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encouraged to consider and declare a major as quickly as possible, which is a positive
choice for many students. Certain students come to campus believing that they know
exactly which major they want, only to find that they perform poorly in the courses that
are necessary to achieve it. John feared that not allowing students to have a year of
discovery prior to declaring a major may cause those who would change their minds to
decide that college just is not suitable for them, “I think what that kind of does is it
creates anxiety for students where in order to get back here [to the beginning of another
major], [ have to come back all the way out [of their major based advising structure] and
start over.” Instead of realizing that they are not skilled in chemistry and considering that
choosing another major is an option, they may now feel obliged to choose only between
the two options of a too-difficult course of study or dropping out.

Reduction in degree program required hours: One major impact on graduation
rates is a foundational change that took place as a part of the Gardner initiative, reducing
virtually all majors to 120 hours. This created a pathway for students who take 15 college
credits per term and pass to graduate in four years. Mary explained:

There was also a move to create a standard, 120 credit hours per degree. So not

every undergraduate degree is in line with 120 hours now, but for the most part

they're pretty darn close. I will say the majority of them are at 120. So it's kind of

a big push to get all degrees to 120, which is 15 hours for each semester for four

years. So it makes sense.

John noted that before this change, the CEP student population entered UNM needing
essentially remedial courses and, after the first term, would need to average 18.4 credit

hours per fall and spring term to graduate in four years. The reduction of credit hours to
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120 in most programs and other initiatives have, by default, allowed some students to
graduate earlier.

Advising changes: One of the most drastic changes of the FYSC that came out in
the interviews concerned advising. Patricia explained, “We went through the whole
Foundations of Excellence process. At that time we were able to invest in advisors, so we
had two phases, two years of adding additional advising staff.” This is one area where the
impact of the HLC report continued into FYSC, as there was overlap between the
response to HLC and the beginning of FYSC. Before the FYSC program, students all
started in the University College with advising and general education courses, and even
students who had chosen a major could not enter that college until they had completed
those modules and attained certain criteria for admission into those programs. This
process changed to encourage students to declare a major, place them with the college of
that major, and deliver their advising and UNIV 101 course through that college. Barbara
remembered, “We went from a staff size of about 16 advisors only to seven, and then we
went from about 10,000 students to 5,000, and now it's been cleared up a lot more, so
now I think there's only like 2,600 students, so it's changed pretty significantly.” The
College of Arts and Sciences contains one of the largest first year student cohorts in its
undeclared major, but a massive switch changed all students from starting out undeclared
to most beginning college with a declared major. Students are now advised to decide on a
major early in their college career, though they can change their major as the need arises.
In addition, students in certain colleges were assigned a faculty advisor, and some

received a co-curricular advisor through the ethnic centers, CEP, or other programs on
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campus. Before the program started, all students had one advisor, who was often a staff
advisor in the co-curricular programs.

In 2014, Barbara was in the University College Advisement Center when major
changes occurred. This change shifted 80% of first year student advising away from the
whole of first year advising at the University College Advisement Center and into each
college of their majors. Thus, the staff size of 16 advisors for 10,000 students changed to
seven advisors for 5,000 students in University College. Now, approximately 2,600
students receive undeclared/pre-health major advising, still taking place at University
College Advisement Center. Barbara is in charge of training new advisors through a
training system that started after the last HLC visit. This initiative, aimed to equalize
advisor trainings through a blended approach of online training, in-person training, and a
shadow component, was in place before the Gardner initiative commenced.

Barbara acknowledged the value of continued improvement in advising, especially as it
relates to skill-building and system-wide assistance for advisors in shifting from merely
scheduling classes to joining the “front line” of students to overcome various issues
(Family, financial, etc.) by building a sense of trust. However, Robert mentioned that
some advisors have left advisor jobs to become administrative assistants because those
positions receive higher pay, “There have also been a lot of efforts to hire more advisors
and their serious ongoing now to find ways to raise salaries of advisors” he continued,
“HR was saying, “We are seeing advisors switch administrative assistant jobs, because
they pay more.” The Provost Committee on Academic Success (PCAS) has expressed
concern in this regard and is working to raise the compensation of advisors across the

UNM campus. Turnover in advising is particularly damaging in view of the training it



99

requires and the personal relationships that are lost when an advisor leaves the position.
Barbara shared that the UNM advising corps is paid at a rate of 75% of their peers at
comparable institutions. There is thus a high turnover of advisors, as their salaries are in
the low-30,000 range. While UNM is now within NACADA standards in terms of its
number of advisors, the turnover has rendered maintenance of such standards difficult.

Faculty advisors work in tandem with professional advisors at several colleges,
but some colleges have only professional advisors. In the colleges of architecture,
education, engineering, and fine arts, faculty advisors collaborate with professional
advisors. There was previously a director of advising services, but the FYSC reformed
the engagement of chairs and directors with faculty to improve college retention. While
the addition of professional advisors in each college has increased accessibility and
communication within the colleges, there are certain aspects about the chosen field of
study that faculty advisors are uniquely qualified to speak about to students. However,
the faculty must be skilled in triaging students who are in crisis. Beyond office hour visits
or advice to “work harder,” students sometimes need help with time management or
financial issues. Incorporating all of the student services from the faculty who directly
engage with students is key to intervening before the roadblocks that students encounter
become crises.

A student who had such a crisis, David was a highly achieving student in his high
school class, but he required six years to graduate with a bachelor’s degree from UNM.
He attended the new student orientation in the summer of 2012, lived on campus, and
followed all of the indicated guidelines. However, he was destined to spend six years at

UNM in the pursuit of a bachelor’s degree. During his first year in University College, he
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did not have a specific advisor and met a different advisor every time. Thus, there was no
personal connection; the advisor would simply read his file and try to help. David stated,
“I think having one person who really understood my needs and knew me personally,
could have helped me recognize that maybe this architecture wasn't what I thought it was
gonna be and what I really wanted to do instead of having other people essentially saying,
well, try this.” During his time in athletic training, he worked with one advisor who kept
him on track. David believed that if he had started in architecture in his first term, he
would likely have determined sooner that he did not like the program and graduated one
year sooner.

John explained that advising changed from holistic advising to a direct push
toward major declaration, this signaled a significant shift for the university. He observed
that this approach seemed effective for the first year student population, as they knew
how to initiate contact, but transfer students often did not. Advisors are trained for six
months through a web-based course that includes shadowing and a few in-person sessions
and a reflective journal to review growth. Monthly advising matters training (the monthly
training that is required of all advisors) for about 70% of all advisors, and a start of term
advisor institute, are all important training changes related to the HLCs 2009 report.
Since student affairs advisors can no longer release holds, all students now visit their
academic advisors to have holds removed. Prior to the changes, advisors were often busy,
so students would have to return to the co-curricular advisors for assistance. Many
students now have additional support. All data suggest a benefit of this help, but not all

students like the process.
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John credited the provision of advising by only one person for avoiding the
distribution of conflicting information. Consistent, coordinated messaging is important,
and students seemingly appreciate the extra level of attention from a team of an academic
advisor and student affairs integrated advisor. From a financial standpoint, Michael
commented that each student who departs without completing a degree incurs a cost to
the university. More importantly, these students leave without a credential after spending
or borrowing money. John also noted the advising focus changing from a general first
two years in University College advising, and then moving to the majors was based on
the much higher graduation rates that the college advisors had on campus. John reasoned
that they should have been higher because they did not receive any advisees until junior
year, while the majority of the attrition occurred in the first and second years.

Carmen also highlighted the value of having both an academic and a co-curricular
or holistic advisor. She mentioned the Certified Academic Coaches program through
Central New Mexico Community College (CNM) that guides students to independently
reach an answer instead of giving them advice. The conversation is different because the
coach is completely neutral and does not offer advice but rather guides the individual to
determine which option is optimal for him or her. A common saying at El Centro is that
every student is “whole, complete, and creative,” as the organization worked to help
students across the spectrum. Students who struggle with one or two classes have options:
they could enter late-start or eight-week courses (although such condensed versions are
often more challenging than the originals).

Orientation: As a part of the Gardner initiative, orientation was completely

redesigned. FYSC aligned messaging from the University and ensured it remained
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consistent from the admission letter to the first 21 days; it aligned the same fonts and
backgrounds and all written communication. Previously, admissions had even listed some
majors that the school no longer offered, a circumstance that caused confusion. Margaret
noted, “The complicated scenarios go from myth to reality for people.” At the end of the
day, students need to perceive the university as a well-functioning machine. The change
led to a 14% improvement in student satisfaction with the orientation program, thereby
better meeting student expectations.

The FYSC process reorganized orientation was mentioned by several respondents
as a generally positive part of the change. There were originally two orientation
programs, one from CEP and one simply named simply “new student orientation.” John
explained, “Our two departments actually...co-direct new student orientation and so,
prior to 2013, there were two orientations on campus, so we combined them.” The FYSC
combined the efforts into one program, taking every aspect of orientation into account.
Additionally, every new student is now required to attend orientation. Although
expectations are built, students often struggle to succeed and find help when they
encounter their first obstacles, which compel them to change their production level and
learn critical thinking skills (Bloom’s Taxonomy). However, the mechanics are often
cumbersome, and students need to find the resources.

