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University of South Florida’s Student Success Strategy
The University of South Florida (USF) has implemented a university-wide, integrated, and action-oriented student success movement.  At the heart of the movement is the belief that each college, department, faculty member, staff member, and person must “own” student success.  The mission of the movement is to create an institutional culture that promotes high learning outcomes, timely progression to graduation, limited financial indebtedness, and an excellent student experience (see Appendix, Theory of Action).  There are several programs and initiatives from both Academic Affairs and Student Affairs that work in conjunction to continually shift the culture of USF to one of student success.  This report includes: USF’s context, obstacles addressed, descriptions of programs and initiatives, challenges to evaluating success, and future plans.

USF’s Context and History of Student Success Movement

USF is a high-impact, global research university. USF is classified by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching in the top tier of research universities, a distinction attained by only 2.2 percent of all universities.  The National Science Foundation ranks it 44th in total research expenditures and 34th in federal research expenditures for public universities. The USF System serves 47,000 students in Tampa, St. Petersburg, Sarasota-Manatee and Lakeland, with 40,000 of those students resident at the main campus in Tampa.

In November 2009, USF launched a university-wide student success initiative with the formation of a 100-person Student Success Task Force chaired by Dr. Paul Dosal.  This task force issued a 156-page report in April 2010, with a prioritized list of short- and long-term recommendations to develop, maintain, or revise programs, policies and procedures to advance student success, broadly defined to include metrics such as indebtedness of graduates, student satisfaction, job placement, and advancement to graduate or professional schools (available online: http://www.acad.usf.edu/Task-Force/Student-Success/docs/Student-Success-Task-Force-Final-Report.pdf). These recommendations formed the basis for the initiatives and programs detailed in this report. In addition, the task force recommended three fundamental reforms, identified as necessary prerequisites for the attainment of the other recommendations:

1) 
Institutionalize the student success movement

2)
Change the institutional culture

3)
Build institutional research capacity to support the student success initiative
Since April 2010, the university has made significant progress in each of the three fundamental reforms.  The work of the task force was institutionalized through the creation of a Student Success Council, chaired by a newly created position, the Vice Provost of Student Success.  The Vice Provost, Dr. Paul Dosal, advised and assisted by the Student Success Council, has allocated funds to implement some of the recommendations of the task force.  The main focus of the student success initiative to date has been the creation of an institutional culture that is more supportive of student success. 

Obstacles Addressed

Because USF is embracing the concept of student success broadly, several obstacles faced by both students and the institution have been identified. In the most general terms, USF seeks to raise its graduation rate which is currently at 52.6%, just above the national average. Any reason students fail to complete their degrees in a timely fashion is an obstacle to their success as students. The Student Success Task Force identified the obstacles that were widespread and pervasive and recommended particular initiatives and actions.  

Obstacles to college completion that were found to be prevalent at USF include: scheduling conflicts, gatekeeper courses, students maintaining work schedules and jobs off campus, and a lack of ability in college algebra and calculus which are foundations of STEM degrees. The Student Success initiatives at USF are designed to address these issues in a comprehensive and integrated way. However, as is discussed later in further detail, this makes the impact of one initiative or program challenging to measure.

Additionally, USF has a high percentage of Pell grant recipients (40% of the Fall 2011 entering class). These students are more likely to be first-generation and minority college students. With such a large percentage of USF students falling into this category and the nature of being a large metropolitan school, several related obstacles need to be addressed including: employment opportunities, financial aid education and counseling, advising, affordable or free learning disability testing, providing study supports, and offering increased opportunities for peer and faculty support. The basis for these recommendations is also the Task Force Report.
Programs and Initiatives
The following programs and initiatives have all been at least partially financially supported by the Student Success Council from $3 million of funds that were made available for Student Success initiatives and are based on recommendations made by the Student Success Task Force. 
1. D, F, and Withdrawal Rate Analysis

