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Preface

Orientation means finding your place and knowing the direction you want to move in as you 
face a new situation, environment, or experience. I once belonged to a volunteer organization that 
did not have a formal or informal orientation program for new members. My first year with the 
group was frustrating for I did not know and understand the folkways and mores of the organiza-
tion. Through observation and discussions with more experienced members, I finally learned my 
way within the organization; but it was a frustrating process for me and I am sure it also was for 
other more experienced members of the organization. That experience reinforced a valuable lesson 
for me. Taking time to orient new members of the community is time well spent. 

For students contemplating entering institutions of higher education, orientation programs 
are designed to provide sufficient information and support so that each person can make the ap-
propriate choices to meet his or her needs and goals.  Yet, orientation programs are unique because, 
in contrast to most programs and services in higher education, they focus primarily on those who 
are not yet enrolled in the institution sponsoring the program. To be sure, there are extended 
orientation programs, first-year seminars and the like, but they are all built on the foundation of 
orientation programs for admitted, but not yet enrolled students and their families. For some of 
these prospective students, involvement in an orientation program cements the commitment they 
have made to enter higher education. For others, participation in orientation and transition pro-
grams helps ease the anxiety of entering a new learning environment. For still others, it is a means 
to ensure that they will complete the necessary hurdles for course selection and registration for 
the new academic term. An individual chooses to participate in orientation programs for many 
reasons, but the central goal is to help him or her transition from being a high school student, a 
community college student, a person who has been involved in the world of work, or a person with 
a specific educational need to a student at an institution of higher education. That transition is not 
always easy or without challenges for the individual involved, yet orientation programs help ease 
the process, building bridges from one life stage to another.

The prospective students that orientation programs serve are changing in important and sig-
nificant ways, and orientation programs must accommodate those changes. Veterans, for example, 
are returning from combat zones to the classroom in ever-increasing numbers and orientation and 
transition programs need to be prepared to deal with these new learners who have already faced 
so much in their lives. The economy has also brought a new wave of potential learners to higher 
education—those seeking job-related certification or skills for career advancement or career change. 
These new learners will pose significant challenges as orientation and transition programs attempt 
to develop and market programs to students who may feel they already know what the collegiate 
experience is all about. But as all of us associated with higher education know, institutions as well 
as individuals change and transform over time and even returning students with knowledge of 
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higher education can benefit from an orientation program designed to help them be successful in 
this new environment.

Orientation programs also are unique within higher education because these programs serve 
individuals who have no intention of enrolling in the institution—that is, the family members of 
prospective students. For traditionally aged students, orientation programs focus on parents or 
guardians. For nontraditional students, there is a growing emphasis on outreach to other family 
members who will be affected by the enrollment of the prospective student in higher education, 
such as spouses, partners, and children. For families, college enrollment brings change, and as-
sistance is sometimes needed to help all family members cope with the challenges that may come 
with that change. 

Providing quality orientation programs seems deceptively simple. All the orientation profes-
sional has to do is identify the essential information prospective students need and provide an easy 
and useful way for students to access and absorb the information. For those professionals involved 
in orientation, however, the process is far from simple and the choices of how to best provide as-
sistance to prospective students and their families are many. For example, orientation and retention 
programs present and explain the values, expectations, and purpose of the institution to prospective 
students. Anyone involved in orientation programs knows first-hand that the number of requests 
from departments, programs, and people to present their program, service, or expectation to new 
students grows each year. Thus, an essential responsibility of orientation professionals is sorting 
out which of these messages are critical to hear prior to enrollment and which might be better 
received during the first term on campus. 

Investment in quality orientation programs is money well spent by an institution of higher 
education. However, convictions must be supported by data. Assessment, evaluation, research, and 
outcome measures are essential components of orientation, and financial and human resources must 
be sufficiently allocated to support these components. Assessment data are invaluable in identify-
ing the changing needs of students and in adapting programs and services to better meet those 
needs. Such data will also be critical in securing and maintaining resources to support orientation 
and transition programs and activities. Thus, high-quality assessment is another challenge facing 
orientation professionals. 

As a student affairs professional, I have always found that I learn a great deal from the wisdom 
and experience of other professionals. This monograph, written by professionals for professionals, 
is designed to help student affairs administrators navigate the challenges in providing high-quality 
orientation and transition initiatives. I am confident that you will find it helpful to you as you 
examine your own orientation and transition programs to ensure that they continue to meet the 
needs of prospective students and their families.

Although the content of your programs and the participants they serve may change and evolve 
over time, your essential goal of helping prospective students make a successful transition into an 
institution of higher education remains the same. Make good use of this monograph. Write to the 
authors and let them know whether you agree with what they have said. For it is through such 
dialogue that our shared profession continues to grow and flourish.  

I wish all of you the best as you help students make this important journey.

Margaret J. Barr
Professor Emeritus
School of Education and Social Policy
Retired, Vice President for Student Affairs
Northwestern University
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Foreword
 

We are pleased to introduce the third edition of Designing Successful Transitions: A Guide for 
Orienting Students to College. The original edition of this monograph was published in 1993 as a 
partnership between the National Orientation Directors Association (NODA) and the National 
Resource Center for The Freshman Year Experience (now the National Resource Center for The 
First-Year Experience and Students in Transition). Given the similarity of our organizations’ values 
and core commitments, the collaboration on that volume was a wonderful complement of ideas 
and charting of a vision for orientation programs, success in the first year of college, and higher 
education at large. The second edition, published in 2003, allowed our respective organizations 
to work together again to consider how orientation and the field of higher education had evolved 
and changed.  

We are delighted to collaborate on another edition of this monograph, which once again af-
fords us the opportunity to reflect on what has changed in higher education, especially in the 17 
years since the original edition of this monograph was published. As predicted by M. Lee Upcraft 
in his prologue to the second edition of this monograph, titled “Reflections on the Future of Ori-
entation,” the passage of time has also brought about new opportunities and concerns in our field 
as well as new tools and resources to address them. To that end, the 2010 edition addresses many 
topics (e.g., administration of orientation programs, family involvement, student characteristics 
and needs, assessment, and orientation for specific student populations and institutional types) that 
were included in previous editions but approaches them with new information, updated data, and 
current theory. However, this edition also takes up new topics in response to the “opportunities and 
concerns” facing orientation, transition, and retention professionals such as collaborations among 
campus units in the development and delivery of orientation, the increase in nontraditional student 
populations, the need for effective crisis planning and management in orientation programs, new 
technologies, and even the challenge of making the case for orientation in an era of diminishing 
resources. The authors have carefully penned chapters incorporating contemporary information, 
ideas, and concepts while being reflective of traditional practices. Whether you are new to the field 
or have years of experience, this monograph should serve as a valuable, professional resource. 

As with any publication of this magnitude, there are numerous individuals who worked to 
produce the final product. We are grateful to each author who dedicated the time, energy, and pas-
sion to the success of this publication, to Jeanine Ward-Roof for serving as the editor, and to Tracy 
Skipper with the National Resource Center for her management of the project. We are confident 
that you will enjoy and benefit from this valuable resource and use the content contained herein 
to help shape the next era of research, policy, and practice on student orientation to colleges and 
universities.  
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For more than 20 years, NODA and the National Resource Center have worked together to 
provide resources about the orientation, transition, and retention of college and university students. 
As we reflect on our ongoing collaboration, we are also excited about what lies ahead for our field 
and look forward to your contributions to the future of orientation and first-year programming.

Jennifer R. Keup, Director
National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience and Students in Transition

Craig E. Mack, President
National Orientation Directors Association
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Notes on the Third Edition

The third edition of Designing Successful Transitions: A Guide for Orienting Students to Col-
lege continues a successful collaboration between the National Orientation Directors Association 
and the National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience and Students in Transition. Once 
again, the work of many individuals resulted in the creation of a valuable resource for orientation, 
transition, and retention professionals.

The first and second editions of the monograph were created to close the gap in the literature 
and to offer orientation, transition, and retention professionals support, guidance, and resources 
for their work. The third edition of Designing Successful Transitions updates and expands the 
treatment of issues addressed in earlier editions while offering insights into student populations, 
university and college environments, and expectations for the orientation process. This edition 
also introduces three new chapters including one on planning for and managing crises; a second 
on making the case for orientation; and a third on collaboration in orientation programs with a 
special focus on campus culture, politics, and power. New and experienced professionals alike will 
find this monograph to be a comprehensive resource for orientation program development on 
college and university campuses.

Orientation, transition, and retention professionals are faced with managing the trends and 
issues that shape the development and implementation of transition programs for new students 
and their families. These trends include increasing levels of student and parent consumerism, rising 
expectations for accountability, increasing diversity of students, a growing need for all levels of 
crisis management, increasing demands for the use and availability of technology, and expanding 
parental involvement. At the same time, orientation professionals must meet these challenges amid 
decreasing levels of financial and human resources. The authors of this monograph offer insights 
on how orientation professionals can effectively address and, in some cases, assume leadership for 
responding to these issues. Many of the authors are current practitioners and NODA members 
who encounter the same challenges as readers of this monograph; therefore, their insights are es-
pecially applicable. Coupled with this relevant information, the authors also share their thoughts 
on current practice and resources in each chapter gained through their involvement in NODA 
and other professional experiences.  

Throughout this publication, professionals will find helpful examples of orientation and 
transition services from a wide range of institution types. The chapters also draw heavily on the 
literature that supports orientation programs, describes current student populations, and identi-
fies current trends. Additionally, the themes and concepts presented in the chapters are supported 
by student development theory, current research on students and transition issues, and national 
standards for practice.
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To help the reader digest the information presented, the monograph is divided into four sections. 
Part I establishes the rationale for orientation programs. Craig Mack authored the first chapter, 
which offers an overview of the history, purpose, and goals orientation and transition programs. 
In chapter 2, Denise Rode and Tony Cawthon highlight theories relevant to orientation and of-
fer a comprehensive discussion of how the theories can be applied in practice. The third chapter 
includes an analysis by Bonita Jacobs focusing on the necessity of and means to make a case for 
orientation on campuses across North America.

Part II focuses on the organization of orientation programs. In chapter 4, April Mann, Charlie 
Andrews, and Norma Rodenburg describe best practices for administering and implementing 
programs and discuss a variety of considerations including the timing of programs, fees, and staff-
ing. In chapter 5, Cathy Cuevas and Christine Timmerman compile a plethora of resources on 
community college practices for assessing institution environments and building programming. 
I joined colleagues Laura Page and Ryan Lombardi in chapter 6 to discuss how to best meet the 
needs of parents and family members in an orientation program as well as how to channel parental 
influences toward a shared goal of student success. Chapter 7 by Tracy Skipper, Jennifer Latino, 
Blaire Moody Rideout, and Dorothy Weigel offers readers an exploration of extending the benefits 
of orientation through outdoor experience programs, community service, common reading initia-
tives, and first-year seminars. In chapter 8, J.J. Brown and Cynthia Hernandez add an overview of 
the impact of technology on orientation programs and best practices for implementation. In the 
conclusion to this section, Dian Squire, Victor Wilson, Joe Ritchie, and Abbey Wolfman offer 
their insights on how to manage crises in orientation.

Part III of the monograph focuses on the needs of and best practices for serving specific student 
populations. Chapter 10, written by Maureen Wilson and Michael Dannells, anchors this section 
by providing an analysis of today’s college students while, in chapter 11, Archie Cubarrubia and 
Jennifer Schoen offer insight into the needs of diverse student populations along with a develop-
mental framework for serving these students. Shandol Hoover reviews the needs and best practice 
associated with transfer populations in chapter 12, and Michael Knox and Brittany Henderson 
offer their insights about working with nontraditional students in chapter 13.  

The last section (Part IV) of the monograph addresses strategies for institutionalizing orientation. 
Beth Lingren Clark and Matthew Weigand lead this section in chapter 14, offering readers a better 
understanding of collaboration in orientation by focusing on culture, politics, and power. Robert 
Schwartz and Dennis Wiese outline the importance of evaluation and assessment in implement-
ing successful orientation programs and offer the readers a process for completing such activities 
in chapter 15. Chapter 16, written by me and Kathy Guthrie, shares the sagacity of nine seasoned 
professionals’ reflection on the topics of how orientation and students have changed during their 
careers, predictions for the future of orientation, and advice for professionals.

I am grateful for the contributions the authors; editors; reviewers; NODA Board members; 
and National Resource Center staff, especially Tracy Skipper, made to this publication. Thanks to 
each of you for the time, energy, and patience you committed to this project. Due to all of these 
efforts, I believe orientation professionals will find this edition of the monograph to be an incred-
ible resource for their work.

Jeanine A. Ward-Roof
Florida State University
March 2010
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Chapter 1
A Brief Overview of the Orientation, 
Transition, and Retention Field
Craig E. Mack

First-year students, many being of traditional age (18 - 22 years old), are at developmental 
crossroads in their lives and need a relevant, academic introduction to their college experi-
ence (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). An orientation program can provide such an introduc-

tion for new students and contribute positively to their transition. Because orientation and new 
student programs provide students with an opportunity to determine institutional fit (Rentz & 
Saddlemire, 1988), it may also serve as the signal event where new students finalize their decisions 
about enrollment. This chapter sets the groundwork for the remaining chapters in the monograph 
by providing a brief history of orientation, exploring the purpose and goals of orientation programs, 
and discussing benchmarking and data trends. 

Brief History of Orientation
Higher education in the United States has evolved from a single private institution in 1636 

(i.e., Harvard College) to more than 4,500 public, private, and proprietary institutions nearly four 
centuries later. During this time, efforts to welcome new students and help them make the transi-
tion to higher education have become an important part of the mission of postsecondary institu-
tions. As with much of the profession of student affairs, orientation and new student programs 
have been influenced by the ever-changing landscape of higher education (Komives, Woodard, & 
Associates, 2003). 

.Orientation, as a function, has a rich history in American higher education. Boston University 
is credited with organizing the first orientation program in 1888 to acquaint new students with 
college life, and the University of Maine is credited with hosting the first freshman week in 1923 
(Packwood, 1977). These introductory programs come from a need for faculty to help students 
understand the role of a student at a particular institution. Documentation about the evolution 
of orientation in the early part of the 20th century is limited. Prior to the 1920s, faculty members 
assumed responsibility for welcoming students with informal gatherings on campus. These small 
gatherings of new students often occurred within smaller areas, often residential settings, across 
the campus. These forums were used to indoctrinate new students into the college and to conduct 
basic transactions that needed to occur prior to the start of classes, such as, helping new students 
get settled in their residences, signing up for classes, and learning about institutional traditions and 
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faculty roles. Upperclass students were also a part of these efforts for new students. Convocation 
programs served as an opportunity to bring all new students together at one time to offer an official 
welcome and set the tone for new students becoming full members of the scholarly community. 

Between 1920 and 1940, more than 100 institutions were coordinating orientation-related ef-
forts. This era marked the beginning of more formal orientation programs managed by institutional 
administration. Because few professionals at institutions were solely concerned with student affairs 
practice prior to the 1950s (Komives et al., 2003), student services were largely handled by faculty 
or other academic professionals. However, as orientation programs emerged, the responsibility 
for coordinating such programs shifted to student affairs personnel allowing faculty members the 
opportunity to focus on the classroom and course content. Thus, orientation planning was often 
coordinated by the dean of men. As an administrator, the dean of men, operating in loco parentis, 
was also responsible for student discipline. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, orientation programs 
became a college-wide effort as the material covered spanned services and resources from across 
the institution. Orientation, transition, and retention-related efforts became an integral part of 
higher education administration (Tinto, 1993).

