; Student Affairs; Health 
and Counseling; Institutional Research; Disability Services; Title IX and SMART; and Financial 
Aid and Student Financial Services (SFS). The working group also met with Provost Renée 
White, who joined Wheaton in July 2016, and with Associate Deans of Studies Jocelyn Emerson 
and Denyse Wilhelm, who support first- and second-year students, and Senior Associate Dean 
of Studies Alex Trayford, who works with juniors, seniors, and high-achieving students. 
 
In its meetings and throughout this paper, the working group has made constant reference to 
student attitudes and concerns. It should be noted that these were gathered, and to a certain 
extent extrapolated, from faculty interaction with students and a large volume of relevant 
anecdotal information, as well as from institutional data and reports from the various offices. At 
the suggestion of Provost White, we plan to run student focus groups, likely next fall, once 
additional recommendations are generated by this paper and discussion of it. 
 
During these discovery meetings, the working group investigated several questions, including: 

● What broad steps could we take that would improve retention for all students? 
● What specific student populations with low retention rates could benefit from strategic 

interventions? 
● What demographic trends in our student body affect retention and, more broadly, 

student success? 
● What key retention practices found at other campuses might work well at Wheaton? 

○ How do we incentivize these practices for faculty? 
○ How can advising and support for student success be further embedded into 

Wheaton’s culture? 
● What do we know about why students are not being retained? 
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● What do we know about why students stay? 
● What sort of training and development is required to advance our retention goals? 

 
The working group partnered with Wheaton’s Office of Institutional Research to gain a deeper 
understanding of the data-driven approach the College uses to assist the advising process. One 
of the most effective data assessment tools we use to gain an in-depth view of the experiences, 
behaviors and expectations of incoming students is the Pre-College Advising Student Survey 
(PASS). Administered in July/August, PASS is a 56-item survey developed by Wheaton faculty 
and staff to gather information from incoming first-year students about their academic and social 
abilities, skills, and habits. Information regarding their academic and co-curricular interests, 
along with their motivations and goals for attending college, is also collected to better inform the 
advising process. Prior to the start of the fall semester, an individualized report with 
personalized recommendations for each first-year student is provided to First-Year Seminar 
(FYS) advisors, who also have the opportunity to review admissions application data to further 
learn about their new advisees. Both practices allow FYS instructors to better tailor their 
advising to each student. Then, 4-6 weeks into the first semester, the PASS Follow-Up, a 58-
item survey, is also administered to first-year students. For comparison purposes, most of the 
questions are identical to those in PASS, allowing advisors to compare students’ pre-college 
assessment to their perceptions after transitioning to college. In addition, the PASS Follow-Up 
asks about involvement in co-curricular organizations in which students had expressed interest. 
This survey’s results can help FYS advisors and Academic Advising staff evaluate how well the 
personalized recommendations offered to each first-year student supported their college 
transition.  
 
In collaboration with Institutional Research staff, the working group analyzed PASS results to 
glean a better sense of behavioral needs that require a more proactive approach to students’ 
success. For example, before entering college, students envision themselves interacting 
regularly with faculty outside of class; however, when asked about their experience in the PASS 
Follow-Up, they reveal a reluctance to make this type of contact. The problem may be that 
students are not taking enough initiative; but it also raises the question: do we have systems in 
place to promote a campus culture that facilitates essential connections between students and 
their faculty, particularly during the critical first six weeks of the college experience? By 
examining outcomes associated with first-time, full-time, first-year students enrolled in Fall 2015, 
the group worked to identify factors that contribute to attrition. They reviewed data on standard 
student-success outcome measures from first to second year to identify which cohorts in our 
student population are successfully retained and which are at risk. The data made clear that 
certain populations are retained at very high rates. These include varsity athletes, whose first-
year retention rate over the past five years has been as high as 94%, and Posse Scholars, 
whose first-year retention rate has been as high as 100% (Vital Signs, p. 28).  
 
To better understand how certain aspects of campus culture affect persistence, the working 
group also engaged with members of College leadership who oversee key aspects of student 
life. Kate Kenny spoke to the group about general student needs; while Director of Title IX 
Compliance Rachael Pauze and Sexual Misconduct and Assault Resource Team (SMART) 
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Coordinator Courtney Ruggles educated members on issues surrounding Title IX and on faculty 
roles as reporters of sexual misconduct, a concern of great importance to Wheaton faculty. 
Office of Admission staff provided a window into current enrollment trends and the practices and 
processes of admitting students, as well as the financial needs these students present. We are 
pleased to report that due to the efforts of the Offices of Admission and of Marketing and 
Communications in aligning how Wheaton presents itself to prospective students, the campus 
conversation has been able to shift away from finding retention-based solutions via “a better 
enrollment fit.” Instead, we can focus on how best to serve and support students who already 
are enrolled, with an understanding of the expectations for this generation of students. In 
addition, Susan Beard, Director of Financial Aid; Heather Cling, Director of Student Accounts; 
and Robin Randall, Assistant Vice President (Enrollment and Student Financial Services) met 
with the working group to answer questions about affordability, and provided details on policies, 
programs, and practices that help students manage the cost of an undergraduate education at 
Wheaton. 
 
Survey of the Current Climate and Landscape  
  
The working group explored variables that affect student connectedness to the College and 
factors that contribute to their decision to transfer or leave. By seeking to understand these 
factors – such as college preparedness, mental health concerns, and the need to accommodate 
a wide range of socio-economic backgrounds – we learn more about this generation of college 
students and their specific needs. The College’s response to these needs, and the systems that 
support retention and success, must be reassessed regularly and in depth. A thorough 
exploration of current dynamics and of gaps in our knowledge or systems helps us better 
implement new measures to build effective and connected experiences for students. With 
anticipated institutional growth, the need for better programming and student success structures 
is fundamental to ensure the long-term sustainability of the College.  
 
Why Students Leave 
 
Our insights on why students leave Wheaton are far from infallible, as they are second-hand 
and as students may or may not want to fully reveal their actual motives, or may be unable to do 
so. But the reasons why students leave or express a desire to leave can be generally 
categorized as follows below. 
 
