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2. Benchmarks and trends

3. Essentials in student success planning
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Definitions and 
Framework1
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Federal Definitions

• Retention: the percentage of students who return to the same institution 
for their second year;

• Persistence: the percentage of students who return to college at any 
institution for their second year; 

• Institutions that receive federal financial aid are required to report 
student success data to the U.S. Department of Education via annual 
surveys (IPEDS)
– Part of a larger set of information that is also shared with students and 

families through the College Navigator website

Defining Retention
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Performance Indicators
Defining Retention

Persistence:
Term-to-term return

Progression:
Activity that correlates with persistence, 
such as course completion and academic 

probation rates

Retention:
Fall-to-fall return

Completion/Graduation



6

Student Success Relationship Management 
Model™: Four-Year School

Who?  Which 
strategies?

Who?  Which 
strategies?

Who?  
Which 

strategies
?

Etc.

Success strategies during enrollment process
(transition to the campus community) 

Success strategies during year one (affiliation,
engagement, integration, transition)

Success strategies during year two (“situation”,
academic affiliation, career, experiential learning)

Success strategies in years three and four
(academic satisfaction, career, and graduate school)

Graduation/completion
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Student Success Relationship Management 
Model™: Two-Year School

Who?  Which 
strategies?

Who?  Which 
strategies?

Who?  
Which 

strategies
?

Etc.

Success strategies during enrollment process
(transition to the campus community) 

Success strategies during term one (affiliation,
engagement, integration, transition)

Success strategies during term two (“situation”,
academic affiliation, career, experiential learning)

Success strategies in years two and beyond
(academic satisfaction, career, and graduate school)

Graduation/completion/transfer
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Planning for Student Success

• What does student success look like at your institution?

• How do you measure student success? 

• To what extent are you meeting the goals that you have established to-
date?
– Are these goals appropriate for the specific populations you wish to impact?

• What barriers exist in working toward your goals?

• How do you communicate progress toward and achievement of student 
success goals? 

Guiding Questions
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Benchmarks and 
Trends2
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Key Findings from our latest research

• Nearly 30% of students question whether college is worth it.

• 75% of incoming students want to meet new friends at college.

• About 1 in 6 want to talk to a counselor.

• Two-thirds of students want help selecting an educational plan that will 
help them get a good job.

• Nearly all students are committed to college.

Incoming First-Year Students

© Copyright 2023 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC
2023 National First-Year Students and Their Motivation to Complete College Report
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Question: “I often wonder if a college education is worth the 
time, money, and effort that I’m being asked to spend on it.”

Students’ perception of value: Change over time

© Copyright 2023 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC
2023 National First-Year Students and Their Motivation to Complete College Report
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Friends, Study Habits, and Degree Planning
Top Ten Requests for Assistance: New Students

© Copyright 2023 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC
2023 National First-Year Students and Their Motivation to Complete College Report
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Careers and Academic Support
Top Ten Requests for Assistance: Mid-Year

© Copyright 2023 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC
2023 National First-Year Students and Their Motivation to Complete College Report
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Careers and Completion
Top Ten Requests for Assistance: Second Year

© Copyright 2023 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC
2023 National First-Year Students and Their Motivation to Complete College Report
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N =3,458 Adult Learners (25+)
N = 5,604 Traditional Students (18-24) 

Adult vs. Traditional Students (2021 Report)
Student Motivations Differ by Type

© Copyright 2021 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC
2021 National First-Year Students and Their Motivation to Complete College Report
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Top 10 areas of assistance for adult learners (2021 Report)

© Copyright 2021 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC
2021 National First-Year Students and Their Motivation to Complete College Report
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What do our Student Satisfaction Data Tell Us?
Results from 639 colleges and universities

© Copyright 2022 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC. 2022 National Student Satisfaction and Priorities Report
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How satisfied are college students?

© Copyright 2022 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC
2022 National Student Satisfaction and Priorities Report
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Percentages indicates the proportion of “satisfied” or “very satisfied” scores
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How likely are students to re-enroll?

© Copyright 2022 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC
2022 National Student Satisfaction and Priorities Report

Percentages indicates the proportion of “probably yes” and “definitely yes” scores
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Campus Climate Items: 2019-2022 results

• Students at 4-year public and private institutions and community colleges 
all cite ‘a sense of belonging’ and a ‘caring and helpful staff’ as important
– 2-year students report the highest levels of satisfaction with these items

• Adult students want ‘to feel welcome’ on campus

• Online learners emphasize access to information, timely response, and 
technical support

Campus Climate and Retention

© Copyright 2022 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC
2022 National Student Satisfaction and Priorities Report
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Importance & Satisfaction: 4-Year Privates
Campus Environment

© Copyright 2022 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC
2022 National Student Satisfaction and Priorities Report
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Importance & Satisfaction: 4-Year Publics
Campus Environment

© Copyright 2022 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC
2022 National Student Satisfaction and Priorities Report
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Importance & Satisfaction: Community Colleges
Campus Environment

© Copyright 2022 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC
2022 National Student Satisfaction and Priorities Report
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Importance & Satisfaction: Adult Students
Campus Environment

© Copyright 2022 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC
2022 National Student Satisfaction and Priorities Report
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Importance & Satisfaction: Online Learners
Campus Environment

© Copyright 2022 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC
2022 National Student Satisfaction and Priorities Report
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Start with the first two years
• Benchmarks are helpful for comparing your outcomes and making 

realistic goals 

Benchmarks and Retention Planning



27

FTIC Fall-to-Fall Retention Rate: 2020 to 2021

© 2022 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC. All rights reserved.
2022 Student Success and Retention Benchmarks Report
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2nd Year Fall-to-Fall Retention Rate: 2020 to 2021