A quality orientation program considers students’ development and delivers information, 
content, and challenges for students accordingly. For example, student affairs professionals often 
design new student programs to serve as an introduction to distinct community values and to set 
high expectations of students during their tenure at the institution (Kuh, Schuh, Whitt, & Associ-
ates, 1991). Cubarrubia, a senior analyst at the U. S. Department of Education, asserts, 

[O]rientation is an intentional set of developmentally appropriate programs delivered in a 
systematic timeline and designed to integrate students into the academic and social fabric of the 
campus community; as gatekeepers to institutional culture and context, orientation programs 
promote student success and development. (personal communication, October 30, 2008)

As such, stakeholders from all areas of the campus soon realized that they also had a vested 
interest in ensuring that new students learned about their resources during orientation. Hence, 
orientation programs designed with the purposes of addressing students’ successful transition and 
retention have become increasingly important to the entire institution. 

Realizing the importance of new students’ transition, orientation slowly became what might be 
considered a movement in higher education. Coordinators and directors of orientation programs 
first met in 1948 in Columbus, Ohio. At this initial gathering of what would become the National 
Orientation Directors Association (NODA), participants discussed shared experiences and best 
practices about orientation and new student programs. This meeting of professionals proved helpful 
in spreading effective practices to support students’ successful transition to college. However, little 
comprehensive research was being conducted on orientation-specific efforts and their benefits. 

To address the lack of research on orientation efforts, NODA chartered the Databank in 1979 
to help professionals compare their institutions’ programs with those at other institutions and to 
consider changes in the field. This publication proved valuable in lending credence to professional 
work related to the areas of orientation and student transition. Data are gathered, compiled, and 
published every three to five years by the professional association. The information has proven 
useful for determining best practices; it has also allowed professionals to gauge their institution’s 
growth and the impact of their work in orientation and transition, as well as retention. In fact, it 
is through the gathering of these data that NODA professionals expanded their work to include 
more transition and retention-related initiatives. 

In 1979, NODA became a charter member of the Council for the Advancement of Standards 
in Higher Education (CAS, 2003). CAS provides a forum for the student affairs profession to 
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establish standards of practice similar to those that accrediting bodies and disciplinary associa-
tions have established for academic programs. Orientation standards were developed to provide 
a comprehensive set of criteria for institutions to create, or modify, and evaluate their orientation 
programs (CAS). The standards and guidelines have utility for institutions of all types and sizes 
and include resources on assessment, student development, and learning outcomes. CAS also 
developed Self-Assessment Guides for institutions to evaluate their programs. Chapter 4 provides 
further discussion on the Council for the Advancement of Standards as well as information on 
orientation goals and how these goals add structure to the programs accordingly. NODA’s Data-
bank and CAS’ orientation standards certainly lent more credence to orientation, transition, and 
retention as a profession and provided a foundation for future research endeavors.  

Purpose, Goals, and Outcomes of Orientation
.Orientation programs help new students get acquainted with their learning community and 

educate them about college resources to ensure their academic and social success. As the orientation 
movement evolved, professionals asked, what makes an orientation an orientation? It is not just 
the transactions before classes, but also the coordinated efforts to introduce students to their new 
environment in a way that is seamless and meaningful to them. This requires careful planning and 
implementation while considering the nuances of an institution. Orientation professionals create an 
intentional experience that demonstrates to a new student the interrelationship among the college’s 
various departments and how he or she fits in. College orientation programs encapsulate the essence 
of their institutions by introducing new students to the academic life, culture, traditions, history, 
people, and surrounding communities. The goal is to provide individuals with a holistic view of 
the new college experience. At the same time, it sets expectations for students’ responsibilities in 
their academic career. A positive experience during orientation helps prospective students make 
that conclusive determination about their college choice. In the 1980s and 1990s as orientation 
was tied more to retention efforts at colleges and universities, these programs were described as 
the need to create a staying environment for students (Noel, Levitz, Saluri, & Associates, 1986; 
Tinto, 1993). Orientation as a college-wide endeavor was becoming a more refined process for 
administrators. Institutional administrators quickly realized the value of an orientation program. 
The upfront investment to retain students was more than worth the cost of replacing a student 
lost through attrition. 

While offering a formal introduction to the institution, the primary objective of an orientation 
program is to familiarize students to academic and behavioral expectations, education programs, 
and the student life of the institution. Seminal researchers Noel et al. (1986) suggest orientation 
programs are necessary to offer assistance to new students during the initial adjustment period. 
Yet, determining students’ needs and delivering an orientation program to meet those needs is 
a complex endeavor. Originally, orientation programs were designed to meet students’ needs as 
perceived by institutions rather than as identified by students (MacKinnon, 2004). However, it 
was not long before administrators realized that it was vital to take an inventory of students’ needs 
from the students themselves. Covering basic preparatory items was not enough for new students. 
They wanted to know where to meet with their friends, how to use academic support resources 
such as the library, and where to eat and socialize. Administrators learned that it was important 
to create integrated student learning experiences (MacKinnon). They also realized that students 
would leave the institution if they were not happy or if they felt that they did not fit in, whether 
or not they were succeeding academically. Therefore, it was imperative that institutions develop 
opportunities for student adjustment and involvement through educational and social programs 
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(Kuh et al., 1991). Thus, identifying goals that facilitate students’ transitions and delivering a 
program that tends to students’ general needs and expectations are vital aspects of an orientation 
program. It is important to note that this type of program also creates a foundation for students’ 
further development as they progress through their academic career. It is unrealistic to anticipate 
the perceptions and expectations of every new student, yet each institution has an obligation to 
provide a general overview of the educational environment students might expect to experience 
during their tenure. 

The adjustment period may be the first week of classes or continue through the first semester. 
Therefore, orientation has become a critical part of institutions’ enrollment management and reten-
tion plans. Professional literature and organizations continue to identify the value of orientation 
programs as the key to accountability for both the institution and the student. The Association 
of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U, 2008) notes, “Orientation should be provided 
for the student during the first year about the institution’s expectations for important learning 
outcomes, benchmark assessments of each student’s demonstrated accomplishment, and expected 
further progress in relation to these outcomes should be made” (p. 8). See chapter 15 for informa-
tion on assessment and learning outcomes of orientation. 

A student’s integration into a college or university can be multi-faceted with a successful orien-
tation program breaking the institution down into manageable parts and helping students navigate 
their new community in a way that also supports their personal and academic development. 

Trends in Orientation Programs
As noted earlier, the NODA Databank serves as a repository for the collection and comparison 

of orientation-related data from participating institutions, which has proven to be useful as a research 
tool and a practical aid in program planning and improvement. Each version of the Databank con-
sists of data compiled through a series of approximately 40 questions organized in categories that 
reflect the various aspects of planning, implementation, and outcomes of orientation programs. 
The categories include: institutional characteristics; coordination of orientation programs; staffing 
structure; orientation program type; parent involvement; fees and funding; introductory courses; 
special programs; and a miscellaneous category that allows for new initiatives such as technology, 
common book, faculty participation, and assessment tools. Practitioners using information from 
the Databank can identify changes and new initiatives in the field. 

While the Databank categories have remained fairly stable through the years, questions have 
been added or modified as changes in orientation programs were noted by participants. For ex-
ample, technology, orientation program type, parent participation, and funding were all questions 
in the Databank; however, additional questions have been added that allowed the Databank user 
to better understand how these areas impact program planning. For example, the use of audio-
visuals now relates to various uses of multimedia, and orientation program type now has many 
different options, from a single day or multiple days in the summer to a program that is offered 
immediately prior to the start of classes. Data were originally gathered via mailed questionnaires, 
but more recently the Databank has moved to an online survey for NODA member institutions. 
The information below provides data at a glance as well as a brief narrative of some of the variety 
and innovation in programs over the past 28 years.

Table 1.1 provides an overview of participating institutions since the 1979-1980 administra-
tion. Over a span of 28 years, 21 institutions—18 public, four-year institutions and three private, 
four-year institutions—participated in the Databank series, allowing for the documentation of 
possible trends in the field. These institutions are fairly representative of the general NODA 
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membership. For convenience, this group of institutions will be referred to as the longitudinal 
data set in the discussion below.

Table 1.1

Overview of Databank Participation

Number of Participating Institutions

Year Total Small
(5,000 or less)

Medium
(5,000 -15,000)

Large
(15,000+)

1979-1980 282 163 89 50

1986-1987 272 149 94 29

1990-1991 352 179 112 61

1995-1997 461 245 140 76

2000-2001 278 128 83 48

2007-2008 314 88 110 116

Mandatory vs. Volunteer Participation
The 1979-1980 version of the Databank did not ask whether orientation was voluntary or 

mandatory. In 1986-1987, more than one third of the institutions declared that participation in 
the institution’s orientation was mandatory. In 2007-2008, almost three fourths of the institu-
tions required participation in orientation for their students. This is consistent with a trend in 
the longitudinal data set. In the 1980s, 30% of these institutions indicated that their orientation 
programs were mandatory compared to 60% in the 2000s. Thus, it appears that institutions may 
be moving toward mandatory orientations.  

Participation Rates
Small institutions (5,000 or less) experienced the biggest increase in orientation attendance. 

In 1979-1980, approximately 60% of students attended an orientation program; in 2007-2008, 
approximately 90% of students participated in an orientation program. Medium institutions 
(5,000-15,000) and large institutions (15,000+) experienced a moderate increase from 78% and 
88%, respectively, to 90% attendance. Within the longitudinal data set, 18 institutions reported 
that their attendance rates at orientation increased during this same time period. Three institutions 
reported that their attendance decreased; participation in orientation was voluntary for students 
at two of these institutions. Thus, increasing participation in orientation may be partly a function 
of the trend toward mandatory programs. 
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Transfer Students
Transfer students accounted for less than half the participation in orientation for all types of 

institutions in 1979-1980. In 2007-2008, nearly all participating institutions had approximately 
70% of their transfer students attending an orientation program. Chapter 12 includes further 
information on transfer students and transfer orientation programs.

Orientation Program Type
In 1979-1980, approximately one third of all institutions, regardless of size, offered orientation 

programs during the summer; more than 70% of the institutions offered summer orientation pro-
grams in 2007-2008. Other institutions offered single-day and/or multi-day orientation programs 
that occurred immediately preceding the fall semester. Whether or not an institution offered an 
orientation program during the summer, many institutions offered a welcome week activity for their 
students as an additional experience. This is consistent with the trend identified by the longitudinal 
data set. In the 1980s, the primary delivery mode for an orientation was a single-day orientation 
program scheduled immediately prior to the beginning of classes. Twenty institutions now offer 
a multi-day orientation program during the summer and the fall. 

Professional Staff
Consistently, individual staff members at smaller institutions handle orientation in addition to 

other duties or functions. Meanwhile, at medium and large institutions, the role for coordinating 
orientation programs was identified as a staff member’s primary responsibility. 

Faculty Participation in Orientation
.In 1979-1980, fewer than half of institutions reported that faculty members were involved in 

orientation programs. According to 2007-2008 data, 95% of institutions reported having faculty 
involvement; 53% indicated that faculty members were “very involved” to “somewhat involved.” 
This is consistent with the trend identified by the longitudinal data set, which clearly indicated an 
increase in faculty involvement in orientation over the past three decades. Faculty involvement in 
orientation was noted in a number of ways (e.g., academic advising, presenting academic curricula, 
and participating in parent orientation). 

Introductory/First-Year Course
Consistently, there has been an increase in the number of institutions that offer a first-year 

seminar course for credit; approximately 35% of institutions in 1979-1980 and more than 70% 
of institutions in 2000 offered this type of course. This is borne out by information from the lon-
gitudinal data set. None of the institutions reported offering a seminar course in the 1979-1980 
edition of the Databank, while 60% reported offering a seminar course in the 2000-2001. Chapter 
7 offers further information on extended orientation and first-year programs.

Common Reading Program
A new inquiry was introduced in the mid-1990s, exploring whether institutions offered a 

common reading program or book initiative for their new students. In 1995-1997, fewer than one 
fourth of institutions offered this type of program. In 2007-2008, nearly 37% of all institutions 
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offered a common reading program as part of their orientation-related activities. Common reading 
initiatives are discussed in greater depth in chapter 7.

Parent Programs
Opportunities for parents to participate in orientation have been prevalent for some time as 

noted in the 1979-1980 Databank; more than 50% of the institutions participating noted that 
they offered some type of parent orientation program. In 2007-2008, 96% of institutions reported 
offering a parent orientation program. Responses from the longitudinal data set seem to confirm 
this trend. All but four institutions offered a parent orientation program in the 1980s; by 1995, all 
21 institutions offered a parent orientation program. Thus, parent programs appear to have been 
an important component of orientation for the past three decades. Chapter 6 provides further 
information on parent orientation programs.

Other Programs
Additional innovations mentioned over the past 28 years have evolved into larger program 

components for many institutions. These included specialized orientation programs for international 
students, younger siblings, transfer students, and commuter students. Some institutions have cre-
ated affinity groups developed around students’ hobbies, interests, or identity. Other institutions 
have developed learning communities around similar themes. 

Orientation and transition programs have consistently used technology as a dynamic medium 
to engage students. However, multimedia and technology use in 1979-1980 meant using 8mm 
film and slide projectors. In 2007-2008, technology and multimedia were incorporated into 
many facets of programs whereby students could be fully engaged in orientation, whether they 
participated online or in person. Many institutions now offer online orientation programs for new 
students blending the latest developments in interactive and social networking technologies. This 
concept will continue to impact the delivery of orientation and transition programs and services 
to new students.

Conclusion
Orientation programs have made important gains in the last century. Orientation research and 

best practices have made an impact in higher education by shifting orientation from an informal 
welcome program for new students to an organized profession. Colleges and universities serve as 
independent agents and stewards for education and civic and community engagement allowing 
students growth opportunities contributing to their own success. Increasingly, regional accrediting 
agencies have identified the value of orientation and transition programs, cautioning those institu-
tions without structured programs and celebrating those with well-developed ones. As orientation 
programs have been linked to student retention, it has been increasingly important for them to be 
a part of the accreditation process. Meanwhile, orientation is often the catalyst for institutional 
accountability concerning compliance. Consequently, precautionary information such as student 
responsibilities, crime statistics, and safety are incorporated into new student programs. 

An orientation program generally involves the efforts of many departments (e.g., academic, 
including faculty members; business; and student affairs) and their corresponding staff members. 
Many academic support and engagement departments use orientation as a venue to market their 
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services to students. This allows students to see presentations, receive brochures, and tour various 
campus buildings that house these resources.

It is imperative to find the delicate balance between students’ transitional needs, institutional 
responsibility, and appropriate accountability by providing a thorough orientation program to allow 
for students’ successful transitions during their first year of college. The profession will continue to 
grow and contribute to student success and assist institutions in providing appropriate transition 
services to the ever-changing college student population. In order to appropriately document the 
contributions and impact of these programs, evaluation, assessment, and scholarly work must be a 
vital part of practitioners’ professional work in orientation, retention, and transition. 
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Chapter 2
Theoretical Perspectives on 
Orientation
Denise L. Rode and Tony W. Cawthon

Nevitt Sanford (1967), one of the earliest writers to examine how students change in college, 
described development as “the organization of increasing complexity” (p. 47). Similarly, 
Miller and Prince (1976) defined student development as “the application of human de-

velopment concepts in postsecondary settings so that everyone involved can master increasingly 
complex developmental tasks, achieve self-direction, and become interdependent” (p. 3). More 
recently, Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, and Renn (2010) defined development as a “positive growth 
process in which the individual becomes increasingly able to integrate and act on many different 
experiences and influences” (p. 6). While developmental theories provide insight into this increas-
ing complexity, Knefelkamp, Widick, and Parker (1978) also noted that theories offer educators 
“ways of organizing our thinking about students, suggestions for areas for exploration, and keys 
to insights about possible courses of action” (p. xiv). 

The Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (2006) calls for the 
inclusion of student learning and development in the missions of orientation programs. At the 
heart of this emphasis on learning and development is a concern for the whole student, encompass-
ing intellectual, physical, interpersonal, social, and spiritual dimensions. Having a foundational 
understanding of student development theories, models, and concepts—and knowledge of how 
to apply them—is essential to good practice in orientation. Further, the application of student 
development theories to orientation and transition programs must reflect this holistic emphasis. 

Both informal and formal theories guide practice in orientation. Orientation professionals use 
practical experience, assumptions, presumptions, and biases—informal theories—to guide their 
work with numerous new students and their families. Yet, informal theories have their limitations. 
For example, informal theory is not self-correcting (Parker, 1977), and practitioners may not be 
able to claim more than anecdotal evidence to explain student behavior. 

Formal theories, on the other hand, have been validated by quantitative, qualitative, or mixed- 
methods research and provide a framework for explaining relationships among variables and for 
empirically testing hypotheses. DiCaprio (1975) stated that formal theory is used to describe, ex-
plain, predict, and control student growth or experiences. McEwen (2003a) added two more uses 
of theory: (a) the generation of new knowledge and (b) the research and assessment of practice. 
While Parker (1979) acknowledged the tension between the use of formal and informal theories, 
he suggested that both are ultimately necessary for effective practice:
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Formal theory building and testing is the means of increasing our knowledge of student devel-
opment in general…. However, just as it is formal theory that advances the body of knowledge 
for a professional field, it is the informal theories which each person constructs that make it 
possible to practice. (p. 421)

This chapter is designed to help orientation professionals examine both theory and practice 
and begins with a general overview of formal theories of student development, emphasizing those 
most widely used in orientation and transition programs. It also examines campus environment 
and typological models that may be useful to the orientation professional. We conclude with a 
theory-to-practice model to demonstrate how theoretical knowledge informs actual orientation 
practice.

Categories of Student Development Theories
This chapter explores four general categories of student development theories and models: 

(a) psychosocial, (b) cognitive structural, (c) typology models, and (d) person-environment in-
teraction models. Each family of theories represents a unique perspective on student experience, 
sharing basic assumptions and using similar constructs to describe that experience. The clusters 
often complement each other in their view of development, providing a rich picture of student 
growth and learning. 

The focus on college student development emerged during the 1960s and 1970s, and several 
of the theories described in this chapter date from this period. As noted by Dannells and Wilson 
(2003), these theorists sought to answer such questions as: How do college students grow and change? 
What factors most influence those processes? How do college environments affect students and 
their development? In the 1980s, theorists shifted their attention toward challenging and filling in 
the “theoretical gaps” of earlier theories that did not address the development process of subpopu-
lations, including women; international students; students from various racial and ethnic groups; 
older students; and gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgendered, questioning (GLBTQ) students. 

In using theory in our work with students, we realize that no single theory or model is adequate. 
Effective professionals should be knowledgeable about both early foundational theories and emerg-
ing theories to understand the influences of gender, race, culture, ethnicity, sexual orientation, age, 
and other factors on students’ development. Pope, Reynolds, and Mueller (2004) concluded that 
multiculturally sensitive professionals must:

ëë Commit themselves to deep study of theory, learning enough about them to “wrestle with 
their underlying meaning and values”

ëë Stay current with student affairs literature and attempt to fill gaps in their knowledge 
base

ëë See the “complexity of growth and change as an ongoing process rather than as a destina-
tion.” (pp. 43-44)

Readers are encouraged to keep these recommendations in mind as they review the theories pre-
sented in this chapter and consider how they might shape their work with students in transition.
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Psychosocial Theories
Sanford (1967) noted that psychosocial theories and “identity development models describe 

a process of increasing differentiation in the sense of self and the integration of that growing 
complexity into a coherent whole” (as cited in Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005, p. 23). In developing 
psychosocial theories, many theorists built on the work of Erik Erikson (1963), arguing that an 
individual develops through a sequence of stages that define the life cycle. These stages, also called 
developmental tasks, arise when students’ biological and psychological maturation converge with 
societal expectations. For example, it is a cultural norm to question high school seniors about their 
college plans and prospective majors. Physical and intellectual maturation, combined with social 
expectations surrounding the impending graduation date, challenge students to navigate these 
decisions at approximately the age of 18. The result of this convergence is a qualitative change in 
how the individual thinks, feels, behaves, values, and relates to the self and others. Sanford’s (1962) 
balance of support and challenge; Chickering’s (1969; Chickering & Reisser, 1993) Theory of 
Identity Development; and Schlossberg, Waters, and Goodman’s (1995) transition theory are 
the most applicable to orientation practice. In addition to these theories, a growing body of work 
focuses on social identity development, examining the role that race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
ability/disability status, gender, and other factors play in defining the self. Readers are encour-
aged to expand their study of the diverse range of psychosocial theories by exploring the work of 
individual theorists discussed in this chapter.

Sanford’s balance of support and challenge. Sanford was one of the first scholars to address the 
relationship between college environments and the transition from late adolescence to young 
adulthood. He added two foundational concepts to our understanding of development: (a) cycles 
of differentiation and integration and (b) balancing support and challenge. According to Sanford 
(1962), individual development is characterized by the process of differentiation and integration. 
Chickering and Reisser (1993) suggest increasing differentiation occurs as we become more complex 
human beings and is accompanied by increasing integration, in which relationships among parts 
are constructed into more meaningful wholes. Orientation often begins a new student’s journey 
into the cycle of differentiation and integration that is higher education.

Sanford (1966) believed that college should be a developmental community and asserted that 
optimal development occurs when students are presented with a balance of challenge and support in 
the college environment. Knefelkamp et al. (1978) noted that “development involves an upending 
which brings about new, more differentiated responses” (p. ix), but the college environment must 
also provide adequate support so that challenges do not become overwhelming. Sanford recognized 
that if challenge or disequilibrium were too great, individuals would retreat. Conversely, if supports 
were too protective, individuals would fail to develop.

The challenge and support model has many implications for orientation practice and should 
be considered when making programmatic decisions related to the format, timing, and staffing of 
orientation, among others. Exposure to a new environment, institutional policies, academic advis-
ing, and course selection are a few challenges awaiting new students at orientation. The widespread 
use of student orientation leaders is one example of how many institutions help first-year students 
manage these new challenges.

Chickering’s theory of identity development. Chickering (1969) provided an overview of the 
developmental tasks encountered by college students and examined the environmental condi-
tions that impact development. The establishment of identity is the central developmental issue 
facing students during the college years. He argued that “significant human development occurs 
through cycles of challenge and response, differentiation and integration, and disequilibrium and 
regained equilibrium” (Chickering & Reisser, 1993, p. 476). An individual’s culture, environment, 
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and other factors influence the timing and ways in which tasks are addressed. Chickering believed 
that successful resolution of the many facets of identity led to the ability to address later life issues. 
He identified seven vectors or developmental tasks that contribute to identity formation during 
the college years. The term “vector” was intentionally chosen to convey a sense of development as 
having both direction and magnitude. Chickering and Reisser described vectors as “maps to help 
us determine where students are and which way they are headed. Movement along any one can 
occur at different rates and can interact with movement along others” (p. 34).

Chickering (1969; Chickering & Reisser, 1993) allowed for the possibility that students could 
recycle through vectors previously experienced. He postulated that the vectors built on each other, 
leading to greater complexity, stability, and integration as issues within each vector were addressed. 
Chickering envisioned a spiral or helix as the prototype for psychosocial growth, recognizing that 
student development does not necessarily proceed in a linear fashion.

Although some vectors will be more prominent than others in orientation, most institutions—
whether consciously or not—include elements of Chickering’s (1969; Chickering & Reisser, 
1993) theory in their work with entering students and their parents. The seven vectors of the 
revised model (Chickering & Reisser) along with implications for orientation programming are 
presented below.

1.	 Developing competence (intellectual competence, physical and manual skills, and inter-
personal competence). The task to be resolved in this vector is achieving a strong sense of 
competence along these three dimensions. Through their orientation and first-year programs, 
institutions assist students in identifying and developing the competencies they need for 
academic, social, and interpersonal success through study skills workshops, social activities, 
and sessions on communicating with roommates, among others. 

2.	 Managing emotions (allowing emotions into awareness, acknowledging them as signals, 
and developing flexible control). The task to be resolved is appropriate expression of emo-
tions and an ability to feel, accept, and integrate a range of emotions (e.g., excitement, 
depression, anxiety, frustration, aggression). Education about alcohol use, sexual assault 
prevention, personal safety, and body image are among the topics often treated during 
orientation and first-year programs that support students’ development along this vector. 
Orientation programs also introduce new students to resources for managing emotions, 
including counseling centers, residence hall staff, and other student affairs professionals. 

3.	 Moving through autonomy toward interdependence (requires both emotional and instru-
mental independence, and later recognition and acceptance of interdependence). The goal 
of this vector is achieving freedom from the need for continual reassurance from others 
and discovering an inner sense of control and direction. Related to the development of 
autonomy and interdependence, orientation sessions, new student convocations, and ex-
tended orientation programs set out for students the academic and behavioral expectations 
the college or university holds for them, as well as the importance of balancing freedom 
and responsibility as new members of the community. The goal of staying connected with 
family and friends while becoming independent is also a frequent subject of discussion in 
both new student and parent orientation.

4.	 Developing mature interpersonal relationships (involves tolerance and appreciation of dif-
ferences and the capacity for intimacy and empathy). The task is to develop relationships 
built on openness, endurance, and concern for others. Orientation programs foster the 
development of mature interpersonal relationships when they incorporate components 
on understanding and appreciating differences and when they help students build skills 
for living in a diverse community. Service-learning opportunities, which are growing in 
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popularity as part of orientation activities on many campuses, are also helpful in this re-
spect. Such opportunities may also encourage the development of purpose (vector 6) and 
integrity (vector 7).

5.	 Establishing identity (a solid sense of self ). Success in this vector, which Chickering and 
Reisser believed followed successful resolution of the first four vectors, is a comfort with all 
facets of the self and a resulting increased self-esteem. Helping students achieve a positive 
identity often begins at orientation and continues through the undergraduate experience. 
An orientation program that acknowledges the importance of intellectual, social, physical, 
spiritual, interpersonal, and cultural identity sets the stage for healthy identity development 
throughout college.

6.	 Developing purpose (formulating vocational plans and aspirations, personal interests, and 
interpersonal and family commitments). The task in this vector is success in navigating 
where one is headed and where one wants to go. Almost all orientation programs aim to 
help students identify realistic academic goals and career plans by introducing them to 
faculty, academic advisors, and career specialists. 

7.	 Developing integrity (humanizing and personalizing values, and developing congruence 
between personal values and socially responsible behavior). The outcome of this vector is to 
develop and practice values that impact and guide one’s life. Particularly at private colleges 
and universities, development of character and moral values is addressed from the first year 
on, starting with orientation and continuing through first-year seminars, workshops, and 
courses.

Chickering and Reisser’s theory is noted for its comprehensiveness and applicability to student 
affairs settings (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), including orientation. Understanding that most 
first- and second-year students of traditional age encounter these vectors allows orientation pro-
fessionals to plan programs that address acquiring study skills; managing time, money, and other 
resources; meeting expectations and taking personal responsibility; managing conflict; planning 
for academic success; and developing new relationships while staying connected to existing ones 
with family and friends at home. 

Social identity theories. Often considered as a subset of psychosocial theories, social identity 
theories merit discussion as a unique entity. These theories address the ways in which individuals 
construct aspects of their identities, such as race, ethnicity, gender, ability/disability status, and 
sexual orientation (McEwen, 2003a). They emerge “from the sociohistorical and sociopolitical 
climate of the United States, in which social groups that are not White, heterosexual, male, able-
bodied, and of the privileged class have been oppressed” (McEwen, 2003b, p. 205). Development 
in the social identity theories moves from conformity toward an awareness and abandonment of 
internalized racism, heterosexism, and sexism (McEwen, 2003b). One theme that underlies social 
identities is that the movement away from internalized prejudices is valued as a goal for college 
students. Among the prominent social identity theories are:

ëë Racial and Ethnic Identity Development
ëë Helms’ (1995) Model of People of Color or ALANA (African, Latino, Asian, and Na-

tive American) racial identity development 
ëë Helms’ Model of White Identity Development (1990; 1992; 1994; Helms & Cook, 

1999)
ëë Cross and Fhaghen-Smith’s Model of Black Identity Development (2001)
ëë Rowe, Bennett, and Atkinson’s White Racial Consciousness Model (1994)
ëë Ferdman and Gallegos’ Model of Latino Identity Development (2001)
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ëë Kim’s Asian Identity Development Model (2001)
ëë Horse’s Perspective on American Indian Identity Development (2001)
ëë Phinney’s Model of Ethnic Identity Development (1990)
ëë Biracial and Multiracial Identity Development (Kerwin & Ponterotto, 1995; Kich, 

1992; Poston, 1990; Root, 1990; 1992; 1996; Wijeyesinghe, 2001)
ëë Sexual Identity Development

ëë Homosexual Identity Formation (Cass, 1979)
ëë Fassinger’s Model of Gay and Lesbian and Gay Identity Formation (McCarn & Fassinger, 

1996)
ëë D’Augelli’s Life-span Model of Lesbian-Gay-Bisexual Development (1994)

ëë Gender and Gender Identity Development
ëë Feminist Identity for Women (Downing & Roush, 1985)
ëë Womanist Identity Development (Ossana, Helms, & Leonard, 1992)
ëë Bilodeau’s adaption of D’Augelli for transgender students (2005)

McEwen (2003b) also discussed dimensions of identity that have emerged as important 
considerations in serving new students, including ability and disability, social class, religious 
identity, geographic region, first-generation status, and multiple identities. During orientation, 
specific services and resources that support the development of students who identify with these 
subpopulations should be prominently featured.

The social identity theories illustrate the complexity of identity development during the 
college years. In addition to the expected psychosocial developmental tasks and the anticipated 
cognitive-structural maturation of the college years, many students are also working through 
identity dimensions viewed through the social constructions of race, gender, sexual orientation, 
social class, ability/disability status, and other factors. 

Transition theory. Schlossberg, Waters, and Goodman (1995) defined a transition as “any 
event, or non-event, that results in changed relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles”  
(p. 27). Transitions may be anticipated, unanticipated, or non-events (i.e., expected events that 
did not occur). Non-events may be personal (a change in “individual aspirations,” such as not 
being admitted to a first-choice college), ripple (“unfulfilled expectations,” such as an illness or 
lay-off of a parent, which makes it necessary for a student to commute rather than live on campus 
as planned), resultant (“an event that leads to a non-event,” such as a car accident that prevents a 
student from starting college classes on schedule), or delayed (such as being wait-listed for admis-
sion to a prestigious school). The impact of a transition is determined by the degree to which it 
alters one’s daily life. Both positive and negative transitions cause stress. The role of perceptions 
in transitions is also important; significance must be attached by the individual experiencing the 
change for it to be considered a transition. According to Evans et al. (2010), “transitions provide 
opportunities for growth and development, but a positive outcome … cannot be assumed” (p. 213). 
Students’ effectiveness in coping with transition depends on their assets and liabilities. The ratio of 
assets to liabilities explains why people respond differently to similar transitions. 