Location 
This ranges from homesickness to wanting a different location for their college experience, 
typically either a more urban environment or a stereotypically quaint “college town.” Sometimes 
students do not discover this until they have lived on campus for a while. Sometimes the mixed 
“town-gown” relationship spills over onto students, such as fights at theme houses or off-
campus housing, and more egregious instances that may affect students of color in particular. 
For example, several years ago, a student reported having a bottle and racial epithets hurled at 
her from a passing vehicle, and others have reported various levels of harassment. Finally, 
while international students do not hesitate to take public transportation to Boston or 
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Providence, domestic students seem to find the bus-and-train expedition far too taxing, and 
often complain that “you have to have a car” at Wheaton. 
 
The College can do little about location. However, presidents Crutcher and Hanno have taken 
concrete steps to improve relations with the town, and the College tries to provide special 
transportation (mostly to shopping venues) and various trips to Boston, Providence and other 
locations. Additionally, the on-campus Enterprise Car Share program and the presence of Uber 
and Lyft drivers in Norton helps to address the transportation needs of students who do not 
have cars. It is worth exploring additional forms of support. 
 
Campus Climate 
This may range from feeling alienated to serious problems stemming from racial issues to 
sexual misconduct. It also includes the perennial and country-wide concern that conservative 
students are not welcome at liberal arts colleges.  
 
Wheaton is aware of these issues, and has begun tackling them through increased attention to 
diversity and to Title IX. Much remains to be done. Further below in this paper, we address 
specific ways to integrate our students, in particular via “cohorts,” whether academic, athletic, 
housing-related, etc. 
 
Financial Issues 
We suspect this is one of the leading causes for students leaving. Anecdotal evidence suggests 
that such concerns may disproportionately affect first-generation students and students of color. 
It also indicates that students do not always understand the exact financial circumstances facing 
their families, many of which found a college education more difficult to afford after the crash of 
2008. Wheaton has limited resources to address financial issues, so we must develop more 
creative solutions. 
 
Academic Rigor/Prestige 
Such concerns fall into two categories, students who struggle academically, and students who 
want to leave because of insufficient academic rigor. We hope to prevent the first by providing 
more targeted advising and mentoring, as discussed below in this paper. The second is tricky 
because it is not always clear what students mean when they raise a lack of academic rigor as a 
concern. They often assure faculty that “it’s not the courses” or the professor, but the “other 
students” who do not take academics seriously enough. Wheaton has been grappling with this 
issue intermittently and taken steps to promote student engagement and recognize academic 
achievement. Such concerns were less of an issue during the applicant boom of the early 2000s 
when Wheaton, like other institutions, could be more selective. 
 
A related issue is that of prestige. Wheaton is certainly under-touted and perhaps under-
appreciated, and some first-year students join our community already intending to re-apply to 
their first choice institution or to transfer to a more prestigious school. International students may 
face particular pressure to do so, even if they are happy and successful at Wheaton. This 
remains a topic where much can be done, but the solutions are not always self-evident. 
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The rest of this paper is concerned with specific ways to enhance retention. We want to reiterate 
that Wheaton’s current retention rate is reasonable, even enviable, but improving it will 
strengthen the institution and improve student success. Therefore, the working group 
concentrated on positive, often incremental steps to boost student engagement, retention, and 
success. 
  
Why Students Stay 
 
Cohorts 
Given Wheaton’s cost and non-urban location, students and their families invest in a Wheaton 
education because they find a “home” on campus, whether in the classroom, on stage or an 
athletic field, in a theme house or SGA, among others. We recognize anecdotally through our 
advising experiences that students who find “their cohort” are more likely to be retained, and the 
available data reflects this. Examples of such cohorts are theme houses, varsity athletic and 
club sports teams, lab groups, FYS classes, first-year writing classes, residence hall floors, 
performing arts groups, co-curricular clubs, Posse, and international student affinity groups. For 
theme houses, athletic teams, and Posse, group-building is intentional; in some cases, such as 
lab groups, it is serendipitous; and in others, group-building is a bit of both (FYS and other 
classes, performing arts groups, and residential hall floors). “Chemistry,” or lack of it, is often a 
factor in cohort formation. 
  
Two extremely successful cohorts on campus are Posse and varsity athletics. (While club sports 
teams can also develop cohorts, they receive very different levels and types of support from the 
College.)  For varsity athletes, eligibility to play is contingent on grades, so the stakes 
encouraging the use of available supports are high. Varsity athletes and Posse students are 
held to a high degree of accountability. Coaches and Posse mentors expect students to take 
responsibility for their behavior and growth, both in and out of the classroom and they strive to 
help students gain the skills and knowledge necessary to do so. Teammates hold each other 
accountable, either formally, through programs such as the Wheaton Athletic Mentors (WAMs), 
or informally through captain's practices and daily workouts. The intensive mentoring that Posse 
Scholars receive individually and as a cohort during their first year builds a sense of belonging 
and accountability. While a major difference between these cohorts and others is that varsity 
athletic teams and Posse are selected before attending Wheaton, we could look to these 
cohorts for best practices in engaging students. Primary among these are peer-based 
accountability and the close relationships formed between students and their faculty and staff 
mentors.  
  
Like all students, international students need to find a cohort or, ideally, multiple cohorts in order 
to feel truly connected to Wheaton and to life as a college student in the United States. Various 
efforts have been made to aid in this process. For example, international students are no longer 
placed in ENG 106 (essentially a year-long, first-year Writing course designed for non-native 
English speakers) but, instead, enrolled in ENG 101 with ENG 060: Writing for Multilingual 
Studies offered when additional support is needed. This shift has helped international students 
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connect with domestic students in a way that allows them to build cohorts that extend beyond 
the international student community. The strategic placement of international students in FYS 
sections helps further these connections. 
  
Additionally, the Global Leadership Development (GLD) Group, which began in Spring 2015 
with the Class of 2019, is an attempt to attract and retain international students. Each year, 10-
15 first-year international students are selected to participate in the two-year program, which 
provides them with close mentoring from administrators and faculty, and campus-based 
leadership opportunities. According to Vice President Gosselin, the GLD Group helps 
international students “become stronger leaders on campus and share their culture, talents, and 
interests with the greater community.” The first cohort developed programming around the 
global refugee crisis while the second organized the international bazaar held in Balfour-Hood 
on March 24, 2017. The first year retention rate for both GLD cohorts has been 100% and more 
than half of the students invited to join the Class of 2021 cohort have already enrolled. In 
addition to these efforts, however, we must continue to direct international students to other 
mentors, peer tutors, and Faculty Writing Associates, and to academically-focused and co-
curricular student groups. A guide to these groups is available at: 
https://thelink.wheatoncollege.edu/organizations. 
  