UNM continues to strive to find ways to best serve students. As one example,
since students are mindful of costs, an idea that UNM has considered is waiving the $175
orientation fee by taking an online class with the same information, however an impactful
orientation must have an in-person component at some point. For example, it could have

online content in addition to an in-person orientation to create connections. With the
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FYSC, students receive more of the language and basics of college from orientation.
Although it has become more student centered, the initiative has not reached 100% of
students. Nevertheless it has achieved significant strides to provide opportunities, such as
UNIV 101, freshman learning communities, and transitional UNIV 101 courses for
transfer students.

Michael discussed the role of orientation in setting student expectations. The
experience of orientation is coupled with an in-person meeting called Class-up Day. This
day offers an opportunity for students to sign a banner that targets their specific
graduation date with a specific group of students.
This option conveys expectations for a four-year

graduation, and while only 28% of UNM students

actually graduate in four years, such an event is
thought to encourage this achievement.
Nevertheless, Sarah explained that some students do
not know what to expect from college; some hope to

obtain a job, while others seek the experience they

_;,

Figure 4: Class up Banner have witnessed in popular culture. According to

Sarah, expectations and realities in orientation are starkly different. The main focus of
CEP is to establish a connection with these students by fostering a sense of belonging on
campus. They cultivate teamwork and ultimately build relationships before school starts.
When the orientation diversity component of the “Wall of Prejudice” was lost,
Carmen noticed that there seemed to be more on-campus issues regarding student

understandings of diversity at UNM. The wall of prejudice project continues at other
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colleges and is described by Carrera (2015) as, “...people...write hateful words that
others have used against them on the wall. They hope that'll get people talking and give
them an opportunity to make a change within the campus community.” The CEP
orientation allotted time in smaller groups for students who needed additional guidance.
It is beneficial that the program is now available to every student through the revised
CEP orientation (ExceedU); however, the small group support element may have been
sacrificed in the process. Still, Carmen found that the CEP orientation was valuable for
many of her friends when they came to UNM.

Michael notes that the experience in orientation is focused on the student’s value,
graduation within four years, and intentional advisement. If students want to change their
major at orientation, they can change there [at orientation] to ensure they receive
appropriate quality advisement. He felt they had already addressed the areas of
organizations, relationships with the faculty, research and internships, maximizing the
college experience, and communicating with professors about expectations in college.
However, Michael said that further efforts were possible to build engagement with the
Lobo identity: “You really do have to make a friend at orientation to encourage yourself
to persist and be retained, so content is important, no question, and it reflects our
priorities, but we also try to give them opportunities for connection.” Key aims are to
become a more holistic student and focus on four-year graduation. Orientation now offers
an optional math placement exam, reinforcing clear expectations for placement. The
orientation leaders are among the first and most influential peer mentors. Including these
students in orientation is critical to allow students to affiliate with them, as they likely

would not connect with an adult in the same way. Orientation leaders are also encouraged
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to continue to foster relationships from orientation even after the orientation’s conclusion
to continue to build a community and promote attendance and retention.

The orientation curriculum should offer the first introduction to the content of
UNIV 101; however, the two curricula are not linked. With a longer duration of
orientation, it would be possible to offer credit, and students could start their journey at
UNM ahead of schedule. Michael posed the question, “if it costs a bit more, but it may
save a student in the long run, why would we not do that?”

Margaret talked about the ability of administrators, staff, and faculty to help
students at the institution not only benefit from the knowledge they receive from UNM
through their degree but also embrace their uniqueness. She discussed how information
from students’ culture, family, and selves could enrich the body of knowledge as a whole.
Margaret’s main point in orientation concerned communicating to students about a
university education is that the college has knowledge the student needs, but the students
have unique experiences that they can share with the college community. College can
impart knowledge, but each student has an individual viewpoint that can only be heard by
sharing his or her story.

Declaring and changing major: An issue that emerged was that students often do
not know how to change majors and switch to another college when they are not doing
well. Several interviews reiterated that students often struggle to believe they can succeed
in college when they do not meet expectations in one college and are failing, unable to
complete the work, or do not enjoy the major as much as they thought they would. Mary
commented, “I don't think they always do [know how to navigate the change]. I think that

the resources do exist, but I don't think they always know how to get to the resources.”
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For example, a student who aims to become a medical doctor but performs poorly in
college-level biology may feel that he or she is not suited for college and consequently
drop out instead of visiting other colleges at the university to consider all options for a
major.

Integrated advisors are often found in support staff positions in Student Resource
Centers. While they are not primarily academic advisors, they often work in conjunction
with academic advisors to support students in their programs. Barbara explained that
students who wished to change their major must consult the advising center of their new
major or contact University College Advising to determine the next major. Integrated
advisors in the support services field guide students toward success. The ability of
integrated advisors and academic advisors to cooperate with one another is key. When
students meet with their academic advisor and need additional help that is not available
from that advisor because of skill or time restraints, they should be referred to an
integrated advisor. In regard to academic advising, the integrated advisors should know
who to refer students to for academic advising, since students trust that the advisor will
guide them to the appropriate college. Barbara recalled that student government
candidates had recently run on a platform of improved advising. She offered to meet with
them and work together as well as attend a student government meeting, but the students
ultimately chose not to meet with her. During the election, Barbara heard a conversation
covering multiple points of view, one of which was that the student had received five
academic advisors while at UNM.

Despite its numerous support structures, students sometimes struggle to

understand that they can easily locate support to help them find success in their chosen



107

major before they consider changing majors or dropping out. UNM can operate in silos,
and students may not see a clear path to success at UNM. Sarah explained that the
introduction is not an issue because students have all heard about it, but orientation
presents so much information that they likely remember only vaguely that there is
specialized support. Then, when they need it, they do not know how to access it.
According to John, one controversial concept on campus was the “recreation of dreams,”
which proposed that students should be “cooled out” of areas in which they were likely to
struggle. Accordingly, advisors would guide them to degree programs in which they
could be successful and graduate. To clarify this issue, Robert provided data from a study
that was conducted five years ago, which examined college algebra students entering
STEM programs. Moreover, 40% of STEM graduates at UNM have taken college algebra
at the university, a course that is below expectation for a STEM major. If all students who
were not sufficiently prepared in math were “cooled out” of STEM degrees, the cohort
would lose at least 40% of its graduates. It is difficult to identify the connections in math,
as majors in each college algebra course are so numerous that instructors cannot teach
specifically to any one major to illustrate the practical relevance. New classes, such as the
trigonometry/calculus course that is paired with a one-credit engineering course, can
more feasibly demonstrate the applicability of the skills.

Despite the extensive progress, many efforts remain. David mentioned that a
direct entry into architecture would likely have reduced his UNM experience by one year
but additionally remarked that single-entry-term programs tend to force some students to
wait a full term to join the program that they would like. This delay costs students time

and money and has the effect of lowering institutional graduation rates.
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Changes in Math: Changes also included a complete redesign of mathematics. At
UNM, about 60% of students had been entering below the core math level. Moreover,
some students were taking remedial courses that preceded Intermediate Algebra. Pre-
college and introductory level math courses have moved from paper and pencil to online
Aleks-based courses. The required core gateway course was Math 120-Intermediate
Algebra, considered a “killer course,” and every department expended substantial effort
to determine precise barriers for students. Mary noted with pride:

I have 26 faculty fellows that we've pulled together [for] support from a number

of different areas working on redesigning their killer courses and their other entry

or lower division courses so that students can succeed and also can get access to
research opportunities from the get-go or get access to community engagement

opportunities ... Those things are just so cool, and I just love seeing everybody's

passion.

In math, the university found that most students only needed two-thirds of the
course to succeed at the next level. Thus, the course was split into three one-credit
courses, allowing students to take required courses and be excused from the course if
they did not need the last credit for their major. The university also moved to an online
program that allows students to proceed at their own pace. After students are tested for
their ability level students now move through two credits in most majors and three for
majors that are more math intensive. Linda explained, “The Mall does sort of self-paced
learning, that was a big response to that...That course was keeping the students from
getting into different majors.” As a result, the passage rate of this course increased from

32% to 85%. The process was successful, as it placed students in the appropriate courses
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and delivered the information that they needed to be successful in their subsequent
courses. In addition, the passage rate of follow-up courses evidenced no decrease.

To assist students who enter the university with a below-standard math ability, the
curriculum has less math content in Intermediate Algebra (75% versus the former 100%)
and incorporates other skills that students lack at a lower math level . The passage rate
increased from 76% to 88% in two years, and, while the program initially involved 800
students in the course, only about 300 students required the course this past fall. Since
these lower-level students are at risk, the remaining 25% of their grade is based on
attendance of faculty office hours, faculty-led and peer study groups, and CAPS to learn
additional study skills. Furthermore, if a student feels misplaced, a test is available to
determine if s/he has the ability to move forward. A lack of proficiency in math is a
symptom of another issue — “math phobia” — resulting from students avoiding math for
years or never finding success in the subject. Margaret asserted, “Other students who
always just struggled with math---math phobia is the worst thing of all. It drives me crazy
as a computer scientist... There is no anti-math talk allowed around me.”