Schlossberg et al. (1995) identified four “S’s” (situation, self, support, and strategies) that in-
fluence how an individual copes with transitions. Thus, to assess the meaning of a transition and a 
student’s ability to navigate it, we might pose a series of questions (Schlossberg et al., 1995): 

ëë Situation: What triggered the transition? Is this a good or bad time for the transition? Does 
the individual feel that the transition is under his or her control? If a role change is involved, 
is it a gain or a loss? Are there other sources of stress present in the student’s life? Who or 
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what is responsible for the transition? Has the student experienced similar transitions in 
the past, and how did he or she handle it? 

ëë Self: What personal and demographic characteristics describe the student (e.g., socio-
economic status, gender, age, stage of life, state of health, ethnicity)? What psychological 
resources does the student possess (e.g., ego development, self-efficacy, outlook, commit-
ment, values)? 

ëë Support: Schlossberg et al. (1995) postulated four types of social support (intimate rela-
tionships; family units; networks of friends; and institutions and communities, such as 
clubs, religious organizations, and neighborhoods). What kinds of social supports does 
the student have on the campus and external to the campus?

ëë Strategies: Does the student seem to favor a particular response, or does he or she seem 
to use a wide range of coping responses? How effective are the student’s current coping 
strategies? 

Orientation programs are an appropriate venue to practice transition theory. Goodman, 
Schlossberg, and Anderson (2006) referred to the transition process as “moving in, moving through, 
and moving out” (p. 50). Orientation participants are at the “moving in” stage in their college 
transition. Understanding the value of support in the campus environment allows practitioners to 
design orientation materials (e.g., handbooks, web sites) and program components (e.g., resource 
fairs, organizational expos) to make students aware of specific institutional supports (e.g., counsel-
ing centers, academic advising, tutoring opportunities, and faculty office hours). Specific strategies  
(e.g., small-group networks, peer leaders, first-year experience courses, and opportunities to con-
nect with student organizations) are tangible ways to provide support for students experiencing 
transition. 

Often applied to transfer, adult, and nontraditional students (Goodman et al., 2006), transition 
theory is also effective for parent and family orientation programs. Coburn and Treeger (2003) 
noted that both students and their parents are likely to experience “some feelings of dislocation 
and loss” (p. 9) in the transition to college. A growing number of colleges and universities have 
created units for parent services that provide communication, resources, and support for the 
parents and families of their students during and after orientation. Savage and Hippert (2008) 
found that family members who participated in parent orientation and parents weekend, who 
made use of communication tools such as online video and audio workshops, and who read the 
biweekly parents’ e-mails were likely to feel strongly connected to the campus community during 
the transition process.

Cognitive-Structural Theories
In contrast to psychosocial theories that are concerned with what students think, cognitive-

structural theories consider how students think, reason, and make meaning of their experiences in 
the college years. Building on the work of Piaget (1952), cognitive-structural theorists view develop-
ment as “a progression along a hierarchical continuum, which is divided into a sequence of stages, 
with each stage representing a qualitatively different way of thinking” (King, 1978, p. 36). 

Cognitive development occurs as a result of assimilation and accommodation (Piaget, 1952). 
During assimilation, new information is integrated into the current reasoning structure. Accom-
modation is the process of modifying current structures or creating new ones to adjust or adapt. 
A balance between assimilation and accommodation is needed for the individual to interact in 
the environment. Disequilibrium (cognitive conflict) occurs when expectations are different from 
experience. When conflict occurs, individuals must assimilate the new information or experience 
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into the existing reasoning structure. If that is not possible, individuals must accommodate  
(i.e., create or adopt new structures) to achieve equilibrium. Piaget also recognized that develop-
ment proceeded through two growth stages: (a) a readiness phase, in which the individual acquires 
the prerequisites for the next stage, and (b) an attainment stage, in which the individual can dem-
onstrate skills in using the new stage. Cognitive development is uneven, and, during transitions 
between stages, individuals may be limited in their capacity to use a higher reasoning structure in 
all situations. 

Perry’s theory of intellectual and ethical development. William Perry (1970; 1999) developed 
a theory of intellectual and ethical development, tracing students’ movement from a simplistic, 
categorical view of the world to a more relativistic, committed perspective. In Perry’s scheme, stu-
dents began with an unquestioning, dualistic reasoning structure (right/wrong, good/bad) and 
gradually accepted that knowledge, values, and truth were qualitative and contextual. As students 
moved through the stages of development as a result of their college experiences, they integrated 
their intellects and identity and found personal meaning in the world through an affirmation of 
their own commitments (Moore & Upcraft, 1990). Perry’s (1970) nine positions represent changes 
in intellectual and ethical development and are described as the concepts of dualism, multiplicity, 
relativism, and commitment to relativism. 

Dualism (Positions 1-2): Students in dualism view people, knowledge, and values dichotomously—
in absolute, discrete, and concrete ways. “Right answers” are determined by established authorities, 
and students learn these truths without substantiation and without question (Perry, 1999). “Au-
thorities” possess the right answers, and the student’s job is to receive those answers. Alternative 
perspectives or multiple points of view are confusing and thus not acknowledged. Students using a 
dualistic reasoning pattern come to orientation expecting their academic advisor to identify majors 
and select courses for them. Failure to do so by the advisor frustrates these students. 

Multiplicity (Positions 3-4): In multiplicity, students acknowledge uncertainty and multiple 
perspectives, but they feel that questions ultimately have an answer. Perry (1981) characterized 
multiplicity as honoring diverse views when the right answers are not yet known. In areas of un-
certainty, everyone has a right to their own opinion. All points of view are equally valid and not 
subject to judgment; fairness may emerge as an issue. 

Students moving through multiplicity shift their perception of the purpose of higher educa-
tion from learning how to learn and working hard to learning how to think more independently 
and analytically. In later multiplicity, students begin to distinguish between an unconsidered belief 
(knowledge or values taught by an authority) and a considered judgment (thinking independently 
using supportive evidence) (Perry, 1999). Authorities (e.g., faculty, academic advisors) may be de-
fied or resisted in Position 4, and peers become legitimate sources of knowledge. 

Some first-year and transfer students come to orientation as multiplistic learners. Students 
early in multiplicity might attend an advising session unsure of a major but confident that the right 
major exists for them, believing that the advisor will help them discover the process for finding it. 
In the latter stages of multiplicity, these students may be interested in exploring many academic and 
extracurricular options as they open up to possibilities for their future. They also may be particularly 
interested in the perspectives of their peers, especially those of orientation leaders. 

Relativism (Positions 5-6): The transition to relativism begins with recognizing the need to 
support opinions. Knowledge is viewed more qualitatively based on context, evidence, and sup-
porting arguments. Multiple points of view are now seen as pieces that fit together into a “big 
picture.” Students are able to evaluate their own and other’s ideas. Authorities are now valued for 
their expertise, not their infallibility. 

Commitment in Relativism (Positions 7-9): Movement beyond Position 5 does not involve 
changes in cognitive structure but rather represents qualitatively different ways of thinking. These 



	 Theoretical Perspectives on Orientation	 19

“post-contextual positions are more likely to be reflected in value questions and decision dilemmas 
than in a particular approach to learning” (Knefelkamp, 1999, p. xx). Perry (1999) defined commit-
ment as “an act, or ongoing activity relating a person as agent and chooser to aspects of his life in 
which he invests his energies, his care, and his identity” (pp. 149-150). Perry’s commitment process 
involves choices, decisions, and affirmations that are made from a relativistic perspective. These 
commitments are characterized by area (i.e., social commitments, such as decisions about career, 
religion, friendships, and politics) and style, which involves balancing external (e.g., narrowness vs. 
breadth, number vs. intensity) with subjective (e.g., action vs. contemplation, stability vs. flexibility) 
considerations (Perry, 1999). These last three positions, rarely seen in first-year students, chart the 
evolution of commitments in an individual’s life, beginning with initial commitment (Position 7). 
In this way, the latter Perry positions parallel Chickering’s (1969; Chickering & Reisser, 1993) last 
two vectors, Developing Purpose and Developing Integrity. 

Orientation coordinators may work with advanced student leaders, graduate students, pro-
fessional staff, and nontraditional students who are in positions 7-9. Professional staff members 
working with or supervising these groups will find a general knowledge of the full theory beneficial 
in providing appropriate cognitive dissonance (i.e., challenges and supports) for continued student 
development. Staff members who are reasoning at relativistic stages or above (positions 5-9) may 
find that a basic understanding of student development theory can guide their interactions with 
students and families at an appropriate level.

Typology Theories
Typology theories are explanatory and descriptive, and they look at individual differences in 

how people view and relate to the world. They are typically referred to as “models” because they do 
not consist of stages through which students progress. Typologies help us understand how students 
take in and process information, how they learn best, what types of activities interest them, and how 
they prefer to spend their time. Different types are not seen as “good” or “bad” as each type makes 
unique and positive contributions to a work environment, the classroom, or an organization.

According to Evans, Forney, and Guido-DiBrito (1998), typologies provide “a framework 
within which psychosocial and cognitive-structural development takes place” (p. 204), adding 
another dimension to our understanding of college student development. These models also suggest 
sources of challenge and support for students with differing personality characteristics. Typologies 
can assist in designing orientation program components and training sessions, and they help explain 
group and interpersonal interactions to maximize staff assignments and performance. 

The most widely used typologies are Kolb’s Theory of Experiential Learning (1984), Hol-
land’s Theory of Vocational Personalities and Environments (1985; 1992), and the Myers-Briggs 
Adaptation of Jung’s Theory of Personality Type (1923; 1971). The models and their correspond-
ing instruments are often used as tools for staff development, strengthening awareness of the 
complementary nature of personality differences, making work assignments, and building skills 
in interpersonal communication. 

There are numerous opportunities in orientation to apply typologies. Through the use of 
Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory (1976; 1985), workshops on learning styles can help new students 
understand their preferred methods of understanding knowledge in the classroom and forming 
effective study habits. Career development and academic advising components of orientation 
can employ Holland’s Self-Directed Search (1994) to assist students in exploring potential major 
and career options. The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (Myers & McCaulley, 1985) can be used in 
staff orientation training programs to build awareness and appreciation of personality differences, 
and it can help new students understand the dynamics of interpersonal relationships, especially 
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in residential living. Because orientation practitioners often are familiar with the major typology 
theories, this chapter does not detail their constructs. (A full treatment of typology theories is 
provided by Evans et al. [2010] and Evans [2003].)

Campus Environments
Established by Lewin (1936), person-environment theories assume that behavior is a function 

of the interaction between the person and the environment, illustrated by B = f(P x E) (Lewin, 
1951). Building on this idea, Strange and Banning (2001) stated that “[t]he degree of person-
environment congruence is predictive of an individual’s attraction to and satisfaction or stability 
within an environment” (p. 52). Individuals who have much in common with an environment are 
expected to be attracted to that environment. They are likely to be encouraged in the behaviors, 
values, attitudes, and expectations that attracted them initially. Strange and Banning predicted 
that the likelihood of a person remaining in that environment is high. On the other hand, students 
in an incompatible environment may experience a lack of fit, increasing the likelihood of leaving 
that environment. Smart, Feldman, and Ethington (2000) asserted that a high degree of person-
environment congruence is usually evident in greater satisfaction, a desire to persist, and higher 
retention. 

Strange and Banning (2001) pointed out four key components in all human environments:  
(a) physical condition, design, and layout; (b) characteristics of the people inhabiting the envi-
ronment; (c) organizational structures related to their purposes and goals; and (d) inhabitants’ 
collective perceptions or constructions of the context and culture of their setting. These four 
environmental variables—and the dynamics among them—comprise the sources of influence on 
human behavior. In addition to influencing decisions about persistence, Chickering (1969) and 
Chickering and Reisser (1993) underscored the importance of the college environment in facili-
tating student development. 

The environment created at orientation sets the stage for students’ entry into the academic 
community. Orientation coordinators must consider the four key components of environmental 
factors when designing their programs. For some students and family members, orientation may 
provide the first impression of the campus. Both the human or social aspects and the physical 
components matter in creating a welcoming environment. For example, orientation parking areas 
should be as close as possible to the program’s starting location, and signage should be clear and 
plentiful. Students and family members should be welcomed by friendly and enthusiastic staff 
members. A level of comfort will be achieved by guiding newcomers through orientation with 
practical, accurate publications and by personable student leaders and professional staff members. 
Campus tours should feature well-tended grounds and buildings and incorporate elements of the 
campus culture through artifacts and symbols as well as through stories of the institution’s history 
and traditions. The culture, expectations, and values of a college or university are communicated 
through a well-designed campus tour led by knowledgeable and enthusiastic student leaders. Help-
ing incoming students find their way around campus and conveying a sense of community where 
all new students are welcome is accomplished by attention to the environment. 

New students must quickly find people, activities, and environments that fit with their char-
acteristics. Making those connections early eases students’ transitions and promotes their satisfac-
tion and retention. In particular, it is valuable for students to be introduced to the climate of their 
academic program through group meetings and contact with faculty and their academic advisor 
during orientation.

Making connections to the campus culture may be particularly difficult for students from 
underserved populations attending a majority institution. Rendón (1994), in her work with 
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nontraditional students, found that active intervention in the form of validation was needed to 
encourage these students to become involved in campus life and to enhance their self-esteem. She 
defined validation “as an enabling, confirming, and supportive process initiated by in- and out-
of-class agents that foster academic and interpersonal development” (p. 46). Validation can occur 
in many settings, including the classroom, student organizations, and the community. “Validating 
agents” can be faculty, peers, campus employees, student affairs staff, and others who are significant 
to the student. Evans et al. (2010) concluded that validation is most effective and powerful during 
the early stages of a student’s college career and may especially be important for students whose 
diverse racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds may predispose them to doubts about their abilities. 
Validation of new students should begin with orientation. Every person the student encounters—
from orientation leaders to food service workers to academic advisors to testing staff—can convey 
that the new student is valued by the institution. 

Closely related to validation are the concepts of mattering and marginality. Schlossberg (1989) 
defined mattering as “our belief, whether right or wrong, that we matter to someone else” (as cited 
in Evans et al., 2010, p. 32). The five aspects of mattering are:

ëë Attention (the feeling that one is being noticed)
ëë Importance (the belief that one is cared about)
ëë Ego extension (the sense that someone else will be proud of one’s accomplishments or will 

sympathize with one’s failures)
ëë Dependence (the feeling of being needed)
ëë Appreciation (the sense that one’s efforts are appreciated by others)

Schlossberg (1989) postulated that feeling that one matters is an important “precursor to students’ 
involvement in activities and academic programs designed to facilitate development and learning” 
(as cited in Evans et al., p. 32). Again, personal interactions—whether with student leaders, aca-
demic advisors, or peers—at orientation can help new students feel that they matter and belong 
to the institution.

Marginality is defined as not fitting in, and it occurs when a person takes on a new role, especially 
when there is uncertainty about what the role entails. Such feelings can lead to negative emotions 
and impede a student’s transition to the new academic institution. Orientation is the first place to 
create conditions in which students feel they matter, not that they are marginalized. 

Theory to Practice in Orientation
Orientation provides a rich environment for linking theory to practice, but many professionals 

struggle to make the connection between learning student development theory and implementing 
it in their daily work. Theoretical models have emerged in recent decades to help student affairs 
practitioners operationalize the expanding body of theories available. In distinguishing between 
theories and models, Evans et al. (2010) stated, “Models do not define phenomena or explain 
relationships; they provide guidance in using theory” (p. 349). 