Yet, "why students stay" is broader than cohorts. Sometimes it is not so much that students find 
a true cohort but a combination of involvements at various levels that keep them here. For 
some, this might involve a sweeping array of factors – for example, connecting with a professor, 
plus a work-study position, plus involvement in a club sport, plus good roommates. Others might 
have a deep commitment to a major and a few good friends, the combination of which provides 
a strong enough sense of belonging to retain the student. 
 
Teaching 
It may be noting the obvious to state that as faculty, our interest in teaching helps shape the 
lens through which we view our work on retention. Furthermore, the general impression 
gathered from students suggests that engaged and innovative teaching is a crucial factor in 
keeping students at Wheaton and in helping them succeed. Our 11: 1 faculty-to-student ratio 
attracts students to the College, but it is important to note the ways in which teaching can help 
retain those students. Research confirms that many teaching methods already in use on 
campus have a strong positive impact on student retention: “first-year seminars and 
experiences, common intellectual experiences, learning communities, writing-intensive courses, 
collaborative assignments and projects, undergraduate research, diversity/global learning, 
service/community-based learning, internships, and capstone projects” (Jankowski, 2017). All of 
the above lead to a deeper learning experience, which in turn leads to stronger grades and thus 
higher persistence and completion levels. Such high-impact practices have also been found to 
help traditionally underserved students bridge the achievement gap, providing another aspect of 
improving retention (Jankowski, 2017).  
 
Research supports fostering an understanding of context – that is, encouraging students to 
reflect on how learning in one classroom can apply to another, or to their chosen field, or to the 



Faculty Perspective on Student Retention at Wheaton College                       8 | P a g e  
 

world in general (Ash and Clayton, 2009). As faculty of a liberal arts college, this generalization 
of context may feel implicit to us, but we must strive to make such context explicit to our 
students by clarifying our pedagogy, integrating student reflection as part of our coursework, 
and aligning our assignments to reflect the learning goals we have for our students. One 
successful example of this is the Wheaton Institute for the Interdisciplinary Humanities (WIIH), 
founded in 2013 by Associate Professor of Art History Touba Ghadessi and former Associate 
Professor of History Gen Liang, and recognized nationally as an effective model of student 
engagement and professionalization. Our low faculty-to-student ratio allows faculty to provide 
students with the individualized feedback they need to apply their learning both during and after 
their Wheaton career, allowing them to play an active role in their own education.  
 
One of the College’s greatest strengths is the relationships students build with faculty. The 
student/faculty ratio and small class sizes help facilitate those relationships, but having faculty 
who are truly invested in students is a major key to Wheaton’s success. Faculty teaching and 
advising – including the under-the-radar advising done by faculty who are not a student’s official 
advisor – play an essential role in student retention and success. 
  
Advising/Mentoring 
Another of Wheaton’s best-known and most-touted strengths lies in its robust, engaged and 
collaborative advising system. It is always worth revisiting, to identify best practices and best 
results, but also to identify areas that require refinement. We know from existing literature that 
most of the research identifies advising – or, more accurately, mentoring – as a key, if not the 
key component, in securing better retention (Cuseo, 2008; Olwell, 2017; Warner, 2017). 
  
All students at Wheaton have at least one faculty advisor during their four years. A student’s 
FYS instructor serves as academic advisor until each student declares a major, usually by the 
second semester of sophomore year. FYS advisors are supported by Preceptors, or peer 
mentors, assigned by Academic Advising in the Filene Center and, occasionally, by staff 
mentors. Academic Advising has an Associate Dean who programs for first year student 
advising and offers regular consulting support to faculty. Once students declare a major, they 
are assigned a new advisor in their chosen field(s) of study. Each department or program 
chooses how students are assigned to major advisors and all faculty advisors have the support 
of staff in Academic Advising and Career Services. 
  
In addition, it is not unusual for faculty and staff to serve as “unofficial” advisors, building close 
mentoring relationships with students. These faculty can include, but are not limited to, former 
FYS instructors, professors from classes within or outside the major(s), Faculty Writing 
Associates, advisors for co-curricular clubs and organizations, and work-study supervisors. 
Mentoring relationships such as these can help cement a student’s ties to Wheaton and remain 
active long after students graduate. They can also serve as an early warning system for 
students who may need additional support or who are considering a transfer to another 
institution. Staff, faculty, and administration all have the opportunity to foster such mentorship, 
but close, supportive relationships with faculty/staff alone cannot overcome the sense of not 
finding peers on campus. 
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The Student Community and Its Challenges 
 
Students come to Wheaton with multiple goals and aspirations as well as a set of experiences 
and personal history that shape who they are. Faculty and staff work closely with students, 
providing highly personalized support that gives every student the opportunity to explore his or 
her own unique interests. The realities of this individualized structure of learning and support 
require awareness and knowledge of student needs. Several themes have surfaced in our 
conversations regarding the challenges students face during their early transition to college. 
  
During this initial period on campus, a student’s preconceived notion of the college experience 
is tested against the reality of college life. When a disconnect or gap occurs between student 
expectation and actual engagement, the resulting stress can create academic roadblocks that 
may disrupt a student's commitment to academic success. A student's commitment to the 
institution can begin to falter as a result (Tinto, 1975). Wheaton enrolls students from a wide 
range of backgrounds, abilities, and talents, adding vibrant diversity to our inclusive community. 
Some high-achieving students report that they do not find the academic experience intellectually 
stimulating or challenging. Others share that the transition from high school to college is 
overwhelming, academically and/or socially. Students’ ability to cope with the transition to 
college vary greatly. For students with mental health needs and/or learning differences, 
problems become compounded if they are not quickly addressed. These students, in particular, 
are at greater risk of finding themselves in academic jeopardy. That said, even high-achieving 
students encounter concerns to well-being such as anxiety and depression while navigating the 
transition into an independent college life.  
 
Wheaton has experienced an influx of students registering with Accessibility Services (formerly 
known as Disability Services). In January 2015, 11% of our total student population had 
disclosed a disability. By May 2016, that number rose to about 18% with a total roster tallying 
286. As of Spring 2017, Accessibility Services continues to see increases in total numbers of 
students availing themselves of services with 20% of students now doing so. In addition, faculty 
have shared concerns about students who decide to reinvent themselves once they enroll in 
college, by making changes to medication and/or choosing not to disclose their needs or any 
desire for access accommodations. These changes in behavior increase risk for students both 
personally and academically; students who struggle early on and end up suspended or on 
academic probation can find it very difficult to recover. 
           
