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Abstract

This article focuses on the role of theory and assessment in shaping student services
and support through collaboration between student and academic affairs. Specifically,
this paper highlights the use of a first-year student assessment tool that informs student
support practices in the College of Agriculture at Louisiana State University (LSU).
Guided by Tinto’s (2012) model of institutional action, the assessment tool examined
the transition experiences of first-year students, which ultimately provided feedback on
ways the academic college could better support their academic and social integration.
The major innovations include strategic initiatives focused on three areas: first-
year seminars, goal check-in meetings, and academic and social support. The article
concludes with four recommendations for scholar-practitioners to help inform practice

with first-year experiences and retention initiatives within higher education broadly.
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ile college enrollment rates
have increased over time, col-
lege persistence and comple-
tion rates have remained stag-
nant (Castleman & Meyer, 2017; National Student
Clearinghouse [NSC], 2020). From 2015 to 2018,
the national first-year persistence rate has re-
mained steady at around 67% (NSC, 2020). Addi-
tional pressure on higher education institutions to
retain students has highlighted the importance of
first-year student success. Further, institutions are
focused on the changing student demographics, as
the success rates and disparities vary across dif-
ferent student populations (Keup & Kilgo, 2014).
When considering the purpose of higher educa-
tion institutions to improve the opportunities for
students, attrition works against that very mission
(Frankfort et al., 2015). Further, while retention
rates have remained relatively stagnant, there are
still disparities by race and ethnicity. In particu-
lar, first-to-second year retention rates of Asian
(86%) and White (81%) students are much higher
than the rates of their Hispanic (72%) and African
American (66%) counterparts (NSC, 2020). Thus,
in recent years, colleges and universities have
shifted their focus to retaining students and clos-
ing the equity gaps, especially using low-cost, evi-
dence-based solutions (Castleman & Meyer, 2017;
Frankfort et al., 2015).

Improving retention rates is complex and
challenging, and there is no simple solution. Each
university and unit needs to examine the major
challenges students face and address them direct-
ly (Andrews & Schulze, 2018). One way to exam-
ine the challenges students face is through robust
assessment measures, particularly in the first year
of college. Of all students who do not persist in
college and eventually drop out, most are likely to
drop out before starting their sophomore year of
college (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Tinto, 2012a). Ac-
cording to Tinto (2012a), “since much of the attri-
tion in the second year reflects what happened or
did not happen in the first year, it is understand-
able that many institutions allocate a sizable por-
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tion of their scarce resources to the first year in
college” (p. 3).

Purpose and Significance

The purpose of the article is to highlight the use of
theory in developing an assessment tool and, im-
portantly, how the results informed student ser-
vices and support. Acknowledging the importance
of the first year of college within the broader reten-
tion conversation, this article highlights the use of
a first-year student assessment tool that informed
student support practices in the College of Agri-
culture at Louisiana State University (LSU). Guid-
ed by Tinto’s (2012a) model of institutional action,
the assessment tool examined the transition ex-
periences of first-year students, which ultimately
provided feedback on ways the academic college
can better support students’ transition to college.
This article adds to the scholarly literature and is
significant for three primary reasons. First, it pro-
vides a real-world way practitioners used schol-
arship and theory to inform practice in an under-
graduate academic college. Second, this project
provides a theoretical rationale for utilizing a col-
laborative approach between a staff member and
faculty member to support first-year student suc-
cess. Dr. Amanda Martin serves as the Assistant
Dean of Recruitment and Student Development in
the LSU College of Agriculture. Dr. Ashley Clay-
ton is a faculty member in the LSU Higher Educa-
tion Administration graduate program. Third, this
project serves as an example of how to develop a
meaningful and theoretically-based assessment
for first-year student programs. We will share im-
plications and recommendations for practitioners
interested in implementing a similar assessment
initiative to improve students’ first-year experi-
ences.

Literature and Framework

First-Year Experience
Since the 1980s, the “freshman year experience”
or first-year experience has become a movement
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within higher education to support student suc-
cess (Barefoot, 2000). To address the growing
needs of the student transition to the institution,
first-year experience programs were developed
(Schrader & Brown, 2008). Over time, the re-
sources devoted to assisting with student support
and transition evolved from institutional centers
to include courses and seminars and expanded to
an overall process designed with linked programs
with the objective of first-year student success
(White et al., 1995).