Program Description

One of the broader goals of the Student Success movement is to enhance USF’s internal research capacity. Courses with high percentages of students earning a D or F or withdrawing from the course were identified and different levels of intervention have been made as appropriate. Information regarding high D, F, and W rates are given to colleges and departments who have been asked to identify reasons for the high D, F, and W rates. Discretion is given to colleges, departments and faculty as to how to best reduce the D, F, and W rates. Interventions have ranged from adding an additional discussion section to a lecture-based course to full course redesigns to increase course completion rates.
Outcomes
The most significant limitations to evaluating the usefulness of tracking D, F and W rates are not being able to capture potential non-completers and tie specific course interventions to overall graduation rates. While course passing rates and enrollment trends can be and are monitored, it is not possible to account for students who would have taken a particular course but were unable to register because it was full and therefore delayed their graduation. Identifying courses with high D, F, and W rates as bottlenecks is a first step toward redesigning courses. Intervening to improve their passing rates to avoid students retaking courses is a high-impact solution to timely progression. After many large courses are redesigned, additional sections offered, and other interventions are completed, it is expected there will be a positive impact on the overall graduation rate, reduced time to degree, and lessened financial burden on students.

2. Course Redesign

Program Description
Because successful completion of college algebra has been shown to lead to success in STEM fields and was a bottleneck course at USF, the Emporium Model for College Algebra was implemented as a pilot in 2011. The National Center for Academic Transformation has found the Emporium Model to be the best for mathematics. NCAT has demonstrated that “interactive computer software combined with personalized, on-demand assistance and mandatory student participation are the key elements of success in redesign of [math] courses” (NCAT website). Rather than just attending lectures, students learn math by doing it in a computer lab with access to the professor and graduate assistants. 

Due to the success of the pilot and the importance of college algebra, USF has committed to invest in building a mathematics computer lab and redesigning all sections of college algebra. It is likely this computer lab will be utilized for a broad array of STEM courses. Also based on this success, USF’s Academy for Teaching and Learning Excellence is currently in the pilot phase of two other course redesigns in Integrative Biology and Communications.
Outcomes


The college algebra Math Emporium pilot has shown outstanding improvements in the departmental exam passing rates as detailed in the table below.

Figure 1. Department Exam Passing Rates for College Algebra
	Spring 2011
	
	
	Fall 2011
	

	Redesign

(n=164)
	69%
	
	Redesign

(n=300)
	68%

	Others

(n=448)
	56%
	
	Others

(n=717)
	57%


Much like the challenges to evaluating the total impact of D, F, and W analysis and subsequent interventions, tying the impact of specific course redesigns to overall graduation rate and time to degree is not possible due to USF’s broad and integrated student success strategy. However, the pilot program shows a positive impact on learning outcomes. 
3. 24/5 Library Hours
Program Description

The central library at USF’s main campus in Tampa extended its library hours to be open 24 hours per day, five days per week based on a Student Success Task Force recommendation to support student access to collections, services, and study space. The Student Success Council enabled these extended hours by providing funds for library and security personnel during the extended hours. 
Outcomes
Library usage during the extended hours can be seen in the table below. Usage increased from Fall 2010 to Spring 2011. The extended hours are most used during the end of the semester as students prepare for final exams and assignments as can be seen in the following table:
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Figure 2. Student Usage of Extended Library Hours

The expanded hours have been evaluated using qualitative data which showed students found the extended library hours useful. Nontraditional students particularly appreciate the extended hours as many of them are only free to study at very late or early hours. 
4. Tutoring and Learning Services

The mission of Tutoring and Learning Services is to strengthen students’ ability to learn effectively and efficiently and support their timely and successful progression toward graduation. Tutoring and Learning Services, a partner of the USF Tampa Library Learning Commons, offers academic supports such as: tutoring in general education math (college algebra, finite math, pre-calculus and liberal arts math), chemistry, STEM calculus and physics, business calculus; a comprehensive writing center, learning support courses, and study skills workshops. Tutoring and Learning Services also provides tutoring for standardized tests such as GRE, GKT, and MCAT.  Tutoring is provided by nationally certified and paid peer tutors who offer walk-in help and scheduled weekly appointments on weekdays, evenings and Sundays. Tutoring is available for individuals and small groups. D/F/W analysis led to adding supplemental instruction for a specific biology course. Live, on-demand online tutoring is available through Smartthinking.

Outcomes
In Spring 2011, Tutoring and Learning Services found that 78% of students reported at least one grade level gain after utilizing services, and 33% reported moving from a failing to a passing grade. The figure below shows that the utilization of services has risen significantly. Students are finding value in the services of the Tutoring and Learning Center. 