© 2022 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC. All rights reserved.
2022 Student Success and Retention Benchmarks Report
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New Transfer Fall-to-Fall Retention Rate: 
2020 to 2021

© 2022 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC. All rights reserved.
2022 Student Success and Retention Benchmarks Report
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FTIC Students on Academic Probation: 2020-21 
cohort

© 2022 Ruffalo Noel Levitz, LLC. All rights reserved.
2022 Student Success and Retention Benchmarks Report
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Effective Practices for Student 
Success, Retention, and Completion

2023 Poll 
Coming August 

2023
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Essentials in 
Student Success 
Planning3



33

Align with institutional priorities and planning
Situating Retention Efforts 
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Build your strategies on a foundation of student success

Be intrusive and 
intentional

Integrate with other 
programs

Gather and 
integrate student 

feedback

Provide quality 
classroom 

engagement
Ensure student-

centeredness
Empower students 

to develop 
relationships

Guiding Principles for Effective Retention Efforts
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Steps for retention planning

Conduct a SWOT analysis, 
including data collection Set goals

Formulate strategies Develop action plans

Celebrate wins!
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Don’t forget to collect data in this step
• Review the mission statement and strategic plan

• Assess driving forces and inhibiting factors

• Compile and review historical enrollment and retention data 

• Review appropriate demographic trends 

• Conduct a program-by-program analysis

• Develop a list of retention planning assumptions

• Review project and consultant recommendations

• Clarify definitions that may be used in the planning process

Retention situation analysis
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Focusing on student relationships and engagement

• Provide early identification.

• Provide a tool for advisors to enhance communication and relationship-building.

• Provide individual and aggregate data for developing and targeting customized 
communications.

• Continue to take the “pulse” of your students.

Adopt a first-fourth semester planning paradigm
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And assign specific individuals/groups to each one!

• Do students experience problems with the process/system?

• Is the process important to ongoing institutional effectiveness and 
quality?

• Can the college control the improvement of the process?

• Will students benefit or care about the improvement?

• Is the college willing and able to dedicate the appropriate financial and 
human resources to improve the process?

Formulate Strategies to Achieve Goals
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Keep your goals at the forefront
Develop Action Plans

•Specific description of the activity that is generally quantifiable and measurable

What exactly are you going to do? 

•Timetables that clearly show key dates and deadlines

When will it be completed? 

•Clear assignments of responsibility for performing important tasks

Who will be responsible? 

•Budget information showing the cost of implementation

How much will it cost? 

•The methods of assessment, evaluation, or control that will be used to monitor progress, or measure success or failure of the actions

How will you know whether it has been accomplished? 
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Activity-Oriented Results-Oriented
Redefining problems/issues Recommending specific actions to address problems/issues

Failing to set priorities Establishing top priorities

Focusing on trivial and non-critical problems/issues Selecting the problems/issues that are the most important and 
that make the biggest difference

Working to improve too many procedures simultaneously Working to improve a small number of critical processes

Over-analyzing and disputing the data Using the data to develop plans

Focus on Results
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So much more than a metric!
Retention is one part of Student Success

Relies on quality
programs and services

Is about developing 
effective relationships 
with students and 
their families

Is data-driven and 
evidence-informed

It’s an outcome
of what you do
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Planning for Student Success

• What does student success look like at your institution today?
– How closely does this align with your vision for student success over the next 

three years?

• What barriers exist to improving student success on your campus? How do 
you know?

• How will you measure student success? Do you have the tools you need?

• Are current goals appropriate for the specific populations you wish to impact?

• How will you communicate progress to the campus community?

Back to our guiding questions…



All material in this presentation, including text and images, is the property of RNL. Permission is required to reproduce information.

Sherri Erkel, Vice President
Student Success
Sherri.Erkel@RuffaloNL.com

Thank you!


	Slide Number 1
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Defining Retention
	Defining Retention
	Student Success Relationship Management Model™: Four-Year School
	Student Success Relationship Management Model™: Two-Year School
	Guiding Questions
	Slide Number 9
	Incoming First-Year Students
	Students’ perception of value: Change over time
	Top Ten Requests for Assistance: New Students
	Top Ten Requests for Assistance: Mid-Year
	Top Ten Requests for Assistance: Second Year
	Student Motivations Differ by Type
	Top 10 areas of assistance for adult learners (2021 Report)
	What do our Student Satisfaction Data Tell Us?
	How satisfied are college students?
	How likely are students to re-enroll?
	Campus Climate and Retention
	Campus Environment
	Campus Environment
	Campus Environment
	Campus Environment
	Campus Environment
	Benchmarks and Retention Planning
	FTIC Fall-to-Fall Retention Rate: 2020 to 2021
	2nd Year Fall-to-Fall Retention Rate: 2020 to 2021
	New Transfer Fall-to-Fall Retention Rate: �2020 to 2021
	FTIC Students on Academic Probation: 2020-21 cohort
	Slide Number 31
	Slide Number 32
	Situating Retention Efforts 
	Guiding Principles for Effective Retention Efforts
	Steps for retention planning
	Retention situation analysis
	Adopt a first-fourth semester planning paradigm
	Formulate Strategies to Achieve Goals
	Develop Action Plans
	Focus on Results
	Retention is one part of Student Success
	Back to our guiding questions…
	Thank you!