Two types of models have been identified by Evans et al. (2010) as a “developmental bridge” (p. 
349) between theory and practice: (a) process models and (b) procedural models. Process models, 
such as those of Knefelkamp, Golec, and Wells (The Practice-to-Theory-to-Practice Model, 1985) 
and Rodgers and Widick (The Grounded Formal Theory Model, 1980), consist of “cognitive 
maps” (Blocher, 1987, p. 299), or action steps, to blend theory with practice. Procedural models, 
represented by Morrill, Oetting, and Hurst’s Cube (1974) and Evans’ Developmental Intervention 
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Model (1987), offer ways to develop programs creatively, think purposefully in designing theoreti-
cal approaches, and evaluate the effectiveness of programs and interventions.

A thorough treatment of process and procedural models is beyond the scope of this chapter, 
but one model developed by Strange and King (1990) can be useful. The Strange and King model 
provides five areas for explanation when attempting to apply theory to practical problem. Strange 
and King call the process of translating explanations of student behavior “the art of student de-
velopment” (p. 12). The case study below is an example of this model in use and demonstrates 
how an observation made by a single unit can lead to collaborative partnerships and systemic 
institutional changes. 

Case Study: Choosing an Academic Major at Orientation
For several years, the orientation program at a fictitious, large, public institution located in the 

Midwest has seen an increase in the number of first-year students who change their majors on site at 
the orientation program. An initial declaration of major is made on the application for admission 
to the university, which is then transferred to the student’s orientation reservation information. 
Students have the option of changing the major when making an online or mail-in reservation. 
After students are confirmed for an orientation session, they receive a postcard that provides the 
procedure for making a major change online. Finally, an e-mail reminder is sent three days before 
each orientation session, which again allows students to make major changes so that academic 
records are available for advising during the program. 

Despite these opportunities, the office and professional staff at this university have noticed that 
20% or more of first-year students are changing majors when they arrive at orientation, a percentage 
that is increasing every year. This phenomenon results in a flurry of paperwork and record changes 
that must be made before students see their advisors, increasing the workload for both the orienta-
tion staff and the advising offices. Without academic records from students’ high schools and their 
entrance exam scores, it is difficult to provide accurate and appropriate advising for these students. 
In the case of some students, multiple major changes occur at orientation (the current record stands 
at four), compounding the concern. The testing office is also affected by the number of first-year 
students who must complete placement exams for their new majors at orientation.

Before the next new student orientation cycle begins, there is a desire to develop an intervention 
to help students make and communicate informed major decisions and to manage the situation 
as smoothly as possible when the student arrives for orientation. A series of meetings is planned 
in which the professional staff of the orientation program will collaborate with representatives 
from admissions, academic advising, testing, and other stakeholders to consider ways to address 
the problem. The orientation director, who has initiated the major declaration conversation, uses 
Strange and King’s (1990) model in formulating an approach to the problem.

Formulating a Theory
From a theoretical standpoint, there may be several reasons for the increasing numbers of 

major changes at orientation:

ëë Using the psychosocial theory of Chickering (1969; Chickering & Reisser, 1993), the 
group might postulate that entering first-year students are more occupied with the early 
developmental tasks of developing competence (intellectual, physical, and interpersonal) 
and managing emotions than with the later task of developing purpose, which would 
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include making academic plans and setting career goals. In other words, many first-year 
students may not demonstrate readiness (Sanford, 1962; 1966) for making a firm decision 
about a major. 

ëë Perry’s Scheme of Intellectual and Ethical Development (1970) may also shed light on 
why students may have difficulty committing firmly to a major. For some students who are 
reasoning at a dualistic level, an initial major declaration may be affected or determined by 
external agents (e.g., parents, guidance counselors, high school teachers). As the student is 
exposed to greater complexity in reasoning structures, thoughts about majors may change. 
Students using early multiplistic thinking may perceive many available choices but may not 
yet be at a point of evaluating the merits of one option over another. 

ëë Major and career choice go hand-in-hand so theories and models from academic advising 
and career development may enhance understanding of the increasing number of changes at 
orientation. Super’s developmental approach (Super, 1969; Super, Crites, Hummel, Moser, 
Overstreet, & Warnath, 1957; Super, Starishevsky, Matlin, & Jordaan, 1963) informs us 
that students between ages 18 and 21 are in the “exploration” stage of career development 
and, specifically, are crystallizing vocational preferences while attempting to implement a 
self-concept (Super, p. 125). As a major task of psychosocial development is resolving is-
sues of identity, it may be counterproductive to expect students to have a clear major and/
or career in mind at the start of college. 

From the inventory of theories above, the orientation team at our fictitious university, in 
conjunction with partners from admissions, academic advising, and testing, has concluded that 
the majority of major declarations made prior to orientation should be considered tentative and 
subject to change. Approximately 40% of the first-year students at this university are first-generation, 
and one third comes from single-parent families—factors that may partially explain why students 
have not yet fully explored their major options. Indeed, orientation may be the “trigger event” 
that causes entering students to first think seriously about their academic path. The team has also 
concluded that any interventions implemented should allow for parental involvement and should 
be provided at times convenient for student access.

Exploring the Available Research
This part of the model encourages the investigation of existing literature. The orientation 

professional should investigate the growing body of literature available on first-generation students 
and on major declaration, including research published in the major student affairs and higher 
education journals and other human development journals in psychology and sociology. In addi-
tion, the professional should examine the numerous print resources, listservs, benchmarking and 
best practices, and web information written on this topic to assist with exploration of options for 
addressing the problem of first-year student needs and change of major. 

Designing a Practice
Based on their understanding of the demographics of entering first-year students at the fictitious 

university and a review of literature and research on the topic of major choice, the team designs a 
multifaceted intervention to assist students in exploring potential majors and understanding their 
own values, interests, and abilities, and how they combine to influence decisions about majors. 
The plan includes:
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ëë Print and web-based materials delivered through the admissions portal (orientation, test-
ing, and academic advising units are also connected) that provide an overview of the major 
decision-making process and an “it’s okay to be undecided (or undeclared)” campaign. Cur-
rent students are featured on the site, sharing their experiences about how they arrived at 
their major choice(s) and highlighting university resources available to assist in this process. 
These resources are well-designed and heavily promoted at open houses, special programs 
for targeted populations (e.g., prospective honors students, athletes, students of color), 
campus tours, high school visits, and orientation sessions for students and their families. 
A link to the portal is prominently featured on the university’s home page.

ëë Phone calls made by trained, current students encourage their newly admitted peers to 
think through their major options or to declare themselves as “undecided” before orienta-
tion. The callers suggest that prospective students talk with their families and their high 
school guidance counselors to explore their interests through instruments such as the Strong 
Vocational Interest Inventory and the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator.

ëë A special section of the web site is created for parents and family members, providing 
resources for talking with their students (e.g., “Ten Tips for Talking With Your Student 
About Declaring a Major,” “testimonials” from parents of currently enrolled students). It 
will assist new parents in supporting their students in making decisions about a major. 

ëë Enrollment in the university’s career planning course is promoted during orientation.

Long-term, systemic approaches may also come about as a result of the focus on major decision-
making. These may include:

ëë Increasing the number of sections of the career planning course and heavily promoting it 
at orientation

ëë Changing the mindset of faculty, administrators, and staff on campus in regard to major 
declaration so that first-year students are encouraged to intentionally explore their interests, 
values, and skills in preparation for declaring a major

ëë Considering the implementation of a general college model for most first-year students, 
resulting in a major decision by the time students register for sophomore-year courses 

Obviously, changes of this magnitude involve shifting resources and reconceptualizing the major 
declaration and career decision-making process. Additionally, strong support from the university’s 
leadership team is needed to make a “culture shift” in the delivery of academic advising and other 
services for first-year students.

Evaluating the Outcomes
Several assessment methods are planned for these initiatives:

ëë In terms of quantitative measures, the percentage of major changes made at orientation 
before and after the interventions will be compared. These results will be analyzed by gender, 
race/ethnicity, first-generation status, and other variables.

ëë An online follow-up survey will be administered to first-year students to determine 
achievement of pre-determined learning objectives and to explore students’ perceptions 
and satisfaction with the process of major declaration. 
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ëë A series of focus groups will be held with academic advisors, first-year students, and, if possible, 
parents of first-year students to supplement the quantitative data above. The focus groups 
will also yield suggestions for enhancing the major declaration process for the future.

Summary
This chapter has defined the concept of student development and has provided an overview 

of several prominent theories that provide a foundation for practice in orientation programs and 
services. The chapter also explored a model of applying theory to practice. Essential for successful 
practice as an orientation professional is understanding how students develop as they enter a new 
higher education environment. Creating a climate conducive for maximizing student development 
and learning should be an aim of every orientation practitioner.

Authors’ Note
The authors would like to thank Samvedna Dean for her invaluable assistance in developing this 
chapter.
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Chapter 3
Making the Case for Orientation:  
Is It Worth It?
Bonita C. Jacobs

According to Alexander (2007), principal themes facing higher education include greater 
societal expectations, rising college costs, increased accountability, and identification of 
alternative revenue streams. While these are not new issues or unique to orientation, orien-

tation is nonetheless profoundly affected by them. As the cost of higher education continues to 
increase in record amounts, policy makers, students, parents, and the public are requesting that 
colleges and universities carefully weigh the cost of attendance and, especially, to review the cost 
of special program fees, including new student orientation. At the same time, institutions may be 
struggling to pay for critical first-year programs, including orientation, during a time of diminish-
ing financial resources. Orientation, if funded as an auxiliary, can become an identifiable revenue 
stream for other uses.  In some cases, parent associations, wilderness camps, and other programs 
may fill the funding gap for the operation of various first-year student programs. Whatever the 
budgetary situation, administrators will be expected to demonstrate program effectiveness and 
focus on improving programs through enhanced assessment efforts.

Beyond addressing funding issues, orientation directors must also promote the importance of 
orientation to campus constituents. Helping the campus understand the value of orientation can 
position the program for priority scheduling of facilities, increased participation by faculty and 
staff, additional funding if needed, and cooperative relationships with offices such as the registrar, 
academic advising, and academic deans.

While most administrators understand that there is a need for new student orientation, at 
times there is a lack of understanding about its full range of contributions and importance to the 
campus community. As recently as the early 1980s, “orientation was still [seen as] little more than 
academic counseling, registration, and showing students to dorms” (Clayton, 1998, p. B1). As a 
result, orientation programs may receive less than impressive facility assignments, be forced to com-
pete for resources, and receive little recognition. Interestingly, while the importance of providing 
the physical and budgetary needs of orientation may be low, it is not uncommon for a campus to 
believe that orientation can be the panacea to aid retention, student engagement, and the devel-
opment of campus community. Neither extreme is accurate, and orientation staff must make the 
case that orientation is a priority event for the campus, while setting realistic expectations about its 
contributions to student engagement and retention. In order to do this, orientation professionals 
must, themselves, understand the salient issues and trends affecting higher education and why it 
is crucial that the university make orientation an institutional priority. They must also articulate 
the importance of orientation in student persistence and graduation.  This chapter will address 
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orientation’s role in disseminating information, facilitating academic services such as advising and 
registration, framing a support for academic success, building community, and affecting campus 
culture. It will further suggest the value of these functions and how an orientation director might 
make the case that orientation serves an important campus need.

The Changing Higher Education Landscape
Institutions increasingly struggle to retain students and respond to the ever-increasing need to 

educate a growing percentage of the populace. “Getting people into college and helping them stay 
through graduation is essential to our collective well-being” (Merisotis, 2008). It is not surprising 
that the Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges names student access and 
success as one of their top 10 policy issues (AGB, 2007).

Higher education continues to report sweeping changes in the demographics of college students. 
In 1976, only 15.4% of college students identified themselves as belonging to a minority group 
compared to 3 out of 10 students enrolled today. Likewise, there has been a major shift in the gender 
balance of college students.  Between 1998 and 2008, the enrollment of females increased by 34% 
while the enrollment of males increased 29%.  During that same period, the number of full-time 
students rose by 37% compared to an increase of only 24% for part-time students (National Center 
for Educational Statistics, 2009). Predictions indicate that colleges and universities will continue 
to see changes in the diversity of students, a fact that orientation directors must understand if they 
are to effectively articulate the value of new student orientation. 

Further, record numbers of transfer students are entering universities, primarily from com-
munity colleges. The growth of the community college system is at an all-time high with students 
choosing to stay closer to home for reasons as varied as finances, a desire for additional academic 
preparation, transportation issues, family obligations and background. Four-year institutions are 
struggling with how best to help students make the transition from two-year institutions and are 
implementing, in addition to transfer-specific orientation, parent programs for transfer students 
and year-long transfer orientations (Ward-Roof & Cawthon, 2004; Ward-Roof, Kashner, & Hodge, 
2003). Two-year schools are developing orientation programs specific to students who plan to 
transfer and are emphasizing the importance of initiating a path to successful transfer early in the 
students’ academic careers (Pope, 2004; Swanson & Jones-Johnson, 2004).  

Growing public pressure for accountability and institutional effectiveness also contribute to 
changes in higher education. Institutions increasingly find that they must be responsive to public 
needs. An understanding of the mission and core values of the institution is necessary for orienta-
tion programs to be effective in a changing institutional environment. 

The Value of Orientation
In order to make the case that the cost of orientation is warranted and, further, that the cost 

to produce a quality program is imperative, orientation directors must first grasp the purposes and 
benefits of orientation. Included in these purposes are: (a) disseminating information, (b) reduc-
ing costly errors, (c) building a framework for academic success, (d) building community, and (e) 
defining campus culture. 
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Disseminating Information 
Administrators typically realize the importance of disseminating information for orientation; 

however, they do not always understand the critical nature of providing information that “leads 
students to establish personal contacts with the individuals and offices which are responsible for 
providing advising and counseling services and/or which can provide the types of informal infor-
mation new students require” (Tinto, 1994, p. 159). Providing the information that students need 
to be successful as well as providing a mechanism for students to establish personal connections to 
others on campus can have a powerful impact on student acculturation.  

Written materials can also underscore the value of orientation in achieving a successful transi-
tion. It is important to note that the selection of written materials should be carefully vetted to 
be certain that they address student success issues as well as concerns students or their parents (or 
other family members) are likely to have. The “many eyes approach” to materials review can yield 
valuable results in terms of clarifying the message a campus sends to its newest members. After all, 
new student orientation is a window to the institution and a responsibility of the entire campus 
community.

Including multiple individuals to select the information that should be part of the orienta-
tion program can be quite helpful to the orientation director. This is important for two reasons. 
First, the various perspectives and input will be invaluable, and second, a wide range of individuals 
will be capable of articulating the value and successes of the program. Thus, these individuals can 
make the program stronger and, in turn, can more capably articulate the goals of the program. For 
example, the Orientation Committee at the University of North Texas is composed of individu-
als from a wide range of programs and departments. The Committee determined that, given the 
financial struggles of students, an educational program on financial management was an important 
component of orientation. The sessions were expanded to include information about the services 
of the Student Money Management Center. The input from the committee identified the need 
for financial literacy education, and the evaluations by participants and the campus community, 
substantiated in a dramatic way the effect that an active committee can have on identifying pro-
grammatic issues.  