Figure 3. Number of Students and Visits to Tutoring and Learning Services 
by Academic Year

	
	Year 1

2008/09
	Year 2

2009/10
	Year 3

2010/11

	# of Students Served
	2,173
	2,988
	3,954

	# of Visits
	7,632
	14,641
	23,303


STEM Calculus passing rates are approximately 20% higher for students who have made five or more visits to the Tutoring and Learning Center, as seen in the table below:

Figure 4. Calculus Course Passing Rates and Number of Visits 
to Tutoring and Learning Center
	
	Fall 2009
	Spring 2010

	Overall Passing Rate
	67%
	64%

	Less than five visits
	65%
	60%

	Five or more visits
	85%
	82%


Additionally, the Writing Center has expanded its services and in the 2011-12 school year has added eight additional tutors. 

Figure 5. Number of Consultants, Students, and Visits for Writing Center 
by Academic Year
	
	Year 1

2008/09
	Year 2

2009/10
	Year 3

2010/11
	Year 4

2011/12

	Writing Consultants
	10
	12
	14
	22

	# of Students
	1,141
	1,333
	1,795
	Not yet available

	# of Visits
	2,185
	2,927
	3,570
	Not yet available


5. Living Learning Communities
Program Description

Living Learning Communities, known as LLCs, are residential communities with special emphasis on an academic major or an area of special interest. In an LLC, students meet friends with similar majors and interests and connect with faculty and staff in their residence halls. USF has ten LLCs in the following areas: business, engineering, sustainable living, honors, leadership, pre-nursing, ROTC, transfer, wellness, and mass communications. 

Outcomes

There are no documented outcomes for the LLCs at this time. Outcomes are expected after the programs have been in existence for a longer period of time.

6. Disability Services
Program Description
Funds made available by the USF Student Success Council have allowed Students With Disabilities Services to provide learning disability testing for students. This service can be a significant savings to students, as private providers often charge approximately $1,200 per report and the wait can be from four to six weeks for an appointment. Many insurance companies do not cover diagnostic testing for learning disabilities.  In order to qualify for free testing, students must be degree-seeking, eligible for financial aid, and in need of disability documentation.
Outcomes

In the 2010-2011 academic year, 25 students were referred for diagnostic testing. Of those students, 90% received documentation that allowed them to receive academic accommodations. This represents approximately $30,000 in cost savings to students. Participants report greater academic confidence and a better understanding of the impact of a disability on academic success.

7. Career Center
Program Description
Because part of the overarching goal of USF’s student success movement includes career success after graduation, the Student Success Council appropriated funds to USF’s Career Center. The USF Student Success Task Force specifically recommended funds to be appropriated to implement programs and services that incorporate the career development process early in the undergraduate and graduate process. 

The Career Center's primary mission is to assist students in making the transition from academic life to professional employment. The Career Center helps students plan, identify, refine and implement their career goals and job search campaign. They provide timely, current information on employment opportunities and labor market trends. Additionally, the Career Center creates venues that allow students to network and interview with hiring employers. In order to provide these services, the Career Center fosters and maintains active partnerships with academic departments. This also ensures seamless referrals between the Career Center, the academic community and employers.
Funds made available by the Student Success Council allowed for the hiring of two career counselors, a new Career Peer Advisor program (eight career peers hired), a new two-credit career development course, same-day appointments, and the creation of a new internship course through which students can earn credit. In the Career Peer Advisor program, Student Success Council funds provide peer advisors, uniforms, laptops for career peer advisors, training, and materials for distribution to students. Career peer advisors provide coaching and advising related to: career planning, on-campus career resources, resumes, interviews, job search strategies, career fair protocol, and employer research. They present workshops and classroom presentations on career services and related topics. Career peer advisors serve as an advisory group to Career Center staff regarding marketing, communications, and the needs of the USF student body. 
Outcomes


In Fall 2011, the career peer advisors have delivered 43 presentations reaching 541 students, conducted 33 outreach initiatives reaching 633 students, conducted 401 individual coaching sessions, and assisted with 15 career exploration groups. 
8. On-campus Student Employment/USF Human Resources

Program Description

The USF Student Success Task Force recommended increased on-campus, part-time employment opportunities for students. A centralized, online point of entry was launched for on-campus student employment opportunities in August 2011. This application system was modified to include financial aid student employment programs (ex. Federal Work Study) and temporary undergraduate and graduate student employees. The centralized application system is also available for on-campus employers not affiliated with USF to post jobs, accept applications, and hire students.