Our international student population poses distinct retention challenges. International students 
face the same secondary-to-college transition issues affecting domestic students, but also may 
confront culture shock, homesickness compounded by extensive differences in time zones, and 
–  for non-native English speakers – the need to improve their fluency in English. The latter 
population understandably needs to devote more time to study because tasks such as reading 
and writing can take far longer than for their native-speaker peers. Non-native English speakers 
also often require language support, particularly in their first year. Peer writing tutors report that 



Faculty Perspective on Student Retention at Wheaton College                       10 | P a g e  
 

the majority of students who seek their help are international students, and Faculty Writing 
Associates tell us they also frequently work with students who are non-native English speakers. 
 
The reasons international students choose to leave Wheaton are as varied as the students – 
and require better tracking – but anecdotal evidence shows: 

● A number of international students (and their parents) are highly focused on the name 
recognition of a select number of U.S. colleges and universities, making them unaware 
of the more than 4,700 colleges and universities operating in the U.S. Although 
Wheaton’s US News & World Report ranking has fallen slightly over the past decade 
(from 52nd to 77th), we still rank in the top 15% of liberal arts colleges. Many 
international families underestimate the quality of Wheaton’s ranking, and our ability to 
prepare students for post-college employment and graduate study. 

● International students have expressed concerns about the level of academic rigor. 
● International students have cited interest in specific majors Wheaton does not offer, such 

as narrow specialties in mathematics or the sciences or professional degrees such as 
nursing. 

 
We should note domestic students to cite a desire for more academic prestige and concerns 
about academic rigor as reasons to leave Wheaton. Recognition of the aforementioned 
disparities is critical as the College continues to develop strategies and approaches to improve 
support and networks for particular subpopulations of the student body, including first-
generation students, students of color, and low-income students. 
 
Affordability and Persistence  
 
It is important to highlight the intersection between student population and fiscal needs. 
Students differ widely in terms of their economic background and access to resources, including 
the types of financial aid for which they are eligible. The complicated nature of conversations 
about college and affordability may mean that students lack a clear understanding of the 
dynamics of their family’s finances, which further confuses the information and personal 
circumstances they may share with Wheaton faculty and staff. Students with limited financial 
resources confront many barriers, including anxiety and stress, balancing on- and off-campus 
employment, and an inability to participate in co-curricular and social activities due to financial 
issues. Such constraints negatively affect student experiences both in and out of the classroom, 
and can be exacerbated if a student also belongs to another sub-population that faces particular 
challenges. 
 
Financial support is a major factor in student retention. Our Posse Program is a valuable 
success story. We retain and graduate 100% of Posse students, who receive a full-tuition 
scholarship and who are eligible to apply for supplementary financial aid (Vital Signs, p. 29).    
As noted earlier, Posse Scholars receive faculty, staff, and peer mentoring, all of which are 
important retention tools. We also retain and graduate 91% of students whose discount rate is 
75% or higher, which means they receive significant financial aid from Wheaton (Vital Signs, p. 
29).  
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Several new or ongoing measures strive to make Wheaton affordable to a diverse student body. 
Under the leadership of the Vice President of Enrollment and his team, the College has become 
increasingly “need-aware” when talking to students and their families about their capacity to 
afford a Wheaton education. Our conversation with Grant Gosselin and Judy Purdy, for 
example, revealed that Student Financial Services counsels students to reconsider their 
enrollment decision if their loans will exceed more than $20,000 per year. (Anecdotal evidence 
suggests some concern that low-income, first-generation students of color, in particular, choose 
to enroll at Wheaton even when doing so is a financial burden, but many transfer when that 
burden becomes unmanageable.) Other affordability initiatives include allocating Federal Work-
Study to the neediest students and the Wheaton Edge program, which guarantees all students 
an opportunity to apply for a funded internship.  
 
Such efforts have the potential to support students from all economic backgrounds, but 
particularly those who are both first-generation and low-income, defined as students who are 
Pell Grant recipients. From Fall 2012 to Fall 2016, our retention rate for this particular cohort of 
students averaged 95%, with the lowest rate at our goal of 90% and the highest at 100% (Office 
of Institutional Research). We are successfully retaining students who are affiliated with two of 
the highest-risk categories – both low-income and first-generation – but we do not yet know 
why, warranting further study in this area. Similarly, it is unclear how well we are retaining the 
37% of Fall 2016 Pell Grant recipients who are students of color (Office of Institutional 
Research), nor do we know how many students of color are both first-generation and low-
income . 
 
Title IX Awareness  
 
Training and awareness of the current campus culture around sexual assault and Title IX 
warrant further exploration. Due to privacy concerns, much of our information about student 
retention regarding sexual misconduct is anecdotal, gleaned through advising conversations or 
other discussions with students. According to Rachael Pauze, Wheaton’s Director of Title IX 
Compliance, national statistics show that 1 in 5 women and 1 in 13 men are sexually assaulted 
during their college years, with the majority of assaults occurring in the first six weeks of the first 
year of enrollment. The majority of sexual assaults go unreported. For understandable reasons, 
student GPAs often drop after sexual assault. As a low GPA correlates with a lower retention 
rate, Wheaton is doubly at risk of losing students who have experienced sexual assault in 
addition to the loss and injury to the student. A link also exists between sexual assault and 
increased need for mental health services for the survivor and/or for other students affected by 
the incident, including the respondent; all of these place a strain on staffing in various offices, 
including the Counseling Center and the Office of Residential Life, and on faculty advisors. 
 
In our discussion with Pauze and with Courtney Ruggles, who serves as Sexual Misconduct and 
Support Resource Team Coordinator, we identified several key programs at Wheaton that may 
help prevent sexual assault or, failing that, support (and thus help us retain) students who have 
been involved in a sexual misconduct incident: 
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Bystander Training 
Wheaton requires all incoming first-year students to complete two online education modules 
before coming to campus for CORE: Haven and Alcohol Edu. Haven focuses specifically on 
sexual misconduct, interpersonal violence, and bystander intervention. Alcohol Edu targets 
alcohol use, but also touches on elements of bystander intervention. In addition, all first-year 
students are required to attend a two-hour long bystander intervention training session during 
orientation. All athletic teams are trained in bystander intervention every other year. Annual 
training is offered to RAs, Preceptors, WAMs, and other student leaders. 
  