Although there are many program and ini-
tiative examples across institutions, these efforts
associated with the first-year experience are not
always succinctly coordinated among the academ-
ic and student affairs divisions (Young & Chung,
2019). The key to implementing meaningful pro-
grams that help students transition in the first-
year experience is continual evaluation and as-
sessment (Kuh, 2010). The impact of assessment
on improving programs and policies for first-year
students depends heavily on developing strategies
and decisions on how the data is used (Keup &
Kilgo, 2014). The success of these programs also
requires academic and student affairs profession-
als to coordinate and connect across the organiza-
tion to support the success of first-year students
(Young & Chung, 2019).

Academic and Student Affairs Collabora-
tion

According to Campbell and Mislevy (2013),
institutions can build deeper connections with
students by contributing to their experiences with
quality services and, through these actions, univer-
sities hope to actively identify and engage students
by being proactive with supplying these resourc-
es. The connection to the classroom and student
success should not be overlooked as retention ini-
tiatives and programming cannot stand alone in
the first-year experience. To increase retention,
actions must also be centered on the classroom
experiences (Tinto, 2012a). By developing a struc-
tured plan for a “supportive and seamless learning

environment” (O’Halloran, 2019, p. 301), academ-
ic and student affairs can avoid the silo approach
to maximize the opportunity for student success.
As Tinto (2012b) stated, “The success of an insti-
tution reflects the ability of its various programs to
improve, endure, and scale up over time in ways
that are systemic and aligned to the achievement
of the same goal: enhanced student retention and
graduation” (p. 82).

Using collaborative efforts between aca-
demic and student affairs is important to higher
education. The result should ensure compatibility
with the university mission while also improving
retention and enhancing the college experience for
students (O’Halloran, 2019). When considering
the relationship between academic and student
affairs, high-impact practices (HIPs) are a perfect
example of how resources and strategies can be
leveraged across both academic and social expe-
riences to increase retention rates and student en-
gagement (Kuh, 2010). Examples of these practices
can include first-year seminars, learning commu-
nities, undergraduate research, and e-portfolios.
Woven throughout these practices are opportuni-
ties for students to build relationships with faculty
and staff and develop a deeper connection to the
institution, ultimately increasing retention.

Institutional Action Framework

Tinto’s (2012a) model of institutional action fo-
cuses on the conditions and environment on cam-
pus that sets the tone for student success. The
model shifts the focus to the specific actions that
the institution has control over to influence stu-
dent retention. The student attributes and exter-
nal environments are not the focus of the model,
as the intent is to focus on the expectations, sup-
port, assessment and feedback, and involvement
that shape student academic and social involve-
ment, ultimately influencing student commitment
through the actions of institutional commitment
(Tinto, 2012b). This model represents a true the-
ory-to-practice framework, outlining four key ele-
ments that guided this assessment project: expec-
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tations, support, assessment and feedback, and
involvement (see Figure 1).

Tinto’s (2012b) model of institutional action
addresses some of the gaps and weaknesses from
his earlier model. Tinto’s (1993) model of student
integration was extensively tested and examined
(Barnett, 2007; Braxton & McClendon, 2002), but
researchers like Braxton et al. (2004) questioned
how this model addressed student retention at
various institutional types, as well as the effective-
ness of retention practices based on smaller insti-
tutions versus large-scale institutions. The model
of institutional action provides more focused in-
sight to address these weaknesses and creates an
opportunity for universities to further explore the
institutional commitments in place through insti-
tutional action. Tinto (2012b) explained that insti-
tutional commitment to student success “sets the
tone for the expectational climate for success that
students encounter in their everyday interactions
with the institution, its policies, practices, and var-
ious members (faculty, staff, administrators, and
other students)” (p. 259).