In order to overcome stereotypes and other concerns that have been expressed by potential on-campus employers such as laziness and absenteeism by student employees, seven workshops have been held on developing successful student employee relationships. Student employment has also been marketed on campus including a campus-wide, weeklong observance and celebration of student employment. Marketing efforts also include branding “Employment@USF” and adding the logo and website link to USF websites to promote on-campus student employment. 
Outcomes

The number of on-campus student employees has increased by 2,062 jobs between 2008 and 2011 with the most significant increases occurring in 2010 and 2011. This represents an increase from 4% of undergraduate students being employed on campus in 2008 to 6% of undergraduate students being employed on campus in 2011. These numbers are expected to continually increase.
9. Academic Advising
Program Description

In 2008, USF created a plan to hire more advisors and reduce the advisor to student ratio to 350:1 across campus. USF has reduced the advisor to student ratio from 421:1 in 2008 to the current ratio of 371:1. USF will hire additional advisors over the next two years to reach the ratio goal of 350:1. In addition to increasing the number of advisors, USF will hire two Student Success Advocates. These positions will be responsible for particularly monitoring and reaching out to students who are within 30 credit hours of earning a bachelor’s degree, remove obstacles to graduation, and coordinate efforts within colleges to identify and assist students identified as “at risk.” These centralized positions and reduced advisor to student ratio are expected to aid in increasing graduation and retention rates.
Outcomes
Because the addition of Student Success Advocates is yet to take place and USF is still working toward its goal of a 350:1 advisor to student ratio, there are no recorded outcomes at this time. 
10. Financial Aid Leveraging Model

Program Description

USF has hired a consultant to develop, in conjunction with the Office of Student Success, a Financial Aid Leveraging Model. The model will be implemented in Fall 2012. The leveraging model will strategically guide USF’s financial aid strategy to attract students by offering the best aid packages for a variety of students and retain them by removing financially-related obstacles to remaining enrolled, when possible. A well-constructed Financial Aid Leveraging Model will also ensure USF meets its net tuition goals and remains a high-quality institution.
Outcomes

Because the Financial Aid Leveraging Model is still being developed and is yet to be implemented, there are no recorded outcomes to report at this time. 
11. Take 15 Awareness Campaign

Program Description
In an effort to lessen time to degree and financial indebtedness, the Office of Student Success implemented an undergraduate degree completion campaign encouraging students to “Take 15” credits per semester to graduate in four years. This message has been disseminated through ads in the on-campus newspaper, campus digital screens, orientation materials, electronic publications and emails, websites and signage across campus. In addition, academic advisors communicate this message to students during face-to-face meetings.
Outcomes

In a Fall 2011 survey of undergraduate students, 81% of students responded that they were familiar with the Take 15 campaign demonstrating its broad impact.  An analysis of the number of credits students registered for each semester from 2009 to 2011 showed students registered for more credit hours during the semesters after the Take 15 campaign was launched. The percentage of full-time students also increased in the period after the Take 15 campaign was initiated.  The influence of the campaign on individual enrollment behavior will be further studied with a longitudinal cohort study. The influence of the campaign on campus enrollment culture will also be studied.
12. InformaBull

Program Description

The USF InformaBull Facebook page officially launched in Fall 2011. The title is a play on USF’s school mascot, the Bull.  InformaBull provides current USF Tampa students with a central location to conveniently post a question and get an informed response quickly. Some of the most popular topics for questions include: student financial services, financial aid, athletics tickets, operating hours, and academic advising.  InformaBull was created in response to the Student Success Task Force’s recommendation that there be a student concierge service through which students could get answers to questions on any USF-related topic in one place.
Outcomes
As of April 26, 2012, the USF InformaBull Facebook page has 3,614 likes and positive anecdotal responses have been reported from students. After InformaBull has been in operation for a longer period, it is expected there will be more reported outcomes.
13. Faculty Learning Communities

Program Description

In order for USF’s student success goals to be reached, each person on campus must be engaged and “own” a part of student success.  One of the most important groups to have engaged is faculty. While there are multiple ways faculty are engaged, including serving on the Student Success Council, the formation of Faculty Learning Communities (FLCs) at USF is one of the most significant. FLCs facilitate faculty efforts to develop sustainable teaching practices that improve student learning and student academic success. They also provide a community environment that fosters innovation and risk-taking to take teaching and learning to new levels. In the 2011-2012 academic year, five Faculty Learning Communities were created: Service Learning, Teaching with Technology, Positive Learning Environment, STEM, and Scholarship of Teaching and Learning. 
Outcomes