We received our second Department of Justice (DOJ)/Office on Violence Against Women 
Campus grant in Fall 2016, with the goal of extending our bystander intervention curriculum by 
creating advanced modules for upperclass students, as well as developing an ongoing 6-week 
program for first-year students designed to reinforce key messages, since (as noted above) the 
first six weeks of a student’s college career is the time at which they are most at risk of being 
involved in a sexual misconduct incident. 
  
Wheaton’s Sexual Assault Information and Resources Page 
Our website has clear information for students, parents, and employees regarding how the 
college works to educate our community about sexual assault and to address incidents when 
they occur. Along with policies, procedures, and support information, it includes a section on the 
progress Wheaton has made to address sexual assault on campus. 
  
Healthy Masculinity 
Brandon White, Associate Dean of Students & Director of Student Conduct, and Barrett 
Roberts, Head Coach of Wheaton’s Swimming & Diving Team, are collaborating with students 
to establish a healthy masculinity group on campus. Other athletics staff are also beginning 
conversations on this topic. Wheaton has applied to a DOJ program focused on healthy 
masculinity and athletics. If selected for this program, the college would have the opportunity to 
formalize a number of these efforts. Since approximately 4% of men commit the majority of 
sexual assaults (Lisak and Miller 2002), 96% of men are theoretically available to be allies. 
  
Ongoing Sexual Misconduct Training for Faculty and Staff Volunteers 
Wheaton offers training for faculty and staff willing to volunteer to serve on the hearing board for 
sexual misconduct cases, as well as support for those volunteers who actively serve on the 
board. The Wheaton College Sexual and Gender-Based Misconduct Policy for Students is 
readily available on the college’s website and provides details of the conduct process. 
  
Although the College has been recognized by the DOJ for its efforts in addressing sexual 
assault on campus, as a community, we must be aware of “institutional betrayal” (Smith and 
Freyd, 2014). The term refers to situations in which the reporting party feels that the conduct 
process (from reporting through investigation, hearing, and ruling/judgment) was unfair, that 
their concerns were not fully addressed, or that justice was not achieved due to a failure of the 
process itself. In order to combat institutional betrayal, it is essential for us to improve all 
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aspects of Wheaton’s current programs in this area, including those related to faculty, staff, and 
administrators who may not regularly have to address sexual misconduct concerns. Our 
discussions revealed a lack of understanding of faculty’s responsibility as mandated reporters. 
Reporting requirements need to be clarified and emphasized within academic departments and 
programs and across the campus at large. In particular, students, staff, and faculty must 
understand the critical importance of a student’s first six weeks on campus, as targeting that 
initial period can dramatically reduce the number of sexual assaults overall. In addition, the 
volunteer pool for the sexual misconduct hearing board needs to grow as deep as possible, as 
each case requires seven volunteers (two procedural advisors, two investigators, and three 
members of the hearing board), none of whom will ideally have had previous contact with the 
students involved. As prevention rather than redress is clearly better for all concerned, 
continued and expanded emphasis on bystander intervention and healthy masculinity is crucial. 
 
 
The Role of Faculty and Staff: Transition to College and Advising 
 
Admissions 
 
The Faculty-Led Working Group on Student Retention consulted with staff from the Admissions 
office, including Vice President of Enrollment Grant Gosselin and Director of Admission Judy 
Purdy, to discuss the extent to which decisions made in their office affect our ability to retain 
students. A partial account of our discussion with them was offered earlier in this paper, citing 
the concerns they share with Student Financial Services about affordability, and the effect of 
financial stress on future students’ ability to graduate.   
 
Office of Admission staff have made special efforts to internationalize our outreach and to 
engage and recruit international students. They are fully aware of the unique challenges that 
accompany these students; however, international students are key to campus diversity and to 
the institution’s financial stability. Furthermore, issues concerning homesickness and culture 
shock affect our domestic students as well: anecdotal evidence reveals that even students from 
Maine have felt uprooted at Wheaton. Additional issues of adaptation face first-generation 
college students at all American campuses (Terenzini et al., 1996, Tugend, 2015, Washington 
Post 2016). 25% of the Class of 2020, the largest entering class in Wheaton’s history, are first-
generation students. While we have a record of successfully retaining first-generation students, 
it is unclear to what extent Wheaton has explicitly supported such students through programs 
and practices. We are currently developing a grant program to mentor first-generation and 
underrepresented minority students in STEM (see the STAMP program listed under Advising) 
but more can and should be done to mentor all first-generation students at Wheaton.  
 
Admissions’ recent success at recruiting a larger entering class has provided some small but 
welcome relief for tuition-driven Wheaton. Our goal now should be to retain a larger percentage 
of what will hopefully be class years of approximately 500 students each. While the campus 
conversation, as noted earlier, has shifted away from finding “a better enrollment fit,” staff in the 
Office of Admission remain keenly aware of which prospective students do best fit the college. 
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Immediate Transition to College 
 
Many high school seniors are attracted to Wheaton because of the promise of close-knit 
relationships between faculty and students, afforded by our low student-to-faculty ratio. 
Students enroll expecting that this favorable ratio will prevent them from getting lost in the 
crowd. Unfortunately, this does not always happen naturally. Our responsibility is to promote a 
campus culture that facilitates connections in and out of the classroom, with a focus on the first 
six weeks of the college experience. In addition, we must find ways to bolster faculty and staff’s 
pedagogical training so they become more explicitly invested in retaining students as a key 
aspect of their work on campus. 
  
A targeted focus on students’ immediate transition to college life is essential. It should include 
orientation, an academically focused first-year experience, such as Wheaton’s FYS, and college 
advising. At Wheaton, a new student’s first experience is Campus Orientation & Registration 
Experience (CORE) in June, followed by New Student Orientation and Move-In in August. 
CORE, which features an overnight component, provides students with the opportunity to attend 
workshops, participate in advising sessions, and register for classes. Continued summer 
outreach occurs via OnBoard@Wheaton, an online platform administered through Academic 
Advising, which provides supplementary orientation material. CORE was started and is run by 
the advising staff of the Filene Center, with faculty actively advising students in choosing their 
first semester courses. When faculty meet with a student during CORE, that student has already 
worked with CORE staff and student peer advisors, and been placed in a section of FYS and 
English 101, and possibly a language. The Faculty-Led Working Group on Student Retention 
has some concern with the prescriptive nature of CORE advising, specifically regarding the 
“fourth course.” Currently, many students may end up with a schedule in which as many as 
three courses are pre-set: FYS; English 101; and, usually, a language course. For the fourth 
course, the current guidelines are to offer the students a choice of either exploring, or choosing 
a course to fulfill another requirement. We find this latter choice evokes, even models, a 
checklist mentality. We would prefer that CORE advising more strongly encourage exploration, 
especially given the need for incoming students to find their own inspiration to remain engaged 
at Wheaton. 
 