It should be noted that orientation’s importance in the dissemination of information goes 
beyond providing interesting handouts, flyers, skits, panel discussions, and familiarization of the 
campus buildings. It is a methodology to shape students’ important first impressions of the campus 
and should help students learn more about the institution, develop friendships and connections, 
realize the importance of resources available to them, and learn about strategies for achieving 
academic success.  

Reducing Costly Errors  
An effective orientation program can help students avoid missing deadlines, registering for 

unnecessary classes, and demonstrating poor academic performance, thus promoting student 
retention and the enrollment well-being of the campus. Furthermore, as retention and graduation 
rates are increasingly cited as benchmarks of institutional effectiveness, orientation takes on an 
increased importance as a vital campus intervention.

It should be noted that, whereas orientation was once a mechanism to register the masses with 
little thought given to the registration procedure, orientations today must be concerned with a so-
phisticated, integrated process. Through the use of technology, professional advisors, and extensive 
training, the registration process no longer resembles the early days of orientation programs where 
advisement was almost non-existent and registration was frequently a cumbersome, multi-day 
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process. These changes in technology and the professionalization of advisement and registration 
have decreased the likelihood of errors in course selection and created a more streamlined process. 
It remains a fact, however, that advisement and registration are the impetus that draw students 
initially to orientation and, depending on the strength of the process, can be highly instrumental in 
setting the tone for a successful first year.  Advisors play an important role in integrating students 
into the academic fabric of the institution (McGillin, 2000) and contribute greatly to the value of 
new student orientation and to the reduction of student error.

Orientation can also help institutions avoid costly errors. The summer registration process—
typically a summer orientation program or a registration process for the fall term—provides 
important information for departmental planning (i.e., potential class sizes, residential housing 
needs). It also assists the campus in determining the need for adjunct faculty members or additional 
personnel in housing and dining. 

There is a direct relationship between enrollment and institutional finances—when enroll-
ments decrease, financial resources typically decline. By providing a comprehensive orientation 
program with effective advisement and efficient registration, administrators see accepted students 
matriculating and can begin to lay the ground work for those students to be retained beyond the 
first year.

Building a Framework for Academic Success  
The most significant goal of orientation is to accentuate an environment where students are 

encouraged to succeed academically. No matter how well-orchestrated the program or how efficient 
the process, orientation has not completed its job unless students are actually more prepared to 
face the challenges of academe. The transition from high school to college is a difficult one. Social 
adjustments, career choices, and academic expectations leave first-year students with multiple 
choices to make. Students who attend orientation and make connections, both academic and social, 
persist at a higher rate than those who do not (Busby, Gammel, & Jeffcoat, 2002; Jacobs, Busby, & 
Leath, 1992; Mullendore, 1998). Orientation can, and must, set the academic tone of the collegiate 
experience and establish a comprehensive approach to student academic success.  “Orientation can 
be the defining moment in the transition to college for the student—a time in which basic habits 
are formed that influence students academic success and personal growth—and marks the begin-
ning of a new educational experience” (Mullendore & Banahan, 2005, p. 391). 

 Ensuring that students have opportunities to learn about the institutional expectations and 
resources available to them is a critical part of the orientation process ( Jacobs, 2003; Rode, 2004). 
Faculty interaction can greatly impact a student’s college experience (Cotton & Wilson, 2006), 
and orientation directors are wise to promote faculty involvement whenever possible. Depending 
on the campus, faculty support may include advisement, panel discussions, luncheon discussions, 
social events, small-group discussions, and large-group addresses. Learning communities and one 
book, one community programs have also provided opportunities for faculty involvement in ori-
entation. Whether orientation is in academic affairs or student affairs, the partnership between 
faculty and student affairs is crucial (Kramer, 2003).  

Building Community  
No matter the type of institution, it is important for students to feel they belong to a com-

munity. Research has shown that building community has a strong positive impact on student 
persistence (Forrest, 1985; Pascarella, Terenzini, & Wolfle, 1986). Learning communities and resi-
dential programs have advanced the community-building agenda. Orientation programs typically 
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include in their mission (often institutionally mandated) a responsibility to develop a sense of 
community. Numerous techniques are designed to build community. Trained peer orientation 
leaders are particularly effective as are programs and activities structured to acculturate students 
to campus. Nonetheless, extended orientation programs that go beyond the first two semesters 
(Tinto, 1994; Tobolowsky & Cox, 2007; Troxel & Cutright, 2008), first-year seminars (Barefoot, 
Warnock, Dickinson, Richardson, & Roberts, 1998; Fidler & Moore, 1996), and service-learning 
projects (Skipper, 2005; Vogelgesang, Ikeda, Gilmartin, & Keup, 2002) have a strong effect on 
the creation of positive campus identification and should be used in addition to the traditional 
orientation programs.

The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) indicates that students who are engaged 
in their academic careers are more likely to persist and graduate. There are five benchmarks for 
student engagement: (a) academic challenge, (b) student-faculty interaction, (c) active collabora-
tive learning, (d) supportive campus environment, and (e) enriched educational experiences. Each 
of these avenues for student engagement creates opportunities for students to become involved 
in the campus community. The two primary reasons students persist, according to Tinto (1994), 
are academic integration and social integration. Thus, creating opportunities during orientation 
for students to engage academically and socially, with particular attention to student engagement  
benchmarks as defined by NSSE, is beneficial to the student, the campus, and the orientation 
program.

Defining Campus Culture 
Many view orientation as an opportunity to set the tone for a student’s academic career and to 

change campus culture. It provides the first impression of college for a student and can have a great 
impact on the entering class. In effect, an orientation program defines the institutional expecta-
tions for students and identifies the campus culture. If orientation is silent about expectations, it 
has by default sent a message to students that expectations are low. Likewise, if it is silent about 
student behavior, traditions, honor codes, pride, and student responsibilities, they have negated 
the importance of those issues.      

The Documenting Effective Educational Practice (DEEP) project (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, 
Whitt, & Associates, 2005) from the Center for Postsecondary Research at Indiana University, 
Bloomington, studied institutions that produced higher-than-predicted student engagement and 
graduation. They reviewed a wide range of sizes and types of institutions and found that they each 
shared commonalities in their cultures that contributed to the success of their students.

 [The DEEP schools] teach students what the institution values, what successful students do 
in their context, and how to take advantage of institutional resources for their learning. We 
refer to this as acculturation. Second, they make available what students need when they need 
it, and have responsive systems in place to support teaching, learning, and student success. 
We call this alignment—making certain that resources match the institution’s mission and 
educational purposes and students’ abilities and needs. (Kuh et al., p. 110)

Orientation can be an effective tool for both acculturation and alignment. It can define the culture 
and values of the institution for the students and provide students information about the resources 
they need for a successful transition.

Orientation programs may also be an efficient way to alter a campus culture and enhance campus 
identity and pride. New students have no institutional history, and a view of the campus culture 
emerges as expectations, values, and traditions are laid out during orientation. To be impactful, 



34	 Jacobs

orientation programs must give students a clear view of the campus, including how to fit in and 
find a niche. There is an opportunity for the orientation director to emphasize the institution’s core 
values and to focus on the behaviors that support those values. The determination of the institutional 
messaging for orientation participants should be developed through organizational linkages.

Troxel and Cutright (2008) cited examples of successful culture-changing initiatives in the 
first college year and noted five commonalities among them. First, programs were not isolated 
“silver bullets” but were, rather, integrated in a larger institutional strategy. Second, the campus 
clearly determined measurable goals from the initiation of the highlighted programs. Third, each 
created a campus-wide approach that was a “blending of strengths and perspectives from faculty, 
staff, and administrators” (p. viii). Fourth, evaluation was an ongoing commitment and not a final 
conclusion. Finally, the programs had strong administrative support. 

Making Your Case for Orientation
Even when orientation directors understand the importance of orientation, the value may not 

be realized by the campus community unless efforts are made to map the success of the program. 
For an orientation staff to clearly convey the value of the program, they must have knowledge 
about national and local trends, be able to build strong, effective alliances, and systematically ac-
cumulate data to support the arguments. To be successful, orientation directors need to supervise 
a department and manage a program while also focusing on the various stakeholders, including 
new students and their families, faculty, staff, administrators, high school counselors, and even 
the surrounding community. To make the case that a campus needs a strong orientation program, 
orientation personnel should keep in mind that there are several rudimentary premises for a success-
ful program. These include: staying abreast of changes in the field and in the institution, knowing 
your students, creating a sense of urgency, being aware of competing interests, understanding the 
campus climate, building allies, and assessing the program.

Staying Abreast of Changes in the Field and the Institution
It is dangerous for an orientation director to be unaware of the traits and attributes of incom-

ing students, what behaviors seem to be positively affecting student success, or general informa-
tion about the institution. Orientation professionals must understand developmental theory, best 
practices for orientation and the first-year experience, changes in enrollment management goals, 
and the institutional mission and vision. Professional development, both on campus and beyond, 
is important to maintain the level of understanding needed for continued program quality. Fur-
ther, student staff, as well as professional staff, must have a wide range of knowledge and receive 
quality training.

Orientation trends and best practices change more frequently than do many other parts of 
the campus because incoming students bring a different set of life experiences to campus each year. 
Many orientation programs today address issues such as social networking, sustainability issues, 
binge drinking, and campus violence in a much different way than in years past, provided they were 
addressed at all. Thus, the orientation staff needs to be actively involved in professional associations 
such as the National Orientation Directors Association (NODA), and they need to be current in 
professional literature about students and orientation.  
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Knowing the Students Admitted to the Institution—All of Them!
In order to effectively orient students to campus, the staff must be able to respond to the chal-

lenges of serving various student cohorts ( Jacobs & Bowman, 2003). The needs are different for 
a part-time student versus a full-time student, or for a transfer versus one coming directly from 
high school or someone entering college after time spent in the workforce. Additionally, there 
will invariably be groups of students who will need more individualized attention in orientation 
programming. Depending on the campus, some of the smaller, and often overlooked, groups may 
include students with children, veterans, students with disabilities, victims of violence, divorced 
students, transgendered students, commuters, and many others. While there may not be a need 
for a separate orientation for different cohorts of students, there may be a real need to provide an 
opportunity for these students to make specific connections with each other and to learn about 
services designed to support them during the orientation process. For example, on some campuses, 
out-of-state students are a small minority, and they face transition issues that are different from 
in-state students. Alerting them to campus resources specifically designed to support out-of-state 
students may prove to be highly beneficial to their transition.

Creating a Sense of Urgency
Successful orientation programs create a sense of urgency for the campus.  In order to deter-

mine orientation objectives, set schedules, secure facility priorities, create a program, implement 
data-based changes, and meet publication guidelines, orientation staff and the campus orientation 
advisory board must help the campus understand the importance of orientation and the urgency 
of its mission.

Kotter (2008) describes how to create a sense of urgency “that is as high as possible, among 
as many people as possible” (p. 13).  He states that this sense of urgency “is the first step in a series 
of actions needed to succeed in a changing world” (p. 13) and outlines eight components of an 
effective group that negotiates change.

Critical mass.ëë  A sufficient number of people must feel a sense of urgency.
A guiding team. ëë With a strong sense of urgency, even overworked individuals will identify 
critical issues and guide ambitious change.
Visions and strategies.ëë  Committed teams will find smart visions and strategies
Communication.ëë  High-urgency teams will inherently feel a need to relentlessly communicate 
the visions and strategies.
Empowerment. ëë Those with a true sense of urgency will empower others to make the vision 
a reality.
Short-term wins. ëë High-urgency teams guide empowered people to achieve short-term 
wins.
Persistence.ëë  Groups with a true sense of urgency never let up until a vision is a reality.
Changes that stick.ëë  Effective high-urgency organizations find ways to make sure their changes 
become institutionalized into the culture.

The orientation director must be a master at building a team and empowering them to determine 
desired outcomes and to put necessary changes in place. An effective cross-divisional team is invalu-
able for orientation program success and a sense of urgency will provide much needed results.
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Being Aware of Competing Interests
The fact is that there will probably never be enough resources or recognition to satisfy those 

with a craving for each. However, it is wise to understand the various competing interests of an 
institution and to be able to make the case for a fair share.

Campuses are increasingly faced with having to make difficult funding decisions among such 
diverse needs as faculty and staff salaries, research investments, student scholarships, fundraising, 
and marketing materials. There are also competing issues with maintaining a reasonable fee for 
orientation versus assessing a fee that will enhance the quality of the program. 

Thus, an understanding of the campus budgeting process will help the orientation director 
most effectively articulate the need for a fair share of resources. A realization of how space is 
assigned and used is helpful to negotiate appropriate facilities for the orientation program. An 
understanding of how students perceive the orientation leader positions will help build a strong 
orientation staff. Budget, space, and staff are all key components of an effective orientation pro-
gram, and understanding the processes and perceptions will help the director make the case for 
the needs of orientation.

Building Allies 
In her book How to Zing! Your Life & Leadership, Denney (2004) provides 21 insights into 

maximizing one’s influence. She calls this capability “Zing,” which, she states, is “the ability to override 
competing forces to positively influence others towards a greater social good” (p. xi). Among the  
21 insights are key elements in building allies: the magnetism of praise, the rules of respect, the 
necessity of nourishment, the art of interpersonal communication, the attraction of listening,  
the building of relationships, the appeal of playfulness, and the hand of humility. By building allies, 
the orientation director also builds a cadre of individuals who will be able to communicate the value 
of orientation to the campus. A successful orientation director will find a way to praise those who 
do well, respect those who agree and those who disagree, nurture a wide range of individuals, com-
municate well, listen well, build relationships, keep a sense of humor, and remain appreciative. 

Orientation will never be able to function successfully within a vacuum, and it is important to 
build a sense of community among campus professionals who contribute to the orientation endeavor. 
Open communication is necessary, and a sense of collaboration, flexibility, mutual understanding, 
and respect are crucial and well worth the effort. Chapter 14 provides a more in-depth discussion 
of how to build allies.

Assessing the Program 
A thorough, ongoing assessment of orientation is necessary for the program to verify its ef-

fectiveness and to target areas for improvement (Mullendore, Biller, & Busby, 2003; Wiese, 2004). 
Assessment must go beyond end-of-program satisfaction and document the effectiveness of the 
overall program, including its effect on student behaviors and outcomes. Troxel and Cutright 
(2008) noted that outstanding first-year programs not only measure retention but also include 
“documentation on student learning, positive changes in students’ attitudes and behaviors, increased 
levels of meaningful interaction with faculty and other students, and improved academic skills” 
(p. v). Orientation program assessment might include such varied assessments as a programmatic 
review, participant evaluations, focus groups, faculty and staff surveys, administrative interviews, 
orientation leader debriefings, parent surveys, and benchmark data. The assessment should also 
include data on student matriculation after orientation, persistence and graduation rates, and stu-
dents’ levels of participation in campus resources. It would be important to know the difference in 
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perceptions of parents who attended orientation and those who did not. Pre- and post-orientation 
attitudes of students can also provide helpful information.   

It is good practice for orientation programs to have a five-year plan for assessment.  Some 
reviews should be done each year—most notably, the end-of-program evaluation—while others, 
such as a complete program review, may be conducted only periodically. There should be enough 
flexibility in the long-range plan to allow for new assessment goals as the need arises.  

There are numerous ways to receive assistance with assessment. The Institutional Research 
Office will be invaluable, and there are typically faculty members who will help develop a compre-
hensive program, supervise a class project, or suggest an intern. The orientation review committee 
and student leaders can assist in determining what questions need to be answered. The Council 
for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS, 2003) is a good resource for pro-
grams and publications on assessment of orientation. Chapter 15 offers a more detailed treatment 
of program assessment.