Academic and student affairs collabora-
tion can be reflected throughout the Tinto (2012a)
model. As expectations, support, assessment and
feedback, and involvement overlap within the
model, so do the collaborative efforts needed to
direct student success (Tinto, 2012a). Working
together, faculty and staff can influence the qual-
ity of effort, learning, and overall success of the
students they serve. Through collaboration from
setting expectations at orientation through the
supports offered academically, socially, and finan-
cially, concentrated efforts where academic and
student affairs colleagues can work together to
monitor and assess student progress are crucial to
student success and commitment. This process is
the most effective when academic and student af-
fairs can work simultaneously and strategically to
intervene early in the first year and provide feed-
back to direct student success.

Expectations are what drive student suc-
cess. Tinto (2012a) shared that “high expectations

College Student Affairs Journal  Vol. 40, No. 2, 2022

are a condition for student success, low expecta-
tions a harbinger of failure. Simply put, no one rises
to low expectations” (p. 7). These expectations can
be established through advising, orientation, and
coursework as well as through informal networks
on campus. The key is to establish an environment
that provides students with a path to success. To
hold students to high expectations, providing nec-
essary support is crucial. It has been established
that support is critical during the first year of col-
lege (Tinto, 2012a). This ranges from academic
support to social support and even financial sup-
port for students. Assessment and feedback also
increase a student’s likelihood to succeed, as this
frequent communication can help students adjust
behaviors for success. This includes the behaviors
of students, faculty, and staff. These assessment
efforts to address retention can include entry as-
sessments, end-of-first-year assessments, and
additional specific assessments based on courses,
programs, and the overall institutional experience.
Finally, involvement is the fourth crucial piece to
the student retention model. Students’ connec-
tions to campus relate to success as students are
more likely to succeed if they are academically and
socially engaged with faculty and student affairs
(Tinto, 2012a).

These four elements pertain to specific re-
tention initiatives with students’ first-year experi-
ences. What students encounter after college en-
rollment matters more than the commitment the
student makes to attend the institution (Drake,
2011; Tinto, 1987; Wilder, 2016). It is crucial to
understand institutional commitment from a stu-
dent perspective through their experiences with
institutional actions created to address retention.
Further, students are more likely to succeed when
the university provides a setting that encompass-
es high expectations, academic and social support,
frequent feedback, and involvement with peers
and faculty (Tinto, 2012b).

In utilizing the four key elements of Tin-
to’s (2012a) model, we created questions for a
first-year student assessment to address how stu-
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dents were transitioning to college and identify
areas where students needed additional resourc-
es or support to be successful. The collaboration
between academic and student affairs to create,
administer, review, and address the results of the
assessment reflect not only the tenets of Tinto’s
(2012a) model in how an institution can create a
setting and expectation for success but also suc-
cessful partnerships that can be developed within
higher education to address needed interventions
of student support.

Overview and Purpose of
the First-Year Assessment

While LSU has improved the first-to sec-
ond-year retention rates since 1987 (68.4%), these
rates have only increased by 2% from 1995 (81.7%)
to 2017 (83.7%). Over the past 10 years, the first-
to-second year retention rate at LSU remained
relatively stagnant, changing only from 83.6% in
2007 to 83.7% in 2018. While a bit higher than the
institutional rate, the College of Agriculture’s first-
to-second year retention rate changed from 81.9%
in 2008 to 84.6% in 2017. In the fall of 2018, the
College of Agriculture wanted to work more inten-
tionally on retaining students and increasing their
retention rates. The Dean’s office noted a gap in
retention practices with first-year students and a
lack of organized purpose and structure to reten-
tion-based initiatives. This is a similar occurrence
for many other institutions with new retention
initiatives implemented without much assessment
on how students perceive these initiatives (Dunn
et al., 2013). The desire to increase retention rates
and better serve the needs of the first-year stu-
dents in the College of Agriculture led to the de-
velopment of a first-year assessment project.

TIGA Assessment Design

In fall 2018, the LSU College of Agriculture
created a new initiative called the Tiger Intrusive
Group Advising (TIGA) assessment. Assessment
data collected from first-year students can be uti-

lized for various purposes to better understand
the background and experiences of a student co-
hort (Keup & Kilgo, 2014). TIGA is a tool to assess
students’ current situation to diagnose and inter-
vene in their first year. In developing the questions
on TIGA, we relied on three key sources: Tinto’s
(2012a) theoretical framework, publicly-available
instruments from other universities, and feedback
from faculty, staff, and students.