The final component of the orientation program is New Student Orientation and Move-In in 
August, during which all new students move into their residence halls and officially become part 
of the Wheaton community. These three days include a range of programs and activities that 
introduce new students to the first year at Wheaton. By the end of the orientation program, 
students have learned about key support structures on campus such as the Center for Global 
Education, the Marshall Center for Intercultural Learning, and the Filene Center for Academic 
Advising and Career Services. The latter is an indispensable resource that fosters students’ 
successful academic, career, and personal development and collaborates with faculty and other 
offices on campus to help students define and reach their learning goals. The Filene Center 
plays a substantial role in promoting student success at this crucial time of transition.  
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First Year Seminar (FYS) 
 
Wheaton’s First-Year Seminar (FYS) is designed for and required of new students in their first 
semester. It affords them the opportunity to learn in a small class setting and to develop a range 
of academic skills, including critical reading and thinking, writing and oral presentation, library 
research, and the use of electronic technology. Sections are taught by faculty representing 
every program and department within the College. Literature on first-year experiences, such as 
FYS, documents the power these experiences can have on student success and persistence to 
graduation, particularly at liberal arts colleges (AAC&U, 2008, Permzadian and Credé, March 
2016). After indicating their top 8 choices, students are typically placed in an FYS section by 
mid-June before registering for their other first-semester courses. The FYS instructor serves as 
the primary academic advisor for students until they declare a major. Each FYS is supported by 
2-3 Preceptors; in addition, many faculty elect to include an Administrative Staff Mentor. The 
staff in Academic Advising also provide support, especially when students present needs 
outside the expertise of the faculty advisor.  
 
As the working group discussed their personal experiences and met with key stakeholders 
across campus, several issues emerged related to the programs we have in place to create a 
smooth transition to college. The working group has come to understand that faculty 
preparedness and willingness to teach a First-Year Seminar is uneven, as are faculty 
perceptions of what they hope to accomplish in FYS. These differences affect whether or not 
faculty incorporate best practices in pedagogy, while also teaching students cornerstone 
elements such as critical thinking or written and oral presentation. The same can be said for 
how faculty infuse academic behavior content, such as time management, and connect students 
with campus resources like Career Services. The majority of faculty appear to attempt a 
content-focused course that encourages academic skills and behaviors and introduces students 
to many of the resources available on campus; however, this is difficult to achieve successfully 
in a single semester. Wheaton’s FYS is currently being studied by the FYS Steering Committee 
with a focus on identifying best practices associated with first-year experiences more broadly, 
e.g., in-depth research, close mentoring, experiential learning, and then sharing these with 
Wheaton faculty and identifying means of encouraging their adoption. The working group 
believes further examination is necessary to ensure that all FYS sections incorporate best 
practices in pedagogy to aid in the transition to college. 
 
Advising/Mentoring 
 
We know from the literature that advising is an essential component in a student’s experience 
because it has proven to impact retention from first to second year. "Academic advising is the 
only structured service on the campus in which all students have the opportunity for ongoing, 
one-to-one contact with a concerned representative of the institution" (Habley, 1994). In 
particular, beyond standard academic advising, the value of faculty mentors cannot be 
understated. A recent report from the “Gallup-Purdue Index on student outcomes found that 
students who ‘had a mentor who encouraged [them] to pursue [their] hopes and dreams’ are 2.2 
times more likely to be engaged at work, a condition that significantly translates into overall well-
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being. There’s a lot of evidence that mentoring may be the most important service higher 
education can provide.” (Warner, 2017). Early and proactive engagement in the first year allows 
for mentoring opportunities to develop more fully over the course of a student’s college 
experience.  
 
The student-centered approach is deeply embedded in the College’s culture. Advising at 
Wheaton benefits from a robust support system and the generally collaborative culture of the 
institution. Academic advising is provided by faculty and begins with the FYS. Professionals 
from the Filene Center, including staff in Academic Advising and Career Services, work closely 
with faculty advisors to provide guidance to students, especially in areas beyond the purely 
academic. The Center for Global Education and the Marshall Center for Intercultural Learning 
buttress these efforts, while the Office of Institutional Research provides data that informs the 
advising process. 
 
When it comes to individual advising, some faculty advisors may tend to take a “checklist” 
approach, providing guidance to students with a focus on fulfilling requirements, without 
facilitating a fuller exploration of student interests and goals for their Wheaton education and life 
post-college. As a result, students miss valuable opportunities to explore potential careers at the 
start of their college experience. Advisors should engage their advisees in conversations about 
interests and goals beyond fulfilling requirements, and should encourage student use of self-
assessment tools so that information can be used to cultivate a better advising experience.  
 
Another area of concern within advising is that some (newer and not-so-new) faculty may be 
unfamiliar with current programs, practices, and services available to support first-year students 
in particular, and all students as they move through the curriculum. This diminishes their effect 
in offering advice regarding opportunities for further achievement or exploring future careers, or 
in addressing academic or personal concerns. All faculty must be more systematically informed 
about the myriad programs and resources available to students.  
 
In considering the critical need for support among first-year students – combined with pressures 
to provide career exploration, strategies for support, and academic planning – the working group 
is well aware that Academic Advising and Career Services staff are facing increased demand 
for their services, even as staff positions have been eliminated or remain unfilled due to staff 
turnover. This is a challenge facing the entire campus community. It is worth noting that a 
disproportionate demand for service falls on the one professional staff member supporting first 
year students.  The Provost’s Office is already involved in discussions to explore opportunities 
with the Filene Center focused on accommodating these needs. Finally, as first-year students 
become aware of the resources on campus, questions arise about how advising and career 
services can best respond, ideally with a holistic and integrated approach to planning for 
academic and professional success. 
 