Previously, a non-credit-bearing remedial math course was offered on basic pre-
college algebra. Students failed this course at a high rate, which caused them to stall out
of school, as they wasted a semester of no credit and often did not pass. The class is now
split into three one-credit-hour units, which students can take in the order that is most
suitable for them. Thus, if one credit hour is failed, they do not lose the entire term, and
only have to repeat the portion of the course that they failed. If they can pass geometry
but not variables, then they only fail one of the credit hours. This approach is consistent

with the math mall, wherein students follow a self-paced course in terminals in the math
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mall. They can retry the lessons as many times as they need to comprehend the concept.
The longer students delay passing the pre-requisites, the longer it takes them to reach
college algebra. If they cannot accomplish the math skills, then they cannot complete the
necessary courses, particularly if they are interested in STEM fields.

Assessment: Assessment is a key piece of the Foundations of Excellence and as
soon as the plan was implemented by the First Year Steering Committee (FYSC),
assessment of the efficacy of the program began taking place (Wentworth, 2014). The
presence of assessments was noted throughout the study and the improvement had been
noticed by national organizations. Margaret said, “Assessment was a big thing we
established. I actually had an opportunity to serve as the keynote at the UIUP Assessment
Institute, to talk about what we've done with high-impact practices at UNM.” However,
assessment was not as robust as it could be and certainly did not provide a beneficial
quality of feedback. This issue was cited throughout the campus. When the new dean
entered the University College following the departure of the previous dean, the teaching
faculty were asked for their assessment data on UNIV 101; however, none existed.
Margaret remembered, “No one had anything. Nothing at all. So, I was tasked with
creating an assessment program for all of those things.” The dean of the College of Arts
and Sciences tasked Margaret with integrating learning outcomes and designing a clear
assessment. Now, the faculty members who team-teach the UNIV 101 courses hold pre-
and post-discussions of outcomes, future intentions, and plans for adjustment in the
coming year. Additionally, the UNM campus-wide student surveys include questions on

student support to assess student perceptions of support opportunities. The assessment
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question is ultimately, “Did we meet our learning outcomes and work to improve the
courses rather than ticking a box?”

Reporting data to the departments and divisions and directly to the faculty is more
robust than it was prior to the program, and each group receives regular feedback during
the term to refine the course. Students were also assigned to academic groupings for
UNIV 101 regardless of their involvement in the ethnic centers or other groups.
Moreover, through a program titled “Pizza with a Prof” a professor visits residence halls
to meet students in their residence hall. Another group that meets monthly is the
President’s Committee on Academic Success (PCAS), whose primary objective is to
connect on student success across campus constituencies.

One of the concerns that arose in the discussion of possible cuts is that, by
implementing these efforts simultaneously, UNM recognizes that they work in
combination. The impact of individual changes on overall retention and graduation rates
is difficult to ascertain. Mary wondered, “Which programs would you cut first if it came
to that?”” The programs all work together, but financial realities may force decisions that
could threaten progress and momentum. Barbara explained that assessment occurs
through student surveys, but a peer review committee considers how UNM compares to
its peers on the basis of websites and programs that act as internal consultants and
provide recommendations to departments. Barbara acknowledged these measures as
progress but nevertheless identified assessment as an area that warrants improvement.

Robert explained that the ways in which UNM engages students require constant

improvement, especially in regard to under-represented groups. Robert explained:
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Especially students who are first generation, low income from rural communities
who have been marginalized in educational opportunities up to this point. There
are ways that we [UNM] engage students outside the classroom and that’s a real
difficult challenge for us because so many of our students are coming from low
income families. They have to work, to go to school. At UNM, the first two years
are crucial, as they involve the highest loss of students. Only 6% of first year
students enter prepared for calculus, so students in STEM majors often start off at
a disadvantage. The baseline of many STEM degrees is calculus, so if a student
must first finish all the possible pre-requisites, the delay may add as many as two
years to their degree program.
Michael noted that orientation is assessed according to the following objectives:
1. Percentage of the incoming student body that participates in orientation
2. Expectations of students
3. Academic policy and consequences
4. How to register for courses
5. How to find help
6. How to get involved on campus
Michael acknowledged the value of increased student involvement in assessment of the
program. Although there is an assessment for orientation leader training, it is the only
survey that is conducted. In addition, orientation leaders help to improve orientation from
session to session.
According to Jessica, CAPS surveys students and holds student focus groups to

facilitate assessment. Given the limiting factor of a lack of voluntary participants, there
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needed to be an incentive (i.e. free food) for students to participate in the focus group.
Sarah added that UNM, whose writing and language center is hosted by CAPS, judged a
change in attitude among students as they gained confidence in their writing. Other
colleges that include the writing and language center within a specific college implement
grades to review progress; however, a disadvantage of situating the writing and language
center in any one college or department is the resulting impression that the help is
intended only for that department or college. Tutors conduct observations and grade each
other on the pedagogy they use to help students. The optimal assessment would be a
multi-year examination of the same student cohort. Other colleges have taken this
measure and observed real change in grades and attitudes.

Elizabeth explained that CAPS has 150 student employees, and each area has
weekly leadership team meetings wherein the students provide feedback. In addition, a
survey is e-mailed to each participant in CAPS to learn from students and make changes
based on the findings. The student government is also involved given that it partly funds
CAPS. Moreover, there is now a “secret shopper” program in which students come in to
use the services and provide feedback on the entire experience.

The 2009 HLC report found that one concern that seems to warrant additional
attention is the lack of assessment (HLC Self-Study Team, 2009). Despite progress, many
programs have operated in parallel as part of the FYSC initiative, so while assessment
takes place, it is difficult to delineate the impact of each specific program. UNM

indicated plans to continue to work to improve assessment of programs in the future.
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Conclusion of Gardner/First Year Steering Committee
The FYSC initiative is no longer active but is in redesign. The Gardner initiative
involved a process that allowed the campus to feel unthreatened while still instigating
UNM to make changes to improve student success. With accreditation pending in spring
2019, that project has assumed priority over other initiatives. Change has been advanced
by talking to groups across campus which do not recognize the “bigger picture” or need
for change and explaining it as a goal of the president and provost. Change certainly
occurred prior to the Gardner Institute project, but it did not develop at such a rapid pace
as that of the increased student success between 2008 and 2018.
Robert expressed a belief:
There is a life cycle to big institutional initiatives like FYSC that if you don’t very
carefully replenish it, it just kind of naturally starts to fade. I really think that’s
what happened with our first year programming. We started out with Gardner. It
was big. We had a packed house over at the SUB (Student Union Building).
Everyone was excited. The committees were full, and it moved very quickly...and
then, as the tasks started wrapping up, new tasks and initiatives were not
implemented, and eventually the FYSC just stopped. It was a major focus, and
there was an outlet for the efforts, but we have to find a way to sustain it.
Enrollment now is likely filling the role of FYSC and growth in enrollment is
crucial, but both committees could work on the problem jointly.
The change started with a reduction in most bachelor’s degree programs to 120
hours, degree mapping that created clear pathways for graduation, and re-imagination of

entry-level and remedial courses. Mary believed that these changes were responsible for
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the increased retention and graduation rates. The FYSC initiative had a greater impact
than was originally intended, but seems to be at the heart of the “perfect storm.”
External Forces Impacting Efforts at UNM

While many pieces of the research led to outcomes that UNM clearly strived to
achieve, forces external to UNM surfaced that impact the efficacy of UNM’s efforts to
improve student success.

Economy in New Mexico: There is a perception that there are not many job
opportunities in New Mexico, impacting how students approach higher education.
However, there are some high-tech jobs and large energy and working sectors. The strong
energy economy and new jobs in New Mexico may make it difficult for students to
recognize the value of finishing a college degree. “Brain drain” in New Mexico among
students who graduate from higher education is a significant problem for the economy.
Unlike specialized jobs in engineering and medical professions, some areas do not
necessarily offer high-paying jobs in which students are interested.

Michael cited the strong economy, and particularly energy production in the
Permian Basin on Southeast New Mexico, where workers can earn $21 to $25 per hour.
Meanwhile, higher education consumes student resources. The current college-age
generation is more aware of costs and thus conscious of the credential versus the value. If
students do not perceive their first-year courses as valuable, the effect may be
exacerbated.