Utilizing Tinto’s (2012a) Theory of Insti-
tutional Action, we developed our questions and
the follow-up plan around the four key elements
of the model. Regarding support and involvement,
we included questions about campus resources
students were utilizing and how they were get-
ting involved on campus. For the expectations
and feedback elements of the model, we included
questions focused on where students were experi-
encing challenges and what areas they would like
additional help.

The Dean’s office staff worked on develop-
ing a specialized communication plan to provide
students with feedback, resources, and to reaffirm
the expectations for college. In developing our
instrument, we reviewed publicly-available ex-
amples from other institutions, including North
Carolina State University and the University of
South Carolina. We worked together to finalize the
assessment and sent it to faculty and student ser-
vices staff in the College of Agriculture to provide
feedback. We then administered the questionnaire
to a small population of undergraduate students
who would not be in the sample population for a
final round of feedback. We made finals edits and
officially launched the instrument in the third
week of the fall 2018 semester.

The questions on the instrument were fo-
cused on: determining the level of involvement a
student has exhibited in the first month of being
on campus, their perceptions of their academic
experiences so far, their satisfaction level with the
college and university experience, their likelihood
to continue enrollment, current challenges, and
their identified areas for personal and profession-
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al growth. Students could “check” what resources
or services they have utilized since they have been
on campus, list organizations they were involved
with, or choose options of why they were not in-
volved. The instrument also included scale ques-
tions to collect feedback on students’ satisfaction
with their university experience and how likely
they were to return in the spring semester. Addi-
tionally, students were asked to check all “chal-
lenges” they were experiencing. The examples of
challenges that students indicated on the TIGA as-
sessment are outlined in Table 1.

Additional open-ended questions were list-
ed to allow students to share information on how
they felt about their major and general feedback
on their transition from high school to college. A
key focus of the assessment was to understand the
resources students needed. Students were asked
to check all that apply in terms of areas that they
would like additional help with during their first
year (see Table 2). Notably, the assessment was
not anonymous, and students were asked to share
their names and contact information so that they
could be contacted afterward.

Data Collection and Analysis

We distributed the TIGA assessment to all
first-year students in the College of Agriculture in
the third week of the fall 2018 semester. We se-
lected the third week as we wanted to get feedback
from the students early in the semester while also
giving students a couple of weeks to transition to
college. To increase response rates, Amanda vis-
ited a class associated with the residential college
experience for first-year students to provide stu-
dents with information on the assessment and
sent an additional email to all first-year students
in the college. The staff in the College of Agricul-
ture explained that the assessment data would be
utilized to provide students with personalized out-
reach in their first semester.

The College of Agriculture continues to
modify and administer the assessment each fall
semester during the third week of classes. In fall
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of 2018, the College of Agriculture administered
the TIGA assessment to all 334 first-year students
in the LSU College of Agriculture. In 2019, the
College distributed TIGA to 412 first-year students
and recently distributed TIGA to 407 students in
2020. Overall, there were high response rates:
71%, 78%, and 90% over the three years, respec-
tively. Altogether, 1,024 first-year students com-
pleted TIGA from fall 2018 through fall 2020.

After we closed the assessment, the Dean’s
office staff in the college compiled the informa-
tion students provided. The primary goal was for
staff to figure out the main challenges students
were experiencing (see Table 1) so that they could
do larger-scale interventions. Additionally, staff
analyzed the data at the individual student level.
Staff members then created targeted personalized
emails, text messages, and phone calls related to
their areas of interest (see Table 2). Overall, the
instrument served as an early identification tool to
connect students with faculty and staff for person-
alized “coaching” to address the issues of concern
that the student indicated on the assessment.