Conclusion
Some of the most impressive transition programs will specify goals for various functional areas 

and ask for specific activities to achieve those goals. For example, during orientation, an academic 
dean may reinforce the importance of out-of-class student/faculty interactions and a program 
that supports the goal of encouraging student engagement, while the learning center may discuss 
study habits.        

While orientation can never function well without strong leadership, neither can it function 
alone. A strong orientation program includes components as diverse as course selections, parking 
and housing information, articulation of the keys to academic success, community building, and 
programs on responsible choices. It is important that those who work with the various areas have an 
opportunity to claim a shared ownership of the orientation process. It is then incumbent upon the 
orientation director to articulate the benefits of orientation to the campus community and to make 
the case that human and financial resources provided for orientation are resources well spent. 

The value of orientation is manifested in a variety of ways, and none more powerful than the 
effect it can have on student persistence and graduation:

New Student Orientation Programs … make a substantial impact on welcoming and connect-
ing students as they transition to a college or university. More importantly, these orientations 
introduce students to the individuals and resources they will need when they are in personal 
or academic jeopardy—resources that many students overlook or forget are available to assist 
with their success in college. Ultimately, orientation programs are the bridge, the linchpin, 
between the last stages of recruitment and the first stages of retention. (Shupp, 2006)
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Chapter 4
Administration of a Comprehensive 
Orientation Program
April Mann, Charlie Andrews, and Norma Rodenburg 

Transition is a prevailing component of our efforts to address the success, retention, and per-
sistence of today’s college students. As highlighted in previous chapters, research supports 
the notion that a college or university’s new student orientation program plays a pivotal role 

in supporting that transition process. According to a 2004 ACT Policy Report on college reten-
tion (Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth), student integration into the campus community increases 
the chance of student academic success. Orientation programs have the ability to initiate student 
integration and have been credited in several sources as an effective means for increasing student 
persistence, creating an inclusive and supportive environment, and facilitating the development of 
social and learning communities (Mangold, Bean, Adams, Schwab, & Lynch, 2003; Tinto, 1993). 
Furthermore, an orientation program provides the college or university with one of its first op-
portunities to introduce new students to both the academic and social climate of the campus and 
reinforce that students will be supported. 

The first consideration when designing a comprehensive orientation program that assists stu-
dents with making a smooth transition into their academic environment is to determine the specific 
program components that will be covered. This chapter will describe key program components and 
offer guidelines for the effective implementation of an orientation program. Specific programming 
components will vary from campus to campus. Orientation programs on large, commuter campuses 
may look different than those programs on small, residential campuses. Not only will the program 
components differ from campus to campus; so too will the staffing models, reporting structure, 
budgets, and levels of institutional support. As such, this chapter offers general guidelines with the 
understanding that individual campuses must take their unique contexts and missions into account 
when planning and implementing orientation and transition programs.

Program Components
No matter the delivery format for orientation programs, there are certain components that 

should be included to provide a strong foundational support for students and to assist them with 
their transition into a college environment. According to Mullendore and Banahan (2005), four 
important goals of orientation include: (a) helping students succeed academically; (b) assisting 
students in their adjustment to and involvement with the college; (c) helping families understand 
the complexity, demands, and services of the collegiate environment; and (d) providing the 
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institution an opportunity to learn more about incoming students through formal and informal 
means. To provide students with a successful transition and integration into the campus com-
munity, orientation professionals should draw upon appropriate theorists to inform their student 
programming. For the purposes of this chapter, Maslow’s (1970) theory of human motivation will 
be used as a framework for understanding and responding to students’ needs during orientation 
and throughout their college experience.  

The primary focus of any orientation program should be students’ integration into the academic 
environment. With that said, consideration also needs to be given to viewing the student as a whole 
person and addressing the diverse needs and concerns of each individual in the appropriate order. 
In his hierarchy of needs, Maslow (1970) suggested that people must have their basic physiological 
needs met before they can focus on psychological needs such as identity and purpose. Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs is often depicted as a five-level pyramid divided into the following categories: 
(a) physiological needs, (b) safety needs, (c) love/belongingness needs, (d) esteem, and (e) self-
actualization (Table 4.1).  Using Maslow’s theory of motivation as a contextual framework, the 
primary components of orientation can be categorized according to the needs they are most likely 
to address.

Table 4.1

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Need Examples

Physiological Air, food, water, sex, sleep, homeostasis, excretion

Safety Security of body, employment, resources, morality,  
the family, health, property

Love/belonging Friendship, family, sexual intimacy

Esteem Self-esteem, confidence, achievement, respect of others, 
respect by others

Self-actualization Morality, creativity, spontaneity, problem solving,  
lack of prejudice, acceptance of facts

I. Physiological
Physiological needs encompass what humans need for survival (e.g., food, shelter). For new 

students and their families, these are the base needs with which they are concerned because the 
campus will be a new, unfamiliar environment. Physiological needs may be addressed by including 
information and/or a tour of on- and off-campus housing facilities. Also, presentations and/or 
information about dining options and costs as well as campus health services (e.g., emergency care, 
health insurance) are particularly helpful. The orientation experience may include an opportunity to 
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eat in a dining facility or meet a medical staff member to address these concerns. Students may also 
be eager to address other needs such as obtaining a student identification card, acquiring a parking 
permit, registering for classes, and purchasing related materials (e.g., books, laptops)—academic 
survival needs. Until these basic needs are satisfied, it will be challenging to engage students and 
families in additional matters relating to the college experience. It is also important to note that 
while physiological needs are important for all students, these needs may be perceived to be of 
lesser importance to commuter students who do not live in campus housing. For example, a student 
living off campus will not need an in-depth tour or information session about on-campus housing 
amenities, but they might need to know where to eat on campus and the services that are available 
to them. As such, orientation programs should address these diverse needs in the context of their 
student population.  

II. Safety
With a desire for a routine and orderly world, safety needs materialize in the want for the 

security of the body, of financial resources, and of employment (Maslow, 1970). First, given in-
creased awareness about campus violence, student safety is being addressed more frequently during 
orientation. Students need to be aware of the services available to support their safety on campus, 
as well as understand the personal responsibility they have in keeping the campus safe for every-
one. Families will want to know what the institution does to keep students safe and what happens 
in the event of an emergency. This program component could be addressed by multiple campus 
constituents including campus police, housing, and/or the dean of students.

Though not physical in nature, an important component of personal safety that also needs to 
be addressed relates to one’s personal financial security. Students and families need to be oriented 
to an institution’s financial resources including financial aid and billing processes. While financial 
matters can be both a sensitive and challenging topic to address, it is valuable for students and 
families to become aware of their options. In addition to university finances, they may need ad-
ditional resources regarding personal finances, such as local banks and their services, monthly 
allowances, and budgeting. Finally, students and families want to feel secure in knowing that stu-
dent employment will be available. For some students, employment is a necessity and contributes 
to their educational endeavors. Offering information about on- and off-campus options as well 
as work-study positions provides students with the ability to better address their financial needs. 
Again, an understanding of the institution’s student population is necessary to gauge this need. 
Providing financial education through orientation programming will better prepare students and 
families to address the financial aspects of the college experience.

III. Love/Belonging
People desire to feel accepted and belong to a group or groups. This social need is fulfilled by 

friendship, romantic relationships, and a supportive family. In the context of orientation, students 
may feel more connected to the institution if they experience orientation in a smaller peer group, 
allowing them to make a social connection with other students. These small groups are typically 
led by peer leaders who assist students with the various aspects of their orientation experience. 
Peer leaders enhance the “academic experience of … students by serving as academic peer advisors, 
supplemental instruction leaders, and mentors” (Clason & Beck, 2001, p. 53). Similarly, family 
members may feel a greater sense of belonging if they also connect with other family members 
during orientation.



46	 Mann, Andrews, & Rodenburg

In addition to peer connections, it is also important for students to link with faculty and 
staff as mentors and advisors. According to Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, and Whitt (2005), “meaningful, 
substantive interactions between students and their teachers are essential to high-quality learning 
experiences” (p. 51). This type of introduction to faculty is a very important aspect of orienta-
tion because it can “ensure that students have the confidence to approach their faculty once the 
semester begins” (Abel, Bice, & Cox, 2007, p. 26). Also, Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) indicate 
that “student involvement will be greatest if new students can be immediately linked with people 
who are already invested in the institution, whether faculty members or other students” (p. 650). 
Thus, orientation can be one of the most valuable ways in which colleges influence new students’ 
perceptions of and connection to faculty members (Abel et al.). In addition to instilling confidence 
in new students, involving faculty in orientation programming helps to promote an environment 
where students want to belong and contribute (Smith & Brackin, 2003). Figure 4.1 depicts the 
amount of time faculty members spend with new students during their orientation programs. Typi-
cally, faculty/student interaction is limited to one or two hours. Transfer students are more than 
twice as likely as new first-year students to have no contact with faculty during orientation (Figure 
4.2). This number seems surprisingly low considering the potential benefits of student and faculty 
interaction. To reinforce these benefits, student and faculty interaction should be encouraged and 
scheduled during the orientation process. 

7.12% 

30.17% 
31.19% 

15.93% 

7.12% 

2.03% 
3.05%  3.39% 

0.00% 

5.00% 

10.00% 

15.00% 

20.00% 

25.00% 

30.00% 

35.00% 

No 

interaction 

1 hour  2 hours  3 hours  4 hours  5 hours  6 hours or 

more 

Not sure 

 
Figure 4.1. Number of hours new first-year students spend interacting with faculty during  
orientation (N = 295).
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Figure 4.2. Number of hours new transfer students spend interacting with faculty during  
orientation (N = 293).

Finally, one of the most challenging aspects of belonging relates to family changes. No matter 
whether a student is a commuter or residential student, he or she will have to negotiate changing 
family dynamics. Just as students evolve throughout their college experience, so too will their 
families. College and university administrators are 

encouraging this generation of involved parents to be a sounding board for their son or daughter, 
to ask open-ended questions rather than provide simple answers, and to know the resources 
on campus and coach their kid to use them instead of jumping in and trying to solve dilemmas 
for him or her. (Coburn, 2006, p. 12)

Therefore, it is important to address relational development with both students and families.

IV. Esteem
Once a feeling of belonging is established, people want to gain recognition, to engage in ac-

tivities that give a sense of contribution, and to find self-value in a profession or hobby (Maslow, 
1970). For the purpose of orientation programming, students can gain feelings of achievement 
via academic planning, leadership activities, career self-assessment, and by participating in live or 
simulated classes. Additionally, students can begin to learn about future engagement opportuni-
ties, including research with a faculty member, studying abroad, and serving as a student leader. 
Students can also learn about support skills such as study techniques, time management, and other 
academic resources. Finally, esteem comes in the form of self-respect and respect for others. It is 
important for students to feel valued for who they are in their new community, and it is equally 
important for all students to respect the diverse population of their student peers. Respect for self 
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and community values is reflected in the overt and covert messages that are conveyed to students 
and families throughout the orientation program.  

Another critical aspect related to esteem and achievement, and one of the primary program 
components of a successful orientation program is academic content. First, academic advising dur-
ing orientation allows new students to clarify their educational goals and provides an educational 
opportunity for students to interact with faculty and staff advisors. According to the 2007-2008 
NODA Databank, nearly 68% of the institutions that responded provided advising for first-year 
students as a part of their orientation programs, while 55% provided advising for transfer students, 
suggesting that many institutions recognize the value of this. In addition to advising, more than 
two thirds of institutions incorporated a common reading experience for new students to build 
community and introduce students to college intellectual engagement (Figure 4.3). These reading 
programs convey diverse viewpoints, “give students an early taste of academic life, and set the tone 
for the first year of college” (Ferguson, 2006, p. 9). Common reading programs are discussed in 
more depth in chapter 7.

Yes, same book  

every year 

3.73% 

Yes, different book 

each year 

63.39% 

No 

32.88% 

Figure 4.3. Percentage of institutions offering a common reading program as part of new student 
orientation (N = 295).

Another opportunity for students to become integrated into a community of scholars is 
via convocation, which allows the college community to formally welcome its newest members, 
celebrate their entry into higher education, officially induct students into college, articulate the 
university’s mission and expectations, and build a group identity among the class (Cuseo, 2003). 
According to the 2000 Survey of First-Year Co-Curricular Experiences, the number of four-year 
institutions that offer convocation as a part of orientation ranged from 39% at research-intensive 
universities to 75% at liberal arts institutions (Barefoot, 2001).
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V. Self-Actualization
The final level of need in Maslow’s hierarchy is self-actualization, in which people are focused 

on their maximum potential and possibilities. As such, people seek to solve problems, think cre-
atively, and feel a moral responsibility. This final level can be demonstrated through service to the 
community, discussions about global needs and citizenship, and spiritual awareness. While students 
may not be developmentally prepared to engage on this level at orientation, an introduction to such 
broader topics is important because it conveys institutional values and expectations to incoming 
students. Chapter 7, for example, offers a discussion of institutional efforts to introduce students 
to service during new student orientation.

Table 4.2 outlines the results of a survey question on the 2007-2008 NODA Databank related 
to the program components of orientation programs across the United States and Canada. These  
program components are shown in relation to the need that they meet according to Maslow’s Hierarchy. 

Table 4.2
Orientation Program Components Organized by Maslow’s Hierarchy (N = 303)
Maslow’s need Program component Percentage of programs 

that offer this component

Physiological Living on campus 88
Commuter issues 66
Overnight stay 76
Campus tour 94

Safety Safety 87
Financial information 90
Alcohol awareness 79
Date rape/sexual assault 69
Campus policies/community standards 92

Love/belonging Diversity 74
Campus activities 97
Icebreakers with other students 97

Esteem Academic resources 97
Academic integrity 75
Academic requirements 96
Study skills 65
Interaction with faculty 80
Academic advising 96
Course registration 91

Self-actualization Live/simulated class 29
Service component 40
Career planning information 69
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Programming Models
Once the key elements of the orientation program are established, the implementation phase 

can begin. Orientation programs across the US and Canada use different approaches for deliver-
ing orientation to new students. Various models emerge based on program length, point in the 
matriculation process students attend, and availability of specific orientation programs for certain 
populations of new students (e.g., international students, transfer students, student athletes). This 
section offers a general description of the most popular program models and a summary of infor-
mation taken from the 2007-2008 NODA Databank. These data were collected via surveys from 
orientation professionals at more than 300 institutions across the US and Canada.

Timing of Program Delivery
Orientation programs occur throughout the year, with the highest percentage of programs 

taking place during the summer months (Table 4.3).

Table 4.3 

Timing of Orientation Programs (N = 303)

Timing of program Percentage

Summer ( June – August) 	             85.8

Fall (September – November) 	             46.2

Winter (December – February) 68.3

Spring  (March – May) 	             22.8

Note. Respondents were able to select multiple options.

Summer programs. One popular model for delivering orientation to incoming students is to 
bring them to campus in the summer prior to their matriculation. This model can be administered 
in a one- to three-day format. During these programs, new students are exposed to various aspects 
of the institution’s academic and social climates. This is the first opportunity to inform students 
of the institution’s expectations and introduce them to the resources and systems available to assist 
them. While the specifics of these programs vary from campus to campus, they are typically linked 
to the course selection and registration for new students. In many cases, such as at the University 
of Michigan, new students are not eligible to enroll until they attend one of these summer orienta-
tion sessions. 