Ultimately disparities exist in New Mexico’s socio-economic makeup. Margaret
painted a picture of the stark education realities that often shape student expectations in

New Mexico:
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They come expecting us to give them something, but I'm expecting them to help
us by creating new knowledge. And I would say this at student orientation every
week for six years: We've never had you nor your community [meaning that each
student carries the knowledge from their upbringing and a unique perspective].
So, I would give examples. For those living here in Albuquerque: “Why was there
no movie theater in the entire South Valley until about three years ago [The South
Valley has a lower socio-economic makeup]?”, “Why are there underground
wires on the Northeast Heights, a higher socioeconomic community, and
everything else is above ground wires across the rest of the community?”, “Why
are there 90,000 students in the Albuquerque Public School (APS) district, split
up between the west side and the east side, but four out of the five school board
members come from the east side [the east of Albuquerque is a higher socio-
economic area], and there's only one from the west side?”
Students at UNM come from a state that is very racially diverse statewide; however, the
socio-economic disparity within cities can be stark. Students who are from different
socio-economic backgrounds may not realize that there are differences in the state based
on the income of residents of certain areas. The economy of the state as a whole relies on
helping New Mexico residents gain the knowledge and skills necessary to improve the
economy statewide.
It is difficult to correlate between the ebbs and flows of the economy and student
attendance, retention and graduation at an institution. The researcher cannot say that there

was or was not an impact on the outcome by the economy.
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Cost and the impact of the Lottery Scholarship: Many students attend college
largely through funding from the lottery scholarship. The lottery scholarship was cited by
several respondents as a great benefit for students who qualify, and conversely, losing the
scholarship was one of the primary drivers of students leaving the institution. Patricia
mentioned, “We talk about ‘my tuition was essentially free as an undergraduate.’ I do
think that that has had a really large impact on the access and affordability for students
that maybe would have never come to college come to college.” The lottery scholarship
presents a financial incentive for students to attend in-state schools; however, “students
often don’t have exposure to major choices before they arrive, and it can be difficult in
setting expectations,” according to Robert. Additionally, the lottery scholarship has
reduced its tuition payment level to 60% and imposed additional restrictions, and several
interviewees explained that students who lose the scholarship are significantly more
likely to leave.

Carmen believes the lottery scholarship helps students enter college, especially by
preventing the need to take out loans. Students who lose the lottery scholarship tend not
to return to school, often resulting from the first “bridging” or “qualifying” semester of
12 credit hours, a 2.5 GPA, and no break in enrollment. Since the lottery reduced
coverage from 100% to 60% (and the bridge scholarships follow that trend), a balance
remains after their first term, and even strong students can lose the lottery scholarship and
drop out. Michael believed that the financial burden often causes students to depart, but
they may not fully understand all the resources that are available to them. There is a
financial incentive to take 15 to 18 credit hours, as it costs about $900 less to take 15

hours than to take 14 hours. It is likely that UNM will continue to increase tuition rates
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and impose budget cuts, as its enrollment declined significantly in the fall of 2018.
Robert stated, “If there is no value added at UNM, then they will take the course at CNM
because it is less expensive. The need for UNM to demonstrate value added in the Gen
Ed core is a hot topic on campus.”

David mentioned that finances were challenging after his lottery scholarship
ended in the middle of his fifth year. He visited the financial aid office several times, but
his only options were loans. He believed that if it were possible to touch base with
students when they are about to lose their eligibility or their GPA disqualifies them, then
they could have all their options explained and potentially be retained. John believed that
the lottery scholarship helps students attend college and encourages some New Mexicans
to remain in state. People consider price versus value and often decide that a school that
is more expensive, even if it is out of state, is more suitable. Students who lose the
scholarship may not return, though the lottery scholarship is only approximately
$2500.00 per year at this point. There are options, such as a winter session, but some
students do not take the time to meet with an advisor to arrange them.

Barbara admitted that there is misinformation about which expenses the lottery
scholarship covers, and these may lead students to not fill out financial aid forms. This
impedes their ability to fulfill the scholarship’s requirement of registering for the second
semester. Barbara recalled hearing that New Mexico was once in first place in the
country for college attendance but ranked significantly lower for students entering the
third semester. Barbara did not believe that the implementation of the lottery had a
negative impact on graduation rates and explained, “We weren’t graduating them in the

four to six years back then either...so that graduation percentage more or less held, but



119

with a larger population.” She also posited that, prior to the lottery scholarship, the focus
on enrollment was less prominent, and, at that time, the attitude toward attendance and
success was far more relaxed.

Student Preparation: New Mexico high school students often do not arrive at
UNM with the skills necessary to achieve success in first year coursework. According to
John, high school students in New Mexico have expectations that include attending
college, but they do not know how to achieve that goal. Preparation of students coming to
UNM from New Mexico schools is varied and results in a broad diversity in preparation.
Linda described New Mexico as an expansive, poor state with a sparse population that
yields students of diverse backgrounds and preparedness levels. Linda described:

We have a flagship Research I institution because of the nature of the state, right,

where we have a kind of spread out, very sparse population in a very, very poor

state. So the students who come in as undergraduates are kind of really at very

different levels of academic preparedness. We have students who come from

reservations. We have students who come from small rural areas. And then we

have valedictorians of very good prep schools.
Schools in New Mexico are highly inconsistent in terms of the preparedness of students
completing their programs. Carmen noted, “Students across the state seem to lack the
ability to think critically.” Elizabeth explained that CAPS is especially helpful for first-
time full-time students in making the transition from high school courses and not
necessarily as rigorous as those at UNM.

An external force that may impact graduation rates is dual-credit courses, which

are offered throughout the state through an initiative of the Public Education Department
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(PED) but exhibit varying levels of quality. While the concept is positive — to give
students a preview of a college course and start their thought process toward degree
attainment — the reality is somewhat different. Many students transfer in dual-credit
courses, but there is concern that these courses serve as pre-requisites, and the courses
may not prepare students for the rigor of coursework at UNM. This outcome in turn
negatively impacts progress toward a degree and graduation (The Gardner Institute, 2018;
Tinto, 2012; Complete College America, 2018)

Government participation: Several interviewees believed that the state’s actions
in making decisions for higher education without any input is a challenge at UNM. For
example, remedial courses were cut almost overnight when Governor Martinez came to
campus and announced the change without broad notice or discussion in the higher
education community. Margaret (2018) mentioned that the governor had visited UNM
and announced that New Mexico colleges and universities would no longer offer
remedial courses. The Albuquerque Journal (Reed Jr., 2015) reported this event as well
as the development of New Mexico joining Complete College America without a major
discussion among higher education institutions. Margaret remembered “...Governor
(Martinez) came and said, don’t worry, there'll be no more remedial education at our
research institutions, at UNM. That's how we found out: she showed up on campus and
said it.” This decision created a crisis of removing non-credit-bearing remedial courses
and moving them into credit-bearing courses while ensuring that students have the ability
to succeed.

Linda noted that often UNM will gain a grant because is an attractive granting

institution, however it often loses its ability to continue efforts at the end of a grant due to
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funding. One example is the peer tutoring corps that was grant funded; when the grant
ended, those efforts terminated as well. However, CEP was able to retain peer mentors
who focus on the math mall as part of their structure.

Safety: The safety of the UNM campus and Albuquerque in general is often in the
news and was considered in this study as one potential consideration regarding retention
and graduation. Campus safety, including perceived campus safety, is a factor of student
choice and retention. John mentioned that when students travel home for Thanksgiving,
they compare experiences. It is unlikely that other students would have received two
alerts about carjacking at gunpoint in the span of five hours, but this experience was
reality for UNM students. Most student experiences on other campuses do not involve
this level of crime, so such campuses are perceived to be “safer” and might attract
students away from UNM. Therefore, it is imperative to find a way to combat crime and
project an image of UNM and Albuquerque as safe places to attend school. David said
that the safety of UNM and Albuquerque did not impact his decision to remain at the
school, but he did encounter a couple of difficult situations while at UNM.

Changes at UNM since Gardner/First Year Steering Committee

One of the most poignant moments for the researcher in the study was the
realization that while FYSC has disbanded as an organization and the Provost’s office is
considering its replacement, efforts toward improvement continue across campus. It
appears as though UNM has a positive student-first culture on a campus that continues
improvement unabated, regardless of an impending accreditation or other events.

Continued Improvement: The process of marketing and publicizing the services

of CAPS is largely student-led and utilizes new approaches through social media and
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YouTube to make and
share videos about the
programming and
availability of tutoring at
CAPS. Additionally,
faculty can ask students
who work for CAPS to

deliver a presentation on

Figure 5: CAPS

available services to any
class. Some faculty have utilized this opportunity, providing the chance for students to
learn about the availability of services from a peer. Tutoring services are heavily
employed, as evidenced in the photograph of the CAPS in full use (Figure 4). However,
the space has sometimes limited the availability of tutoring. Jennifer believed that high
utilization of CAPS has a positive impact on student retention. According to Carmen,
tutors with CAPS can only offer support in courses that they have personally taken or if
they exceed the knowledge level of the student. Online tutoring is limited once students
reach subjects such as calculus, which are cumbersome to tutor online. In addition, CAPS
has a new YouTube channel that offers short videos intended to address challenges that
students may encounter and instructors can use.

Carmen directs the online tutoring initiatives, which are new to UNM. She
believes that student services are well utilized but could be utilized more. In her
interview, Carmen pointed to the positive outcomes of the tutoring center but also

wondered how the center might attract and serve greater numbers of students. She
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pointed out that the University of New Mexico operates one of the largest home-grown
online tutoring programs in the country, serving about 30 students per week through the
online learning center. She also noted that the Center is working to increase awareness of
the online tutoring support. The first semester is especially challenging for students, and
since, outside of classes, even the acronyms, processes, and services can be
overwhelming and disorienting in that initial term. She reflected that the resource of an
award-winning tutoring center is valuable, but students first need to know that it is
available. Some students succeed academically regardless, but without connections, at
some point, students do not receive as rich of an experience of engaging in the campus.