Rigor of Assessment Design

The development of the assessment oc-
curred through an academic affairs and student
affairs collaboration. The idea for this assessment
project began when Amanda was a doctoral stu-
dent in Ashley’s Retention and Student Success
graduate course. Amanda developed an initial
draft of a first-year assessment tool for the final
course project that she wanted to administer in the
College of Agriculture. After the course ended, we
met several times to finalize the instrument and
submitted our assessment project to LSU’s Insti-
tutional Review Board (IRB) for approval. While
IRB approval was not required, we wanted to have
the opportunity to publish this work and ensure
that we were protecting human subjects.
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Major Innovations from
the Assessment Results

The results of the TIGA assessment direct-
ed the college’s student services staff to develop
initiatives focused on the students’ needs. The
staff utilized specialized programming, individual
meetings, organized events, and targeted emails,
text messages, and phone calls to reach out and
engage with the students based on their respons-
es. The TIGA assessment tool created opportuni-
ties for students to have personalized resources
directed to them at a crucial point of transition in
the first semester. In specific circumstances where
students indicated they were not satisfied with
their experience or did not plan to return to the
institution, the staff communicated directly with
these students to assess the situations and address
obstacles to student success. The feedback gath-
ered from the TIGA assessment helped to guide
practice in retention strategies. In this section, we
highlight three of the primary innovations from
the TIGA assessment results: first-year seminars,
goal check-in meetings, and academic and social
support.

First-Year Seminars

In reviewing the feedback from the first-
year students completing the TIGA assessment
and comparing their target areas of interest to the
current course structure of the first-year seminar,
topics were not in sync. Utilizing both the feed-
back from TIGA and the literature on high-impact
practices, the Dean’s office decided to restructure
the first-year seminar course for the college (Kuh,
2010; Padgett et al., 2013; Skipper, 2017). A first-
year seminar course can be defined as “a course
that intentionally includes a range of effective ed-
ucational practices in its design and delivery to
support the development of skills and dispositions
leading to academic and personal success in col-
lege and in 21st century global society” (Skipper,
2017, p. 155). When the first TIGA assessment was
administered in 2018, not all first-year students

were required to enroll in the college’s first-year
seminar course. One section was required for stu-
dents living in the Agriculture Residential College,
which enrolled over 100 students in the course
with one instructor. Graduate students taught ad-
ditional smaller units for incoming students. This
model was not sufficient when leveraging this as
a retention-based tool and utilizing this course
to build a connection to the college and import-
ant resources for the first-year experience. When
reviewing literature on first-year seminar class-
es, the top three goals of these courses were to:
develop essential academic skills, provide orien-
tation to campus, and ease transition to campus
(Tobolowsky, 2005). Considering the experiences
necessary to set high expectations for students’
success, a restructured first-year seminar created
an opportunity to foster foundational growth to
assist students with setting a tone for success at
the institution.

The suggested changes resulted in what is
now structured as a specialized extended-orienta-
tion style first-year seminar course connected to
agriculture topics, with 10 sections being offered
each year. The class size ranges from 35-45 stu-
dents in each section with at least two undergrad-
uate peer mentors and an instructor, who either
serves as a full-time staff member in the college’s
student services office or a faculty member in the
college. The curriculum for this course closely
aligns with areas essential for a successful transi-
tion to college, provides connections to agriculture
issues, and focuses on the development of an on-
line portfolio in an atmosphere smaller sections to
allow for more meaningful connections with the
instructors. Directly connecting to the four tenets
of Tinto’s model (2012a), this course is structured
in a way: to assist students in developing goals and
reaching high expectations through self-reflec-
tion and portfolio development; implement feed-
back and support through consistent check-ins on
weekly quizzes and personalized portfolio feed-
back, and involvement through structured assign-
ments meant to build connections with the cam-
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pus community. It is important that high quality
and honest assessment of the first-year seminar
course continues to determine how it contributes
to first-year success (Young, 2020).

Goal Check-In Meetings

Goal check-in meetings were another im-
portant change implemented based on the initial
TIGA responses. It was evident that most of the
students wanted more academic and career devel-
opment support. In reviewing the advising support
model, the college lacked consistency in how stu-
dents were advised on resources on these topic ar-
eas. To better acclimate students to resources and
important deadlines and a personalized meeting
opportunity, “goal check-in meetings” were estab-
lished as part of the first-year seminar restructure.
According to Gordon (2019), the key to developing
a meaningful advising experience is through the
development of regular scheduled contact with an
advisor.