The working group recognizes that within the greater Wheaton community, well-informed, 
knowledgeable groups can be tapped as valuable resources in support of the effort to improve 
advising and mentoring on campus. For example, the Council on Inclusion and Diversity (CID) 
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promotes constructive dialogue on campus to create a climate that is welcoming and supportive 
of all members. This institution-wide project pushes Wheaton to achieve educational excellence 
through diversity and to develop a truly multicultural community. Dean of Students Kate Kenny 
and Peony Fhagen, Associate Professor of Psychology, are leading the new Diversity and 
Inclusion Task Force. The Task Force has been charged with creating opportunities for open, 
honest, and transparent dialogue on campus about inclusion and diversity, to help inform future 
practices and programs for the College. Additionally, its members will evaluate the strength of 
our current efforts for inclusion and diversity and prioritize unmet needs to guide future resource 
allocations.  
 
Faculty and staff who work with specific student cohorts also should be viewed as resources. 
They have experienced first-hand the tremendous power that cohorts have to support student 
retention. The Posse program, athletic teams, Makerspaces, the Wheaton Innovates Now (WIN) 
Hub, performing arts groups or theme houses and residence halls, all confirm the strong 
relationship between belonging to an affiliated group and improved retention, either anecdotally 
or based on retention data.  
 
We also note the success of current academically-focused cohorts, including the Global 
Leadership Development Group, the May Fellows, and the Weiss Women Group. In addition, 
the College has already begun to create additional academic cohorts on campus, particularly in 
the Natural Sciences. Recent efforts have focused on the development of student cohorts, peer 
mentoring, and faculty professional development to better support several at-risk groups of 
students in STEM fields: first-generation and/or underrepresented minority students. An ongoing 
assessment project of recruitment, retention, academic performance and engagement in the 
sciences has indicated that these groups are currently being underserved at Wheaton. In 2015, 
17% of Wheaton students were first-generation college students. The Class of 2020 represents 
the largest entering class in the college’s history with 25% first-generation students. Our Howard 
Hughes Medical Institute (HHMI) Grant proposes to implement the Wheaton STEM Teaching 
and Mentoring Program (STAMP) to focus on student success for first-generation and/or 
underrepresented students. STAMP will use proven methods and best practices to strengthen 
the engagement and performance of these students. 
 
Qualitative input collected from focus groups suggests that these students report entering 
college with an interest in science and a history of success with science in high school. 
However, college courses rely on different forms of assessment (i.e. essays vs. multiple choice 
exams), unfamiliar ways of studying (group vs. independent studying) and greater help-seeking 
expectations (attending office hours) that may not be quickly mastered. Making these changes 
can prove challenging for students, yet they are crucial to success at college, and often in the 
field. Quantitative data suggests that entry-level courses in particular can serve as obstacles to 
many at-risk students. Therefore, the College has a new focus on increased opportunities for 
faculty to learn about current best practices and inclusive pedagogies that address these 
obstacles, as well as other opportunities to support course transformation and pilot experimental 
programs. In this specific area, and arguably more generally too, teaching pedagogical 
strategies (i.e. teaching students how to learn) is as essential as teaching content. It is also 
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important to note that faculty work outside of STEM – such as writing courses and the Faculty 
Writing Associates – can contribute to the success of science-oriented students who might be at 
risk of non-persistence.   
 
Future Questions to Explore 
 
The working group found that, while all aspects of our interaction with students deserve 
reassessment, some issues require even further examination and possible action plans. This 
could be done either by the current iteration of the group, or by a reconstituted committee or 
several smaller committees. The items below are also listed – more concisely – under our final 
recommendations, usually prefaced by the word “investigate.” 
 

● Consider focus groups with students to confirm their assessment of their Wheaton 
experience more systematically.  

● Consider a more unified approach to retaining and supporting first-generation students. 
We recently submitted the HHMI grant proposal to mentor underrepresented groups in 
STEM, including first-generation and/or underrepresented students; however, given the 
number of first-generation students interested in a Wheaton education, a wider approach 
is desirable. Our recent retention rate for first-generation students has been quite good, 
but the increasing percentage of students who identify as first-generation – 25% of the 
Class of 2020 – suggests that this population of students warrants further attention. 

● Consider our (as yet unexplained) success in retaining students who are both first-
generation and low-income, and investigate what current practices involving these 
students can be generalized to the larger population. 

● Consider a more systematic approach to celebrating student achievement as part of our 
current efforts to improve the academic climate. This might include a dedicated space, 
either physical and/or digital, that lists student achievements throughout the year, 
especially beyond Wheaton: conference presentations; published work; exhibitions; 
national awards; model UN; etc. Current efforts to do this are incomplete and scattered 
across the website and the physical campus. The list could be reprinted in the Wheaton 
Quarterly as well, helping to inform alumnae/i, parents, and other invested audiences of 
the success and accomplishments of our students. (Perhaps in a format similar to the 
faculty publications section of the Quarterly.)  

 
 
A Path Forward 
 
As the College explores next steps to improve student retention, we must capitalize on 
institutional strengths while focusing on ways to meet the evolving needs of our current 
students. In order to do so effectively, the institution must commit to 1) identifying the primary 
issues that have the greatest effect on retention; 2) collaborating with key members of the 
community to design targeted retention strategies based on best practices; 3) provide support to 
faculty and staff during implementation; and 4) continually assess the effects of our efforts. 
Building a supportive campus culture around student retention requires ongoing dialogue, 
creative collaboration, and sustained focus. The Student Success Summit, scheduled for May 
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24, 2017, will offer one of those opportunities and bring together faculty, staff, and 
administrators to discuss campus efforts to improve student success, including retention. In 
preparation for the Summit, Provost Renée White has announced a number of data discussions 
with faculty, each devoted to a different topic. The first took place on April 6, 2017 and provided 
an overview of how Wheaton uses data to understand student retention. The second meeting 
on April 26, 2017 shared results and insights from Wheaton’s National Survey of Student 
Engagement data and reviewed high impact practices and related student participation data. 
 
In order to attain our 90% retention rate goal, the working group recommends a renewed focus 
on several key areas. We understand that in some cases the categories we have chosen for 
these recommendations are mutable, and that some recommendations could easily fit under 
multiple categories. Recommendations include: 
 
Teaching and Faculty Development 

1. Increase academic engagement by providing increased faculty support to incorporate 
identified High Impact Practices – including hands-on learning, undergraduate research 
and connections to career paths – into their teaching and research, including in the first 
year. 

2. Rethink the design of the First-Year Seminar so that it incorporates inclusive 
pedagogical best practices, emphasizes cohort-building, and heightens levels of 
academic rigor that will properly introduce students to college-level academic culture 
while also supporting their transition to college. We recognize that increased 
pedagogical content and heightened rigor may seem mutually incompatible to some, but 
we must refine our practices and aim to integrate them nevertheless.  