In an effort to continue to improve teaching and learning, Linda noted that in
2017 an annual teaching conference for instructors was launched and last year the event
focused on native pedagogies. However, the Center for Teaching and Learning (CTL)
desired for each of the native groups to define the terms in which they would like to be
engaged. This is a work in progress, but has great potential for the future.

Opt-in Text Program: A pilot program on a growth mindset by CAPS through a
Blackboard module aims to facilitate a strong start for students. It assists students who
have encountered their first obstacle, such as a test, in learning to seek the help that they
need. This opt-in program is operated by Karen in Enrollment. Karen mentioned that in
this program, “admission put it on their admission application to let the students opt in, if
they wish, or...opt out if they don’t...as a result we’ve increased our number of
participants.”

The program is not universal but provides a channel to stay connected with

students who use it. The program is set to reach out to students at pre-determined times
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during their first year and initiate contact so staff at UNM can gain feedback from
students. While this program was often listed as a benefit to UNM, it was also noted at
the group lunch on January 15, 2019, that they have reached the numerical limit of
students who can be involved without investing more financial resources into the
program.

Budgetary Implications of Support: Patricia explained that UNM is a 3 billion
dollar organization. In this structure, 75% goes to academics. Main campus makes up
about 800 million of the budget; of that amount, 75% is academics with 310 million
dollars in tuition/fees and state appropriation. This equates to 60% from the state, 40%
from tuition and fees. Reductions tend to be allocated based on the proportions, but they
are working on metrics to determine where to take the cuts vs. taking them across the
board. Patricia noted with concern that, “I do think that unless we do some major
reorganization or restructure of the institution, we might start to lose some momentum on
our student success outcomes, because there's just not the resources there to invest.
Although it is a top priority and I think it will continue to be a top priority, I do think that
if you asked across campus, there is a fear that some of that momentum will be lost.” The
enrollment decline has resulted in a 7.6 million dollar loss at UNM, so the momentum it
has gained is at risk due to reduced funding. While student success at UNM is a top
priority, resources are limited.

UNM keeps revenue that is generated by research separate and those dollars flow
into the office of research to prioritize productive areas and direct resources accordingly.
This separation allows research to utilize their dollars and the educational mission to

utilize theirs. In the case of the decreasing enrollment, higher graduation can mitigate
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enrollment issues, particularly among out-of-state students, who may be more concerned
with rankings. Barbara mentioned that UNM is working to be creative with its resources,
but students frequently need incentives to engage in programs, and such incentives often
do not exist. Some ethnic centers have emergency scholarships or loans, but these
resources are dwindling.

The conversation with Michael also addressed the new reality that UNM faces: a
major decline in the student population and the impending financial concerns. The new
public-private partnership of UNM with the Rainforest in central Albuquerque is a
valuable tool in the state’s pursuit of a stronger economy. However, declining enrollment
and cuts to state appropriations may hinder future progress. The cuts and declining
enrollment present a more pressing issue, as the sustainability of current efforts may be in
jeopardy if the cuts are too severe.

Finally, UNM Athletics has been in the news recently due to several financial
issues (Schmitt, 2018). Athletics has received reserve balances, partly covering losses
that attracted attention in the news. UNMs administration has moved the fiscal portion
under the academic purview and are considering ways to combine efforts and find
efficiencies across the UNM System.

Research Question Outcomes

Through the process of the study, the research questions were considered. The
accomplishments at UNM have not been recorded, including in any articles aside from
one Albuquerque Journal article that illuminated one area of the transformation. Thus,
the whole story has not been told. The research questions provided a format for the story,

which this study has clarified.
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How does UNM set and reinforce student expectations?

Setting expectations for academic success at UNM begins in admission and new
student orientation. The objective of the orientation is to provide a clear and consistent
message to students and reinforce that finishing in four years should be a goal. To this
end, orientation is designed to facilitate necessary placement tests, transcript evaluations,
and advising. Moreover, it hosts a variety of sessions on areas of interest and promotes
the overarching co-curricular goal of establishing at least one friendship during the
orientation. In addition to the standard, mandatory orientation, there is an optional CEP
orientation that provides advanced assistance to students from rural and low-income
families in the two days before the orientation.

Reinforcing student expectations during the academic program occurs primarily
through advisors, who help students choose courses. More importantly, with the FYSC
initiated change whereby students are directly placed with college advisors, it is even
more imperative to immediately clarify expectations for the entire program of study.

One area of difficulty is the establishment of expectations when students are in
the admission process, during high school, or prior to arriving at the university. Students
may not be prepared for the rigor of the college-going experience at UNM, and they may
be unaware of the skills that they lack prior to arriving at orientation, completing the
placement exams, and determining their fall schedule.

How does UNM handle advising, and is it effective?

Advising at UNM is handled primarily by the college advisors in the students’

majors. Some undeclared and pre-professional students are advised through University

College Advising, but the majority are assigned college advisors and encouraged to
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declare a major before the first day of classes. Training is institutionalized and required
for all advisors and involves an online portion coupled with in-person trainings and a
shadow program. The changes in advising since the last HLC visit have been significant,
and the student-to-advisor ratio has improved. One area of concern is the compensation
of advisors at UNM is below that of their peers and even below the salary of
administrative assistant positions at UNM. Despite room for improvement, the current
advising system does seem to be supporting retention.

How does UNM provide curricular and co-curricular support?

Student support at UNM extends back as early as the 1960s with the initial grant
that started the CEP. Since that time, support for students has expanded vastly. Curricular
support is primarily delivered through CAPS via individual tutoring, group tutoring,
writing help, and peer mentors, who enter classes as role models. These means, in
combination with efforts across campus, have improved retention.

Co-curricular support is provided through Student Affairs and various
organizations, including the ethnic centers and the CEP. With the changes in advising,
many former advisors now fit into this category, as they are holistic advisors who provide
an additional level of support to students. Thereby, the process of curricular and co-
curricular support has been enhanced significantly at UNM.

How does UNM assess student success programs?

Assessment of the student success programs repeatedly emerged as an area that
warrants growth. It was noted as a difficulty given the multitude of initiatives that
occurred simultaneously. In the same regard, the immense progress would not have been

possible in such a short period of time if the initiatives did not operate in parallel.
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Assessment in some areas is moving beyond traditional methods. Barbara noted, “I do the
traditional surveys, but also right now I'm doing assessment by looking at websites.
Because I actually have a committee that's called Peer Review, that right now we're
looking at websites, and then the next step is going to be assessing practices, determine if
they're student friendly, or overly bureaucratic, that sort of thing.” In most areas
traditional methods like student surveys and student focus groups were utilized to assess
the programs and courses, but all accounts suggested that more efforts could focused on
improving assessment.
Summary of the Findings

The HLC report was the dominant impetus for change in at least two areas
— advising and governance — which seem to have impacted the others. Additionally, since
the new HLC processes require a quality initiative for each accreditation, UNM partnered
with Dr. Kuh to determine the most effective strategy and to help build support for the
initiative across campus. Through the Kuh consultancy, UNM chose to partner with the
Gardner Institute to prepare for the 2019 accreditation. The Gardner Institute Foundations
of Excellence program was organized under the First Year Steering Committee (FYSC)
at UNM. Through the FYSC process UNM made significant strides in retention and
completion rates. Additionally, while leadership has been significantly changed at UNM
during the course of the last decade, the change agents at the University continue to strive
to improve student success. At least in UNM’s case, the accreditation process provided a
catalyst for change. The document review indicates that the changes since the HLC
findings and subsequent monitoring report demonstrate effects in the documents and

websites.
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The interviews corroborated the changes in advising at UNM and their positive
outcomes. While the observations did not reveal the history of the change, they did offer
insight into the outcome: A decentralized advising system with a centralized training
function, as the 2009 HLC report has suggested. The visit by George Kuh and partnership
with the Gardner Institute resulted in the FYSC, which was the primary implementation
tool for the changes at UNM. While most changes are positive, further improvement in
the retention and graduation rates at UNM will likely rely on effectively reaching
students who may be struggling in their chosen major, but can be successful in a major
they have not considered.

The decrease in hours to graduate, to 120, likely by itself would have positively
impacted graduation rates. Additionally, the change in math directly addresses such
issues and has permitted some students to match the progress of their peers and progress
as quickly as their work ethic allows. Previously what could have been several semesters
of remedial coursework can now be completed as a self-paced module in the math mall.
The organization and curriculum of orientation has changed to highlight the school as a
Carnegie level-one institution that presents valuable opportunities for students to stay in
state and perform well. Additionally, increased support through CAPS, CEP, the ethnic
centers and faculty and staff training also seem to have played a role in UNM’s “perfect
storm.”