Currently, each first-year student is re-
quired to meet with their peer mentor during the
first month on campus and then meet with their
seminar instructor following the completion of the
TIGA assessment. The purpose of the peer men-
tor meeting is to assist students in becoming com-
fortable with the peer mentor as a resource and
address any challenges the students may be expe-
riencing early in their transition to campus. Devel-
oping structures that allow upper-level students
to serve in a mentoring capacity to new students
is influential, especially with at-risk populations
(Barefoot, 2000). During the meeting with the
instructor, feedback from the TIGA assessment
is used to determine the key areas for discussion
during the one-on-one appointments. These meet-
ings are also held at important times in the semes-
ter, before midterms, to help students take advan-
tage of academic support resources. The meetings
are personalized to discuss the “challenges” that
students indicated they are experiencing based
on their TIGA assessment feedback (see Table 1).
Again, the use of the goal check-in meetings di-
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rectly aligns with Tinto’s model (2012a). These
meetings allow students to receive feedback on
their progress and for instructors to intervene ear-
ly in the student experience to provide resources
and support.

Academic and Social Support

The development of the TIGA assessment
also allowed for the college to structure a team ap-
proach to creating a communication campaign and
specialized events based on the students’ feedback.
These target areas included: involvement in orga-
nizations, undergraduate research opportunities,
major exploration, time management issues, study
abroad, academic and study skills, internships, ca-
reer, and managing financial costs (see Table 2).
These target areas highlighted the resources the
office could provide to assist students with aca-
demic and social support. Increasing involvement
and time on campus, faculty to student interac-
tions, and helping students to connect them with
resources on campus are influential parts of how
faculty and staff can support students academi-
cally and socially (Barefoot, 2000). The structure
of the communication outreach efforts aligns with
this focus of academic and social integration and
support.

For each “target area,” the staff members
in the College of Agriculture collaboratively decid-
ed who would lead the communication and event
initiatives associated with that area. Some areas
included one-on-one meeting opportunities, and
others were set within a group setting. The team
of staff members worked together to develop a
communication calendar to ensure campaigns did
not overlap among the target area initiatives. Over
the three years that the TIGA assessment has been
administered, the team of core staff members has
proceeded to modify their outreach plans based on
the previous year’s results to continue to improve
support initiatives for the student population.

Students who indicated they were not plan-
ning to return to the institution were classified as a
priority population for a one-on-one appointment.
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These personalized meetings allowed the staff
member involved to have a deeper conversation
on what challenges the student may be experienc-
ing and what interventions could be implemented
to assist the student. Connecting back to Tinto’s
model (2012a), the targeted communication fol-
lowing the assessment addressed both academic
and social support efforts to lead students to addi-
tional resources to improve opportunities for suc-
cess.

Discussion and Implications

Tinto’s (2012a) Model of Institutional Ac-
tion provides a focused insight for universities to
explore the institutional commitments in place
through targeted efforts. Tinto (2012b) explained,
“Institutional commitment to student success, in
turn, sets the tone for the expectational climate for
success that students encounter in their everyday
interactions with the institution, its policies, prac-
tices, and various members (faculty, staff, admin-
istrators, and other students)” (p. 259). Through
this assessment project, the LSU College of Agri-
culture demonstrates a commitment to student
success and supports the four conditions outlined
within Tinto’s (2012a) model.

The findings from the TIGA assessment
initiative have implications for future research
and assessment initiatives. First, we encourage
cross-campus partnerships to address student
success. This was a successful example of faculty
(academic affairs) and student services staff (stu-
dent affairs) working collaboratively on develop-
ing an instrument. Through partnership, faculty
and staff can design a project grounded in theory
and research, and they can realistically implement
the necessary changes through practice. There are
numerous opportunities for academic and student
affairs individuals to work collaboratively on proj-
ects through coordination and relationship-build-
ing. We encourage more campus departments to
collaborate with higher education faculty and for
higher education faculty to develop class assign-

ments (e.g., questionnaires, interview protocols)
that can translate to practice beyond the class-
room.