The 2011 – 2012 school year was the inaugural year for Faculty Learning Communities at USF so the deliverable from each community is yet to be presented. However, five FLCs were formed and about 8 faculty members participated in each FLC.  Their participation, among other highlights, led to interfacing with the Vice Provost for Student Success on a more personal level.  This interaction allows an opportunity for a clear articulation of how faculty can be engaged in student success. 
Challenges to Evaluation


Due to the integrated and broad nature of USF’s Student Success movement, the greatest challenge to evaluation is being able to identify the impact of one initiative on overall graduation and retention rates. For example, it is not possible to identify whether extended library hours or an on-campus job was primarily responsible for a student remaining enrolled and completing a degree. The challenge of evaluating concurrent programs, all of which may impact one student, is being able to identify the impact of each program.

Another major challenge to evaluation is the relatively short time in which USF has implemented these initiatives. In the case of the D, F, and W analysis, the course passing rate improving will lead to fewer students needing to repeat courses. This will have an impact on lowering financial indebtedness and decreasing time to degree, however a longitudinal study on the direct correlation between each redesign and departmental graduation rates and time to degree is not yet possible. The same is true for the Financial Aid Leveraging Model. Once the consulting firm’s recommendations are tailored and fully implemented, an analysis accounting for the increased number of students with Pell grants will be performed and the amount of increased financial aid secured for students will be assessed.

In addition to these challenges, funding for evaluation would need to be provided. Researchers in the Office of Decision Support and housed in offices and departments implementing the initiatives are necessary in order for rigorous evaluation to be made. USF aims to continue implementing those practices which show positive outcomes and expects to see overall improvements in retention, graduation, and learning outcomes based on this strategy.
Future Plans

At this point, more than two years after the formation of the Student Success Task Force, the student success movement at USF is moving toward more strategic investments in programs and policies that have already demonstrated that they can “move the needle” toward higher retention and graduation rates. Our students are entering with higher standardized test scores and grade point averages, but they are also coming in with greater financial need.  In the fall of 2011, the freshman class entered with the strongest academic profile in the history of the institution, with an average SAT score of 1203 and a 3.91 GPA.  At the same time, the number and percentage of Pell grant recipients among undergraduate students increased from 32% to 40%.   To move these limited income students through the pipeline at an accelerated pace presents unique challenges and opportunities that requires collaboration among faculty, staff, and students from all parts of USF. 

While first- to second-year retention rates have reached 88% and are likely to climb to 90% within two years, the university recognizes that it must improve retention rates in subsequent years in order to improve four- and six-year graduation rates.  Indeed, the Vice Provost for Student Success and the Student Success Council have identified an increase in retention rates as one of two top priorities in the coming year (along with faculty engagement in the student success movement). Investments in the Living Learning Communities, on-campus employment, and Tutoring and Learning Services demonstrate this commitment.  
While the Student Success movement at USF has been action oriented from the outset, there is still a great deal to accomplish.  Recognizing the critical weakness in the area of the first-year and second-year student experience at USF, the Vice Provost appointed a special workgroup, co-chaired by Associate Vice President for Student Affairs and the Dean of Undergraduate Studies, to examine current practices and make recommendations for improvements.  This workgroup, which conducted a rigorous self-study, has presented its recommendations to the Student Success Council for its consideration.  Those recommendations will form the basis for a retention action plan that will be implemented in the next academic year. 

In addition to the retention efforts that will take place according to the retention action plan, the Student Success movement will focus on developing the STEM lab and continue to enhance academic advising. In order for the STEM lab to be most useful, the Academy for Teaching and Learning Excellence will be strengthened to assist in more course redesign efforts and as a resource to faculty, departments, and colleges. Advising will be enhanced by the addition of the two centralized Student Success Advocates. Additionally, academic advising will be more centralized to ensure information is disseminated to students accurately and the same philosophy of student success is implemented across campus. 
Meta Data Tags and Key Words: degree attainment, student services, learning communities, mentoring, retention, STEM, technology-enabled learning, time to degree
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Programs through Academic and Student Affairs such as: advising, on-campus employment, career center services, student concierge, financial leveraging model, expanded library services, redesigned courses, D, F, and W analysis, Living Learning Communities, awareness campaigns (ex. Take 15), Tutoring and Learning Center, Faculty Learning Communities
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