An insight that emerged from the interviews was the lack of knowledge among
faculty and staff regarding the help that was available to students. There have been
concerted efforts through the Provost’s Office and CAPS to inform faculty and staff

about resources available for students and there are faculty who welcome guests to talk to
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their classes about services offered. However, there is a concern that some faculty and
staff are unaware of the comprehensive nature of UNMs support system and thus are not
adequately informed to help students find the appropriate resources.

One common factor among interviewees was a commitment to student success
that has been greatly enhanced at UNM. While a reinvigoration of CAPS is one part of
that change, there was an incredible cultural shift at UNM that induced several positive
changes in first-year retention. In many of the interviews, they cited their own experience
with attending college as heavily impacting their choice to work in higher education and
passion for helping students. John is an example; while he holds an MBA and could have
a more financially beneficial position in the private sector, he is engaged in helping
students find success at UNM. John’s position has allowed him to build relationships
with students in New Mexico high schools, work with them through orientation, and
remain involved in their experiences at UNM. Margaret (2018) stated that what she took
from her personal undergraduate experience could be summarized as, “You can do
anything...and you have a responsibility to give back.” She indicated that schools should
all endeavor to instill a critical thought process in students. This way of thinking about
the college experience is an important key to understanding what the undergraduate
experience should be all about, discovering what unique qualities students have to share
and finding a way to communicate them effectively. Particularly in relation to a very
diverse campus like UNM, students’ understanding that part of their college experience is
to learn how to positively influence society and believe their influence is important is part

of the overall success of an institution.
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Campus safety was mentioned as something that may impact student retention,
but there was little evidence to suggest that students choose to leave UNM due to safety
concerns. The researcher did observe several safety related steps UNM has taken and a
noticeable campus security presence while on the campus.

The narrative of change in the last decade at UNM is apparent from the
interviews. The most significant changes that arose among all groups were the reduction
in the number of credits that were required for virtually every major from 128 to 120 as
well as the new financial incentive of taking 15 to 18 credit hours per term, which seems
to have made a positive impact. Several interviews confirmed that a revolutionary change
in culture at UNM had started with the Gardner Institute’s participation. This change
symbolized much more. All interviewees emphasized the change to a student-first
mentality on the campus. The efforts were initiated by the HLC report on accreditation,
but the change that occurred has campus-wide buy-in and a belief that something truly
remarkable happened during the previous decade. The story represents more than the
culmination of another HLC quality initiative; it is an incredible cultural shift that

positively impacted student success that occurred at UNM during this time.
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Chapter Five
Discussion of Results

The University of New Mexico changed its method of addressing student success
over the last 10 years. The instigating force was an HLC visit and subsequent monitoring
report, but UNM decided not to wait another 10 years to improve. From approximately
2012 to 2018, the university was heavily impacted by the Gardner Institute, and those
efforts form the backbone of the Quality Initiative. To the credit of UNM, the efforts are
institutionalized in many ways. Margaret stated that UNM changed from a perspective
that always referenced the quality of incoming students when student success was
questioned to a more relevant consideration of, “What are we doing to serve our
students?” By all accounts, the culture of the institution shifted during those years, and a
group of committed people worked hard to make improvements in retention and
graduation rates. However, there are concerns moving forward with the continued
development of new student success initiatives in view of staff changes and fear of
budget cuts resulting from lower enrollment.
Discussion of Relevant Literature

This UNM study supports existing literature and makes a contribution to the
existing literature, particularly relating to a large public Hispanic-serving institution
(HSI). In the researcher’s experience, campuses and conferences have raised the question
of applicability of the existing models of student success to HSIs. Additionally, at UNM
leaders influenced the culture by providing the necessary environment that allowed the

change to happen.
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Tinto: Much of Tinto’s work was discussed in at least one interview as having
impacted UNM’s decision-making process prior to the Gardner Institute project. In
Completing College: Rethinking Institutional Action, Tinto states:

Students are more likely to succeed in settings that establish clear and high

expectations for their success, provide academic and social support, frequently

assess and provide feedback about their performance, and actively involve them

with others on campus, especially in the classroom. (Tinto, 2012, p. 8)

The finding of Metzner’s (1989) study of 1,000 freshmen and the beneficial
impact of positive advising experiences on retention reflects similarities to the UNM
case. The shift in advising took place to improve the student experience at UNM. David,
who started at UNM in 2012 and was advised by the University College Advising Center
prior to this change, clearly encountered the issue at the time. He had to meet with any
available advisor in the center and thus had a new experience with a different advisor
each time. By the time he entered his chosen course of study, he had taken a year of core
courses only to discover in his second year that he did not want to major in architecture.
After changing his major, he had to wait another full term to start his athletic training
major.

The University of New Mexico has worked to eliminate remedial courses from its
offerings, which is in line with the advice of Butrymowicz (2017). It has accomplished
this aim via the math mall concept and Stretch English. Additionally, the study was
consistent with Sunleaf’s (2013) conclusion that personal relationships and community
have a positive impact on retention. The ethnic centers and the CEP were noted as

examples in this regard. Conversely, several respondents felt that students who were not
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attached to one of these organizations had a lower likelihood of retention. The findings of
this study also concur with Fulcomer’s (2003) conclusions that there is value in using
student information to impact retention, since student retention is related to academic
achievement and that student satisfaction is an important factor in student retention.

Being a Hispanic Serving Institution, Barbara considered researchers such as
Laura Rendon and Vasti Torres, who have focused on students of color and applied
Tinto’s model to consider their unique needs. Laura Rendon has written extensively
primarily on her 1994 theory of validation that states, “Institutional agents, not students,
are expected to take the first step to not only promote involvement but to affirm students
as knowers and valuable members of the college learning community” (Rendon, 1994).
Torres (2003) reiterates Barbara’s concern: “Few identity development theories have
considered the ethnic identity development under the broad category of Latino.” This
case is of particular importance at UNM, as it is a HSI with a high indigenous population.

Comments from respondents that students from diverse backgrounds need to
understand that their unique perspective matters is not explicit in Tinto (2012), but came
out in various interviews as an important part of the sense of belonging on campus.
Students from various backgrounds come to institutions of higher education not only to
learn, but to share their unique perspective.

Gardner’s Foundations of Excellence: All interviews highlighted the Gardner
Initiative, under the auspices of the FYSC at UNM, as the primary driver of progress.
Barbara mentioned that significant changes have occurred in the last decade, and while

the project initially faced skepticism, the “perfect storm” ultimately emerged, and UNM
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was able to make significant changes — not just through the Gardner Institute initiative
but also through the leadership and vision of the institution during those years.

When considering the phenomenon at UNM, Barbara noted that she did not know
if the Gardner initiative alone was the key to the transformation, admitting, “I don’t know
if it was the Gardner Institute or a perfect storm of different variables.” The FYSC was
gradually phased out. When asked if the Gardner initiative was positive for the
university, Barbara asserted:

It was, and I would have to say that [ was pretty skeptical that it would create any

change having gone through several iterations, but I think the difference was in

the leadership. In the committee I was on the chair really moved a lot of things
forward and implemented them, so it wasn’t just kind of another drill that we are
going to go through.

In each of the Foundations of Excellence dimensions, UNM expended efforts.
This observation supports Malaski’s (2014) finding that all nine of the foundations were
at least somewhat effective. In the case of UNM, the Gardner Institute initiative did seem
to have a significant impact on retention and graduation rates. The strategies that were
implemented at UNM despite New Mexico being a largely rural and poor state did have a
positive influence.

At least in the UNM example, the Foundations of Excellence dimensions did
prove effective in impacting student retention and graduation. As UNM is a very diverse
institution, this would seem to support the idea that the Foundations of Excellence

dimensions have an impact on student success of students from diverse backgrounds.
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Complete College America: No respondents, documents, or observations
mentioned the Complete College America framework; however, as previously noted,
there is significant overlap between Complete College America and Gardner’s
foundations. Thus, UNM did implement the first, second, and fifth components, albeit not
intentionally, as CCA participation in this project was from the state level. The three
components were as follows:

1. A strong start (a focus on the college first year)

2. Fifteen to finish (students averaging 15 credit-bearing courses per term to stay

on track to graduation)

3. Redesigning systems (changing systems that hinder or block students from

finding success in college)

UNM implemented the math mall and Stretch English to eliminate remedial
coursework, in line with Rogers’ (2015) study of re-enrollment after taking such courses
multiple times. Margaret noted a positive change in the math curriculum:

Well, we saw then by moving from this three-credit to two-credit, by students on

that [track] follow-on to their statistics and actually the core math that they

needed to get to, is actually a significant increase. When it was a three-credit

[course], [it resulted in] about [a] 32 percent passage rate, by moving to the by-

credit model [each credit earned individually], a 72- the last time I was working

with it, it was all the way up to about 85, 87 percent passage rate.