3. Allow all interested continuing faculty (including faculty on long-term contracts) to teach 
FYS, providing adjunct support to cover courses if needed. 

4. Fund innovation grants specifically tied to a first-year experience/course to encourage 
new models of our current FYS and engage and reward faculty willing to take on the 
often challenging work involved in teaching and advising first-year students. 

5. Provide ongoing training on curriculum and pedagogical/retention needs, including for 
new and adjunct faculty. It would be prudent to provide small stipends or some other 
incentive, such as Lyons Bucks, to encourage adjunct/PT faculty to attend. 

6. Focus on retention in underserved STEM programs specifically (the working group notes 
that this is already in progress). 

7. Provide and encourage faculty development focused on student needs, e.g. learning 
differences, mental health issues, non-native English speakers. 

8. Provide ongoing Title IX training for staff and faculty, including emphasis on mandatory 
reporting requirements and the need for staff/faculty involvement in the hearing 
procedure. 

9. Encourage more faculty use of peer tutoring. While well-administered, peer tutoring is 
constrained by the work-study funds allocated to support it, and not encouraged enough. 
Once the schedule is set each semester, all faculty should make the tutoring schedule 
available to their students via email or onCourse or as a handout. 
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Curriculum Review 
1. Support efforts within the Curriculum Review to re-envision Wheaton’s hallmark 

Connections curriculum as a way to reinvigorate the Second-Year Experience and 
improve retention rates from the second to third year. 

  
Cohorts 

1. Build on the success of cohort models such as Posse and varsity athletics by increasing 
staff, faculty, and peer mentorship of active cohorts. 

2. Explore additional co-curricular areas of student life—such as Makerspaces, the WIN 
Hub, community service initiatives, or club sports—around which new cohorts can be 
developed and provide support for these cohorts, either via faculty/staff mentors and/or 
funding. 

  

Data 
1. Develop a platform for ongoing data analysis and reporting so that faculty are updated 

systematically on retention data and such data is readily accessible. 
2. Strengthen data collection on students who transfer or express a strong intent to 

transfer, in an effort to identify and address both ongoing and unidentified areas of 
concern regarding retention. For example, make the RETn reporting function easily 
accessible to all faculty, staff, and administrators. 

3. Investigate our success in retaining students who are both first-generation and low-
income, to see what aspects of their experience can be generalized to the larger 
population. 

  
Communication and Collaboration Across Campus 

1. Leverage technology to promote collaboration across sectors of the College and improve 
our individualized approach to student success. 

2. Ensure that ongoing dialogue regarding student retention is institutionalized by 
establishing a new task force, or revitalizing the former Student Success Collaborative, 
to assure these discussions happen more regularly and include the voices of more 
faculty, as well as staff and administrators. 

3. Encourage all levels of the faculty, staff and administration to view advising and other 
efforts targeting retention and student success as crucial to the college. Implement this 
view by offering yet more pedagogical training and support to faculty and staff. 

4. Make considered efforts to share information beyond the obvious constituencies. For 
example, share information about teaching/advising in FYS with all faculty (including 
adjunct and continuing contract faculty). 

  
Advising and Mentoring 

1. Recognize and value advising/mentoring even more in the Year-End Self-Evaluation 
(YESE) required of all pre-tenure faculty for tenure & promotion, and of many, but not all, 
long-term contract faculty. For long-term full-time instructors and visiting faculty, the 
College needs to increase its efforts to engage these faculty in the intellectual life of the 
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campus and recognizing their role in advising and mentoring students is one way to do 
so. 

2. Similarly, recognize and value advising/mentoring when considering tenured faculty for 
promotion to full professor. 

3. Provide training for faculty in their roles as advisors to ensure familiarity with all 
programs that support student success and retention. 

4. Consider aligning the coordinator role in some programs with that of department chairs 
to compensate the major advising role carried primarily by the program coordinator. This 
is already being done for several programs but not systematically. Given shifting 
enrollments, the granting of course releases and the opportunity to attend Chairs 
Meeting should be reviewed periodically for program coordinators. 

5. Have CORE staff, including faculty and student advisors, encourage exploration among 
our incoming first-year and transfer students, especially in terms of the fourth course. 

6. Pair students on probation with mentors (Note: this would be a new program and would 
require logistics beyond the scope of this paper.) 

7. Promote the financial well-being of students by enhancing work-study programs and 
improving efforts to educate students about the financial aid process. Early education 
and regular opportunities to check in with SFS staff about status changes and plans for 
payback could help retain students. This would be especially true for high-risk groups 
such as low-income and/or first-generation students, who are retained at high rates if 
their financial needs are met, as demonstrated by data from the Office of Institutional 
Research.   

8. Provide clearer, more easily searchable information regarding advising on the website. 
9. Provide clearer information to faculty advisors and preceptors regarding intervention for 

students on probation: what leads to suspension vs. probation, etc. 
10. Improve location and accessibility of WISe reports to ensure faculty access to reports for 

students not currently in a class with that faculty member, e.g., work study supervisors, 
Faculty Writing Associates. (This will also strengthen data collection.) 

11. Implement new Degree Works platform (the incoming replacement for CAPP audits) in 
such a way that it serves all members of the Wheaton community as appropriate (see 
WISe recommendation above).  

12. Produce and distribute an Advising 101 primer. This could combine several efforts 
currently provided by Academic Advising, such as curriculum maps, departmental 
advising charts, etc. We could use/modify the documents currently compiled for CORE 
advising to create an online advising primer for advisors. 

  

For Further Investigation 
1. Investigate developing a general program, even a modest one, supporting first-

generation college students. Beyond the current effort to retain and mentor future STEM 
students, a campus-wide initiative would be most welcome. 

2. Investigate more systematically publicizing student (and faculty) achievements to 
demonstrate the values of our campus climate and Wheaton’s academic rigor. 

3. Hold focus groups with students to gain their input regarding students success and 
retention, including suggestions and recommendations for improvement. 
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The time for Wheaton to take action and move the needle on student retention is now. The 
continued challenges faced by small liberal arts colleges in terms of their viability and fiscal 
sustainability in the 21st century demand that the entire campus community enthusiastically 
participate in strategic planning and implementation of best practices to forge the best possible 
path moving forward.  
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