The findings from this assessment project
can help inform practice with first-year experienc-
es and retention initiatives within higher educa-
tion broadly. The TIGA assessment is an example
of assessing students’ needs and challenges early
on to best support student success. There are im-
plications for other universities and colleges that
want to implement similar initiatives. While many
interventions are reactive, colleges must be proac-
tive in assessing students at multiple time points
throughout their college career, most notably
during the critical first year. For colleges interest-
ed in developing a first-year assessment tool, we
provide a few recommendations in the next sec-
tion.

Recommendations

We provide four recommendations for aca-
demic colleges and units interested in implement-
ing similar initiatives to address student success
in the first year. These recommendations are con-
nected to Tinto’s (2012a) model of institutional
action, identifying examples of actions that fall
under the four conditions of assessment and feed-
back, expectations, support, and involvement.

Recommendation 1: Administer Assess-
ment (Assessment/Feedback)

Our first recommendation is to adminis-
ter a questionnaire to meet the assessment and
feedback condition of Tinto’s (2012a) model. We
suggest developing a comprehensive instrument
with feedback from faculty, staff, and students.
This instrument provides data for the college to
direct retention efforts, which creates a support-
ive experience for first-year students. This type of
assessment allows for students to self-identify ar-
eas where they need assistance early in the semes-
ter before reaching the midterm check-ins. When
considering environments that foster success, stu-
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dents are more successful in settings where they
receive feedback on their performance (Tinto,
2012b). The questions and follow-up procedures
allowed staff to assess student concerns and pro-
vide feedback and resources personalized to their
needs. We encourage other colleges to develop a
similar instrument and administer it to first-year
students within the first month of college. One
way we have incentivized student participation
in the assessment is by incorporating TIGA into
the first-year seminar as an assignment. Since we
require the first-year seminar now for all incom-
ing students, this approach has been beneficial to
bridging the connection of gathering data and im-
plementing the outreach.

Recommendation 2: Incorporate Student
Feedback (Assessment/Feedback)

Aligned with Recommendation 1, we en-
courage colleges to be very intentional in their
efforts to incorporate student feedback from the
assessment. For example, we suggest asking stu-
dents questions on the instrument about what
types of support students need and what informa-
tion would have been helpful to know in advance
about college. As students identified the specific
challenges they were facing, staff members were
able to create programming initiatives to address
these challenges. These actions were driven by the
response rates with the challenges students out-
lined, and the staff members were able to deter-
mine if one-on-one or group programming would
be used to meet the needs of the students. It is im-
portant to assess the needs of students by asking
directly what support they need to help guide pro-
grams and policies. Further, we recommend that
administrators follow up with students to let them
know the assessment results and what actions
the college is taking as a result. It is crucial that
a team approach is taken to review the data and
develop the targeted outreach strategies. This ap-
proach works best when a model can be developed
where there are specific contacts for the resourc-
es provided to students. Sharing the overview of
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the results with students is also key to normalizing
some of the challenges they are experiencing and,
again driving home the message of the resources
available. With our approach, we summarize the
TIGA feedback within the first-year seminar class
to have an additional discussion with students.

Recommendation 3: Require Advising
Meetings (Expectations and Support)

Our third recommendation is guided by
two of Tinto’s (2012a) conditions: expectations
and support. We suggest that colleges require ad-
vising meetings for all first-year students. Prior to
the TIGA assessment, there was a noticeable vari-
ation in advising requirements across academic
programs. Based on student feedback on TIGA,
the college prioritized advising and required stu-
dents to set up an appointment, either with a fac-
ulty advisor and/or student services staff mem-
ber. The connection to an advisor is influential, as
“the inability to obtain needed advice during the
first year or at the point of changing majors can
undermine motivation, increase the likelihood of
departure, and for those who continue, result in
the increased time to degree completion” (Tinto,
2012b, p. 256). By implementing required advis-
ing appointments each semester, advisors could
check in on student progress and again help en-
sure students are on track with their academic
and career goals throughout their careers. This
practice can be implemented college- or universi-
ty-wide to provide a unified, consistent experience
of expectations.