Many of UNMs initiatives through the Foundations of Excellence meet the

criteria to support the Complete College American framework.
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The “perfect storm” of events was possible because leadership provided the
framework and resources and the faculty and staff at UNM used those resources to
implement effective change. The situation at UNM was unique, but the response was an
example of proactive leadership setting the stage for success through programming and
resource allocation. Then the leadership stepped aside, and in some cases departed
altogether, allowing the change agents at UNM (many of whom participated in this study)
to implement change. This created a significant amount of buy-in on campus and
continues to resonate after many of the leaders who initiated the change have departed.
Recommendations for UNM

The research at UNM provides an overview of the phenomenon that has taken
place there. The faculty and staff of the university were incredibly helpful and seemed
genuinely interested in capturing the entire story for the future. It is the researcher’s hope
that this work has done them justice. The following recommendations were derived from
the study, interactions with faculty and staff throughout campus, and one triangulation
interview with an alumnus.

Tell the story: The researcher did not find the full story of UNM’s phenomenal
change captured in one document or on the website prior to conducting this study. I was
more impressed with each interview I conducted, as a Herculean effort had taken place,
yet I would not have learned about it if not for a small article in the Albuquerque Journal
about CAPS. Finding a way to maintain a living history of the university in an ongoing
and accessible fashion is important for institutional memory and the future. While many
of these documents may have entered the UNM archives, the real story of the

transformation was only possible to explore through interviews and this resulting study.
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As one example, the rationale for bringing Dr. Kuh to UNM has been lost. While he is a
well renowned author and practitioner, the decision to bring him in specifically has been
lost. It seems possible to have a YouTube series that talks about what UNM is doing and
promote the changes. I left several of the interviews feeling excited about the progress at
UNM, but to share UNM’s story, it is necessary to spread such positive feeling about the
efforts. Sharing the story may build collaboration and support in entities across the state,
including the legislature and governor’s office.

Continue to improve assessment: Assessment of student success programs can be
challenging and time consuming and every interview noted it as an area that can always
be improved. The researcher was impressed that every area and every interview involved
some form of formal assessment program. Some staff at UNM believed that their overall
improvement outstrips that of Georgia State University and may well lead the nation.
This positive news emerged repeatedly in interviews even as, it was often accompanied
by knowledge and trepidation that some of the gains could be lost with pending budget
cuts from Santa Fe. The fear looms, particularly in view of the trend of reduced state
support for UNM and increasing reliance on tuition and fees.

Improving assessments of student success programs is imperative to more
effectively assess their benefit and allocate resources to support the most students.
Several interviewees believed that students who are connected to CEP or one of the
ethnic centers are far more likely to stay in college because of their connection with a
community. Such connections may provide a framework for progress as well as other

opportunities for students to engage in the UNM community.
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Identify struggling students as quickly as possible: Several respondents
explained that students leave when they do not meet expectations and do not know where
to seek help. These students are less likely to be engaged in a community where they
would establish a relationship with a UNM faculty or staff member; thus, it may well be
that their only professional contact at UNM is with the teaching faculty. A pilot in
learning strategies has embedded such strategies into an entry-level biology course,
imparting awareness of available resources, but students must have the information to
know that they can opt in. Advisors also occasionally send students to CAPS for help
with learning strategies, but this resource is under-utilized.

The researcher suggests that the enrollment management system which helps
identify students at the moment of crisis be made universal. It seems possible with this
system to find a way to identify students when they first fail a test or are on track for a
‘D’ or ‘F’ in classes at mid-term and intervene at the point of the incident. Further,
students who are on academic probation must seek out help. This is a good step, but that
should be required earlier in the term to increase effectiveness.

Clear more roadblocks: It is necessary to teach students who do not find success
in one college to successfully “parachute” into another college. The ability of students to
determine a major early in their college career was almost universally appreciated;
however, when students do choose to change, there are concerns that they do not know
how and must receive clear instructions. Furthermore, some programs have single-entry
terms; in the case of David, this aspect caused his undergraduate time at UNM to extend

to six years rather than five and a half. Nevertheless, with already implemented changes
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in starting students in their chosen field of study, it is likely that David could avoid the
extra year if he were to start at UNM today.

Other groups: The focus of the work has been the first year, but two respondents
mentioned that the next step for the program is likely consideration of sophomores and
transfer students. Although CAPS supports students all the way through, there are
considerable resources in the first year. If there is a “next step” for UNM, it seems
plausible that it is the first to second year retention rate. While the transfer students are
not counted in four, five and six-year retention rate reports, their success is also an
important factor at UNM and warrants consideration.

Recommendations for Higher Education Practitioners

The results of this study, while focused on UNM and New Mexico, provide a rich
narrative of the experience at UNM. It would behoove practitioners to consider this study
and the experience at UNM when considering implementing change related to student
success. While the “perfect storm” at UNM is hard to duplicate, there are areas where
practitioners from various campuses may find the experience at UNM informative to
practice. Particularly the reduction and standardization of credit hours across majors, the
math mall concept and stretch English programs are applicable in many settings.

Reducing and standardizing the number of credit hours to 120 had an immediate
and real impact on graduation rates, particularly on time graduation rates, at UNM. The
math mall, where students can take foundational courses at their own pace allows
students who need additional help to gain that assistance while not impeding their
progress toward degree by placing them into semester after semester of foundational

math courses before they can complete the required math course. Finally, stretch English
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provides students who are not college ready in English to gain the foundational skills they
need while gaining credit that counts toward graduation and prepares them for the
English Composition courses that are required for graduation.

The narrative at UNM that includes leadership and change agents at UNM are
difficult to replicate, but campuses can use this model to work toward real and lasting
change. UNMs leadership was able to provide the resources, framework and environment
that allowed the faculty and staff at UNM to implement real and lasting change.
Maintaining effective personnel through support and appropriate compensation is also
challenging in tough budget years. However, if positive change is happening at an
institution, it is important for leadership at the institution and the appropriate governing
board to strive to maintain that momentum.

Suggestions for Future Research

This study tells the story of UNM’s “Perfect Storm.” Other New Mexico colleges
and universities may learn from UNM’s experience. Moreover, other colleges and
universities in the state have unique ideas about the first college year that could also work
well across the state. Considering these actions and learning from each other to improve
methods and programs would be beneficial. Other studies that tell the stories of different
institutions are suggested so that we can learn from each.

While this study has not focused on the student experience at UNM, it was
interesting to hear about the student perspective from David, “I think that a lot of it was
on me just not recognizing earlier that I didn't want to do architecture and I just kinda
stuck things out when I should have recognized it earlier.” In fact, I believe that the

student perspective of UNM’s efforts in conjunction with the results of this study would
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provide a richer narrative than would be possible in the confines of this dissertation. A
study of the student experience at UNM is recommended to better understand the impact
efforts have had on the student body.

John mentioned that students who are perceived to be at risk receive more
support. One area of growth could be to expand this second layer (that is support received
through CEP or the ethnic centers) to all first year students rather than only those who opt
in or are selected. How would forcing students to be involved in activities that currently
are voluntary impact student retention, positively or negatively?

One especially exciting discovery at UNM is the work that is underway by the
Indigenous Library Program to identify appropriate student success strategies for
indigenous populations. Additional studies on Indigenous student success and ways in
which institutions can empower students to have a voice in support services are
recommended. Studies of this nature could provide a foundation for appropriate student
success outreach to indigenous populations across the US.

In an effort to improve outcomes at UNM, Barbara indicated that President
Frank’s contract had built-in incentives to improve key metrics, which was a key part of
instigating the “perfect storm.” The Albuquerque Journal (Quintana, 2017) confirms that
Frank earned a bonus in 2013 due to an increase in student retention. The timeline of this
bonus suggests that the timing of efforts at UNM may have been influenced through the
bonus structure. Researching the efficacy of bonuses as an impetus for change in higher

education institutions could add to the body of knowledge.
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Conclusion

The shared experience of UNM faculty, staff and students over the last decade
provides a gold standard for implementing effective change on a college campus. The
impetus for change is an HLC report, which resulted in an initiative that changed the
culture of the campus. The “perfect storm” at UNM was a unique event. While
institutions will not replicate the experience precisely, the overarching belief that change
on a college campus is possible and can positively impact student success is a lesson for
institutions. In the end the “perfect storm” occurred because the administration, faculty
and staff at UNM determined that change was needed and worked collectively to
positively impact the student experience on campus.

The work at UNM since the last HLC visit, and particularly in conjunction with
the Gardner Institute, appears to have driven the significant increase in UNM’s first-to-
second year retention and subsequent graduation rates. In a state that is, by all accounts,
close to last place in the quality of education, these outcomes are impressive. This study
can hopefully provide insight into student success not only at UNM but also at schools
throughout New Mexico.