Formal and informal advising meetings
also serve to communicate expectations to stu-
dents. Not only can students share their expecta-
tions, but the advisors can clearly state the high
expectations that students should strive for. It is
key that students are exposed to environments
that provide clear expectations on how to succeed
in college (Tinto, 2012b). Many students refer-
enced struggling with time management and were
worried about classes or grades. Colleges or uni-
versities should consider ways to communicate
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expectations early in the student experiences,
from orientation to throughout the first semester
experience, and consider additional strategies to
assist first-year students in developing these areas.
Simply, students do not rise to low expectations
(Tinto, 2012b). Students must be encouraged to
commit to meet the high expectations of the col-
lege and the university. An advising strategy mod-
el that can be implemented to check in on student
progress is an area where collaboration across stu-
dent and academic affairs can be beneficial. In our
model, first-year advising is now mandatory in the
first semester. For larger majors that may struggle
to provide individual advising appointments with
faculty, colleges can consider utilizing a group ad-
vising model through the collaboration of student
services staff and faculty advisors.

Recommendation 4: Provide Focused Pro-
grams and Opportunities (Involvement)
Our fourth recommendation is to provide
focused programs and opportunities in the first
year of college to align with Tinto’s (2012a) condi-
tion of involvement. Students who are academical-
ly and socially involved are more likely to persist
(Tinto, 1993, 2012a). It is critical that practitioners
develop events, programs, and organizations that
connect students socially and professionally.
These events are an important part of the first-year
experience and help students build social support
networks and find confidence in their persistence
goals at the institution. The focus on developing a
commitment and connection to the institution is
crucial, and “this is especially true during the first
year of university study when student membership
is so tenuous yet so critical to subsequent learning
and persistence” (Tinto, 2012b, p. 257). The insti-
tution may consider finding opportunities for stu-
dents in undecided majors to find opportunities
to engage. To maximize resources and time, we
would encourage the development of partnerships
and cross-collaboration across the campus to host
events and programming. Encouraging student
participation and assisting with structured events

are ways practitioners can develop influential re-
lationships across campus to serve their students
better.

Conclusion

TIGA has continued to serve as a guiding
tool to implement changes to the retention prac-
tices in place for students in the college. The col-
lege has experienced a higher first-to-second year
retention rate, with a 2.7% increase from the fall
2019 cohort. While many factors contribute to this
increase in retention, it is encouraging to see the
rate increase after implementing the TIGA assess-
ment and targeted support initiatives. We caution
readers that we are not making a causal claim
between TIGA and retention rates but note that
there appears to be a positive relationship. The in-
creased collaboration with academic and student
affairs planning has allowed for a more focused
and direct approach to addressing the first-to-sec-
ond year retention. By creating an assessment tool
to guide the practices related to retention efforts
and utilize direct feedback from the students, this
approach has created a streamlined plan to ad-
dress the needs of students. The tool provides a
specific recommendation to overcome challenges
and obstacles or to reach their goals within the
first-year experience. With the three major in-
novations highlighted and the four recommen-
dations for scholar-practitioners, this paper can
help to inform practice with first-year experiences
and retention initiatives within higher education
broadly.
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Figure 1. Tinto’s (2012a, 2012b) Model of Institutional Action
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Table 1

Tiger Intrusive Group Advising (TIGA) Assessment Data: Challenges

61

Challenges Number of Students
Struggling with time management 106
Not sure I am in the right major 44
Having trouble acclimating to college life and being away from home 52
Feeling like I do not belong here 22
Worried about my classes and grades 184
Financial issues 67
Need some career coaching advice 56
Understanding accommodations available through Disability Services 8
None-I feel that I am on the right path 29
Other 12
Table 2

Tiger Intrusive Group Advising (TIGA) Assessment Data: Targeted Areas

Target Area %‘;ﬁgzerftgf
Undergraduate Research Opportunities 51
Managing Financial Costs 58
Deciding on Major 60
Getting Involved 82
Time Management Planning 94
Study Abroad Planning 130
Academic and Study Skills 136

Internship and Career Planning

155