Fear of the future is always challenging and there are significant changes in store
at UNM, with a new provost and several other open positions. Every department
mentioned concerns about money and leadership, which could easily be attributed to
natural causes. Several interviewees mentioned that they did not fear regression but
recognized potential to slow or stop progress in first-year success rates. Ultimately, by
continuing these efforts in spite of the obstacles, UNM can become the best version of

itself.
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The success of New Mexico’s future growth and economic vitality closely
depends on the success of higher education institutions in producing the necessary
citizenry. In reality, this motivation has always been the reason for the existence of
institutions such as UNM. As the state strives to improve higher education completion
rates, the work of UNM offers an example of the potential achievements when an
institution embraces an impetus of change and works together to improve student
success. Perhaps the state needs more “perfect storms” in higher education to improve the

outcomes for future first year students.
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Appendix A

Nebraska

Lincoln

COLLEGE OF EDUCATION AND HUMAN SCIENCES

Department of Educational Administration
Participant Informed Consent Form

IRB Number # 18814

Study Title: Responding to the College Completion Crisis in New Mexico:

A Case Study of the University of New Mexico

Invitation

Dear [Name],

My name is Kalith Smith. I am a doctoral student in the Department of
Educational Administration at UNL. I am currently studying the first-year program at the
University of New Mexico to better understand the program and its impact on the
institution, particularly in relation to first-year success, and its implications for UNM’s
improvement in completion rates. This research is for a dissertation proposal in EDAD
988. I would appreciate your participation in the study given your crucial role in first-

year success at UNM.

I have included a list of questions that I will use to conduct the interviews. There

may be additional follow-up questions based on your responses, but this list generally
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provides a sense of the study’s design. Thank you in advance for making time in your

busy schedule to better understand the role you play in student success at UNM.

Purpose of the Research:

This study is designed to better understand the first-year experience at UNM and

its impact on student success.

Procedures:

Participation in the study will consist of engagement in interviews and the provision of
any pertinent documents to understand the first-year experience at UNM. The responses

will remain anonymous.

Inclusion/Exclusion:

Participants in the study must be between the ages of 18 and 99.

Benefits:

The study is designed to provide an understanding of the success at UNM in relation to
current research. The potential exists to not only provide a blueprint for success at other

institutions but highlight areas of improvement based on current research in the field.

Risks and/or Discomforts:

There are no known risks or discomforts.

Confidentiality:
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Information that is obtained during the study will remain confidential. The research will
be stored in a locked drawer in the researcher’s office and in a password-protected
Dropbox account. The information will be retained for three years and may be published

in journals or presented at conferences.

Compensation:

There is no compensation for participation in this study.

Opportunity to Ask Questions:

Researcher contact information is listed at the end of this form. Feel free to contact the

investigator before or after your interview.

Freedom to Withdraw:

You are free to withdraw from this study at any time.

Consent, Right to Receive a Copy:

By verbally agreeing to participate at the time of the interview, you are voluntarily
deciding to participate in the study. Your agreement indicates that you have read and
understand the information about the study presented here. You will be provided with a

copy of this consent for your records.

Contact information of investigators

Kalith Smith, Principal Investigator Cell: 575-637-4068

Brent Cejda, Ph.D., Secondary Investigator Office: 402-472-0989
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Appendix B
Interview Questions

Name Date

Title

Thank you for choosing to participate in this study. During the interview today, I
will be recording our conversation, which I will later transcribe. In addition, I will be
taking notes and will present them for your review. I will transcribe the conversation
verbatim so that I do not paraphrase and risk interpretations. The purpose of the study is
to understand UNM’s first-year programs and their impact on first-year student success.

In consideration of UNM’s programs, there has been documented improvement.
Understanding the reason for the improvement and its impact on first-year student
success is the aim of the following questions.

Demographic Questions:

Which gender do you affiliate with?

Which race do you affiliate with?

Where did you grow up?

How long have you worked at UNM?

Tell me about your role at UNM during that time.

What was your own experience going to college like?

How, if at all, do you think that your experiences have shaped your thinking about
first year programs?

NV AW =

Questions regarding how UNM sets and reinforces student expectations:

1. What do students expect in their first year at UNM?

2. Do you feel that students are generally realistic in their expectations?

3. How does UNM’s first-year program work to help students set realistic
expectations?

4. When student expectations are not achieved, how do students react?

5. How does the first-year program at UNM help them adjust to new expectations if
they are not met?



Questions regarding how UNM handles advising and whether it is effective:

6. Who does advising, and how are they trained?

7. What do students expect from advising in their first year at UNM?

8. Do you feel that students have a clear understanding of the advising process at
UNM?

9. Which program is utilized to help students understand the advising process at
UNM?

10. How does advising impact the student first year experience at UNM?

11. Is the advising program at UNM sufficient?

12. Are there measures that UNM could take to improve advising?

Questions regarding how UNM provides curricular and co-curricular support:

13. What do students expect from curricular and co-curricular support in their first
year at UNM?

14. Do you feel that students have a clear understanding of what is available in
curricular and co-curricular support?

15. How does the first year program at UNM help students understand what is
available to them?

16. How do students react when curricular and co-curricular support does not meet
their expectations?

17. Are there things that UNM could do to improve curricular and co-curricular
support?

18. Does UNM offer a summer bridge program?

19. What students participate in the program

Questions regarding how UNM assesses student success programs:

20. How does UNM assess student success programs?

21. Who is involved?

22. What matters to each group?

23. Is this process sufficient?

24. Which additional processes/procedures would be useful to assess student
programs at UNM?

Are students involved in planning this process?
If so, how are they involved?

If not, should they be?

149
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Are there any other activities that may be contributing to the increase in freshman to
sophomore retention at UNM?

In thinking about the state as a whole, in your opinion, are there reasons other than
UNM'’s programmatic adjustments that might help to explain UNM’s improvement in the

freshman-to-sophomore retention rate?
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Appendix C
Documents Reviewed

L. UNM Mission

IL. UNM Vision

II1. UNM History

IV.  UNM Data from Provost Dashboard

V. UNM Catalog

VI.  UNM Strategic Plan

VII. UNM Operations and Procedures Manual

VIII. UNM Higher Learning Commission Self-studies and Reports
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Research Question

Observational Data

Observations related to “How does UNM
set and reinforce student expectations?”’

Observations related to “How does UNM
handle advising and is it effective?”

Observations related to “How does UNM
provide curricular and co-curricular
support?”’

Observations related to “How does UNM
assess student success programs?”’

Observations related to “What additional
processes/procedures would be useful to
assess student programs at UNM?”




Appendix E-Coding Table

Second-cycle Provisional Code Frequency
Support 315
Orientation 212
Advisor 189
Advising/Advisement 164
Academic 128
Expectation 99
CAPS 92
Retention 86
Accreditation/HLC/Gardner 85
Assessment 77
CEP/SEP/CAMP 73
Training/Professional Development 69
Graduation/Completion 67
Curricular 66
Ethnic Centers 61
Challenge 42
Learning Communities 42
Co-curricular 35
Bridge 18

153



154

Appendix F — Legislative Lottery Scholarship Program Qualifications

Description: The New Mexico Legislative Lottery Scholarship will pay a portion of
tuition (up to an undergraduate degree) for students who meet the eligibility criteria listed

below.

Eligibility:

o Student must be a resident of New Mexico.

o Student must have completed high school at a public or accredited private New
Mexico high school, graduated from a public or accredited private New Mexico
high school or received a high school equivalency credential while maintaining
residency in New Mexico.

o Student must enroll at a public post-secondary educational institution in New
Mexico within sixteen months of graduation or receipt of a high equivalency
credential.

e Student must enroll in and earn 15 credit hours per semester at a four-year New
Mexico public university.

o Student must enroll in and earn 12 credit hours per semester at a two- year New
Mexico public community college.

e Student must maintain a 2.5 or greater cumulative grade point average (GPA)
each semester of enrollment.

o Students with disabilities may qualify for reduced credit hour requirements and

additional semesters of the scholarship.
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Award: A flat award based on the type of institution the student attends (Research;
Comprehensive; or Community College). NMHED will notify institutions of the award
for the upcoming academic year by June 1.

Duration: The initial scholarship shall begin with the second semester of enrollment at a
public postsecondary educational institution. Thereafter, the scholarship is renewed on a
per-semester basis subject to maintaining eligibility. Students must remain consecutively
enrolled each fall and spring semester to maintain eligibility for the scholarship. The
scholarship may be renewed at a four-year institution until the award recipient has
received seven (7) semesters of scholarship awards or until the student graduates with a
bachelor’s degree, whichever is sooner. Students attending a community college are
eligible for three (3) semesters of scholarship awards. The student should contact their
public post-secondary educational institution’s financial aid advisor for eligibility

verification if they have met the first semester eligibility requirements listed above.
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Appendix G

1. Expectation
a. Faculty/staff belief in student preparedness expectations
b. Faculty/staff belief in student academic expectations
c. Faculty/staff belief in student expectations about major selection
d. Faculty/staff belief in student expectation of length of time to degree
attainment
e. Faculty/staff belief in student co-curricular involvement expectations
f. Faculty/staff belief in student social expectations
g. Expectations based on previous data
h. Institutional expectations
i. Parent/guardian expectations
2. Advising
a. Initial advisory meeting for centralized advisors
b. Degree selection
c. Course selection
d. Student schedule
e. Academic map
3. Curricular and co-curricular support
a. Tutoring
b. Student involvement
c. Library patronage

d. Mentoring
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e. First-year experience course
4. Assessment
a. Assessment of student expectation
b. Assessment of tutoring
c. Assessment of student involvement
d. Assessment of the first-year experience course

e. Assessment of the first-year program.
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