Fall programs. Another model for orientation programs involves bringing students together 
during the days right before their first semester/term. These fall programs last anywhere from one 
day to an entire week. According to the NODA Databank, this model is more popular at smaller, 
private institutions (e.g., Washington University in St. Louis) and is particularly prevalent at Ca-
nadian institutions (e.g., University of Alberta). Due to the timing, fall programs are not usually 
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linked to course registration. Once again, the particular components will vary, but they often 
continue until the first days of classes and include opportunities for students to interact with their 
new community (both on campus and the surrounding area).

Programs offered at multiple times. At some institutions, orientation is delivered in a fashion that 
is a hybrid of summer and fall models. In this model, colleges and universities may bring students 
to campus during the summer and focus mainly on getting the students registered for courses. To 
supplement that, they develop programming related to several aspects of college life and deliver 
them during the days immediately prior to the start of the term/semester. It is interesting to note 
that about one third of institutions (30%) using the summer program model supplement their 
efforts through Welcome Week programming that takes place immediately prior to or during the 
first week of classes. For example, the University of Minnesota and Appalachian State University 
implement this two-prong orientation model by planning complementary programming for sum-
mer and fall.

Location of Programs
Off-campus programs. As a way to meet the needs of out-of-state students and students at 

area schools, some institutions offer students the option of attending an orientation program in 
their geographical region or in their local community college or high school. This opportunity 
demonstrates concern for out-of-state students, in particular, by saving them money on travel costs 
and for students with job and family commitments who may need more flexible program options. 
For example, because of the distance between Corvallis, Oregon, and the hometowns of many 
incoming students, the orientation staff at Oregon State University travel to other states to orient 
incoming students and their families.  

Online orientation. A relatively new approach to orientation has emerged with the development 
of online orientation programs, which are more thoroughly explored in chapter 8. While most 
institutions do not offer online orientation programs, those that do more commonly offer them 
to incoming transfer students (Table 4.4). These online versions of orientation programs can be 
developed for transfer students, nontraditional students, or students who will be attending classes 
solely online. For example, to better serve the needs of its student population, Tallahassee Com-
munity College provides an online orientation program. Additionally, the University of Central 
Florida offers a solely online orientation for students attending its satellite campuses and offers a 
hybrid model (a portion of the program online) to students who attend the main campus. Though 
the delivery mode differs from the face-to-face models, online orientation should still include the 
same foundational components and an assessment plan.  

Table 4.4

Availability of Online Orientation Programs (N = 303)

Availability of online option Percentage

Yes, for first-year students 9.6

Yes, for transfer students 14.2

No   81.9
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Populations Served
Many institutions have begun to develop separate orientation programs for special popula-

tions of students. In most cases, the length and timing of delivery are consistent with orientation 
programs that have been developed for the general student population. These special populations 
may include student athletes, international students, honors students, and students participating 
in special programs or pursuing specific degrees. During these programs, students receive the 
same information as those who attend traditional summer or fall programs, but the delivery of 
the information is tailored to address the needs of the particular student population and is supple-
mented with specific information about resources available to assist with their unique transitions. 
This approach can also be a combined method, allowing special populations of students to attend 
orientation with the general student population while receiving additional information during a 
program or session tailored specifically for them.  

Transfer Students
At some colleges and universities, students transferring from another institution receive their 

orientation separately from students attending college for the first time. The orientation program 
often focuses on introducing transfer students to important policies and structures that may be very 
different from those at their former institutions and is often shorter than the orientation programs 
offered for first-year students (Table 4.5). An important component of transfer orientation is to 
help students identify how their previous coursework fits into their current degree requirements. 
It often includes some of the same institutional information as the programs for first-year students, 
but the information is tailored to the transfer perspective. While programs for first-year students 
are often mandatory, transfer programs are more likely to be optional (Table 4.6). Chapter 12 
provides a more detailed discussion of orientation programs for transfer students.

Table 4.5

Length of Orientation Program by Student Type (N = 336)

First-year students
(n = 300)

Transfer students
(n = 279)

Half day 7.3% 30.5%

One day 24.7% 45.5%

One and a half days 19.0% 4.3%

Two days 24.7% 8.2%

Two and a half days 7.0% ---

Three or more days 24.0% ---

Other --- 14.0%
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Table 4.6

Orientation Requirement for New Students (N = 336)

Requirement	 First-year students Transfer students

Yes  	 66.4% 43.8%

No  	 33.6% 56.2%

Parent programs. Parents have become increasingly involved in the lives of their students, and it 
is having an impact on the delivery of orientation programs. Based on the NODA Databank, more 
than 95% of responding institutions offer orientation programming for parents/family members 
of first-year students, while over 57% of respondents offer such programming to the parents/fami-
lies of transfer students. Many campuses offer a parent orientation program either in conjunction 
with the student orientation program or held on a separate date. For more information on parent 
orientation, please refer to chapter 6.

There are many factors to take into consideration when designing an orientation program. 
It is important that each program be tailored specifically to the unique student demographics at 
each institution. As orientation professionals design their own models, they should consider the 
following:

What are the student demographics of the institution? ëë
Are the students primarily living on campus, or are they commuting?ëë

What is the average age of the incoming class? ëë

From which counties, states, regions, or provinces do the majority of students come? ëë

(If travel time is considerable, this may impact the timing of the program.)
What special populations exist within the student body?ëë
Is the orientation program mandatory or optional? Are there certain components of the ëë
program that are required?
What kind of support does the program have from the faculty and staff of the institu-ëë
tion? 
Are there major events held on campus or in the city that may restrict dates for the  ëë
program? 

Assessment Considerations
When designing orientation programs, it is critical to develop a comprehensive plan for assess-

ment. The most common aspect of such a plan typically involves providing orientation participants 
with satisfaction surveys to gather information on the impact and effectiveness of the program. 
While student satisfaction is both an important and valuable outcome, comprehensive assess-
ment requires much more. To go beyond participant satisfaction, orientation professionals need 
to consider what the orientation program is trying to accomplish and what students will learn as a 
result of their participation. Identifying a set of desired learning outcomes not only supports the 
context and goals of the orientation program, but it also provides a framework for assessment and 
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supports the notion that institutions should measure their effectiveness by examining the ways 
students exhibit what they have learned (Maki, 2004).

As higher education institutions place a greater emphasis on measuring effectiveness, orienta-
tion programs have a responsibility to do the same. That often involves developing a set of program 
goals and identifying the measurable learning outcomes, as mentioned above. It is not enough to 
say that orientation will provide new students with tools to ease their transition to college. Some 
examples of learning outcomes for orientation might include learning general academic require-
ments, navigating the online registration system, identifying academic support/career develop-
ment resources on campus, and valuing diversity. Starting with a list of what students and guests 
should learn at orientation not only enables professionals to be intentional about designing the 
program, but it also provides direction as to how to implement each component. Consequently, 
the concept of developing and assessing learning outcomes is both useful and vital to designing a 
comprehensive program. 

The final piece of program assessment involves understanding that orientation is a collaborative 
process and gathering feedback from others who support and participate in the implementation 
of the program. Every campus has its own nuances and politics, and it would be impractical to 
provide a specific list of whom that should include. With that in mind, some individuals to con-
sider including are academic administrators; admissions/enrollment management administrators; 
faculty; students; and staff from departments such as student activities, counseling services, career 
planning, and alumni affairs. Generally speaking, professionals should consider which stakeholders 
at their institutions have the most direct impact on the orientation program and be sure to include 
as many of them as possible. See chapter 15 for a more detailed discussion of assessment.

Organization and Administration
The key to any successful orientation program originates with the proper administrative foun-

dational support, which comes in the form of organizational structure, well-prepared personnel, 
and adequate monetary resources. These practical aspects of orientation are necessary in order to 
create an effective program. According to the 2006 CAS Standards, orientation programs must 
be structured as purposeful events that are effectively managed in order to achieve the stated goals 
of the orientation program. The remainder of this chapter will focus on the organizational and 
administrative components of an orientation program.

Administrative Home of Orientation
The orientation function is performed by a variety of campus departments including orien-

tation offices, admissions, first-year experience departments, undergraduate education, student 
activities, and enrollment management offices. Based on the 2007-2008 NODA Databank, 61.7% 
of respondents indicated that their institutions have a specific office devoted to orientation pro-
gramming. While there may not be a defined office that oversees orientation at every institution, 
it is important that each college and university have a person(s) responsible for the “coordination 
of the program…even though a number of offices may be involved in the delivery of the structured 
activities” (CAS, 2006, p. 270). Further, it is critical for college administrators to understand the 
size, nature, and complexity of the institution and that information should guide the administra-
tive scope of orientation programming (CAS). If possible, it is recommended that a stand-alone 
orientation/new student office provide oversight and leadership for an orientation program. By 
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making such an office well-established and visible to internal and external constituents, orientation 
professionals are better equipped to provide a quality program for new students and families.

Orientation professionals are also being asked to provide programs and services beyond orien-
tation programming that take place during a short period of time. These additional responsibilities 
may include admissions recruitment, first-year experience programming, transfer student program-
ming, and/or parent and family programming. Though these additional functional areas may not 
directly relate to orientation, professionals have an opportunity to create innovative programs that 
allow new students and families to experience the university in a seamless way. In thinking about 
what other areas are most closely associated with orientation programming, the importance of the 
institutional mission and learning outcomes should be considered.

Another consideration in the administration of orientation programs is the location of the 
orientation function in the university hierarchy. The positioning of orientation in a college or 
university’s organizational structure varies depending upon institutional culture, needs, and poli-
tics. Oversight for orientation programs may lie in student affairs, academic affairs, admissions, or 
enrollment management. In some cases, orientation programs are organized by the student union. 
Based on data provided from the 2007-2008 NODA Databank, more than 75% of orientation 
professionals reported to a division of student affairs (Table 4.7). As such, it is important that col-
laborative relationships are forged with other divisions, particularly academic affairs. No matter 
where orientation programs are organizationally situated, working across campus departments is 
of critical importance. While it may be argued that orientation programs are better served in one 
division or another, it is most important to understand the nuances of a particular institution. 
Also, if the opportunity allows, orientation professionals should assess the institutional political 
landscape and align with the areas or divisions that will best assist orientation programs in achiev-
ing their mission of serving new students and parents.           

Table 4.7

Institutional Home for Orientation Programs (N = 339)

Institutional Home Percentage

Student affairs 73.5

Academic affairs 10.3

Enrollment management 10.3

Split between student/academic affairs 5.3

Other    0.6

Staffing
According to the NODA Databank, more than 62% of respondents have a director-level 

position associated with orientation, in addition to other possible positions (Figure 4.4). Ori-
entation professionals, along with graduate and undergraduate students, serve as an institution’s 
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representatives to incoming students and families. They are the key customer service and front-line 
associates, serving as both educators and public relations agents. For this reason, it is imperative 
for institutions to hire appropriately educated staff members who are prepared to organize and 
deliver comprehensive, university-wide programming. 

62.19% 

9.95% 

40.30% 
37.81% 

6.97% 

27.36% 

0.00% 

10.00% 

20.00% 

30.00% 

40.00% 

50.00% 

60.00% 

70.00% 

Director  Associate 

director 

Assistant 

director 

Coordinator  Full‐time 

assistant 

Other 

Figure 4.4. Position titles for professional orientation staff members (N = 201). 

Professional Staff    
Staffing an orientation program will vary among institutions because of differences in mis-

sion and size; however, several fundamental staffing considerations are critical for orientation 
programming. As indicated by the CAS Standards (2006), orientation professionals “must hold 
an earned graduate degree in a field relevant to the position they hold or must possess an appropri-
ate combination of educational credentials and related work experience” (p. 270). In addition to 
appropriate educational levels, orientation professionals should be able to coordinate numerous 
program-related details, collaborate with numerous stakeholders, and be politically astute. Because 
of the skills required, it is not recommended that an entry-level professional serve as an orienta-
tion director. However, if an entry-level professional is given the responsibility for managing an 
orientation program, he/she should report to someone who can fully support the program and 
the new professional. This is particularly valuable in assisting the professional with institutional 
politics and financial management.

At some institutions, the job responsibilities of an orientation professional go beyond the 
scope of orientation programming, encompassing other functional area responsibilities such as 
admissions or student activities. If this is the case, additional skills and experience beyond those 
expected of the professional focused solely on orientation may be required. 



	 Administration of Orientation	 57

Support Staff
Given the number of students and families who contact an orientation program and the 

numerous administrative tasks related to orientation programming, it is imperative that adequate 
support staff be hired. The number of support staff needed will vary from institution to institution, 
but they are critical to the overall program. Most likely, support staff will be the ones who provide 
the first impression of the institution to students and families via the telephone, e-mail, or in per-
son. Therefore, the customer service that support staff provide is extremely valuable, and support 
staff should be appropriately trained in all needed skill areas. Also, it is important to involve these 
individuals in orientation planning, since they will be responsible for implementing administrative 
details and answering questions about the program.    

Student Staff
The final critical staffing aspect of any orientation program is student staff—undergraduate and 

graduate students. Because of their role as peer leaders, student staff connect with new students in 
a different way than full-time staff. For institutions that may have graduate students on campus or 
at another nearby university, the opportunity to have them serve as program assistants, interns, and 
practicum students is invaluable to the program and to students who benefit educationally from 
such experiences. Such graduate positions may be paid or unpaid. However, when compensation 
is offered as salary, housing, and/or meals, it should be commensurate with the amount of work 
and responsibility required.

In terms of undergraduate student staff, most colleges and universities use students as peer 
leaders (i.e., orientation leaders, peer mentors, and student volunteers). Peer leaders are a key to a 
successful orientation program because of their unique position of relating to incoming students 
as both an employee and peer. Therefore, it is important that these student leaders reflect a cross 
section of the campus student demographics. By selecting a group of diverse peer leaders, incoming 
students can more easily identify with someone who shares similar characteristics.    

Funding
In difficult economic times, when there is a decrease in funding for higher education, it is criti-

cal that orientation programs demonstrate their value to the institution by connecting the program 
to stated learning student outcomes. By doing so, a stronger case can be made for how orientation 
contributes to student retention. Also, at many institutions, budgetary procedures may be directly 
tied to student outcomes, increasing the importance of assessment.

Depending on the scope of an orientation program, the expenses of a program will vary. 
However, it is important to consider the following areas for expenses: 

Staff salariesëë
Office operating expensesëë
Professional development and training ëë
Facility usage feesëë
Orientation program suppliesëë
Marketing and printed materialsëë
Online resources such as web sites and databasesëë
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The CAS Standards (2006) recommend that budget priorities “be determined in the context of the 
stated mission, goals, objectives, and comprehensive analysis” (p. 271) of what students need and 
the availability of resources. Additionally, CAS notes that orientation programs must have suitably 
located facilities, sufficient technology, and equipment to support its mission—all of which relate 
directly to appropriate funding.

In terms of funding resources, there are a variety of ways in which orientation can be financially 
supported. While it is often assumed that orientation programs are funded primarily via institu-
tional funds, this is often not the case. A number of sources can be used to support orientation 
programming, including institutional general funds, student/guest participation fees, enrollment/
matriculation fees, internal donations, external donations/sponsorship, fundraising, and grants. 
Orientation professionals should be able to make sound financial decisions, weighing the needs 
of students and families with program costs.

Summary
This chapter has provided insight regarding orientation program components as well as guide-

lines for the effective implementation of an orientation program. While programming components 
will vary from campus to campus, all orientation programs are designed to assist students and their 
families with the transition into the college environment. In addition to program components, 
this chapter provided insight into the staffing models, reporting structures, budgets, and levels of 
institutional support for orientation programs. Regardless of the differences between institutions, 
it is important that all orientation programs focus on meeting the needs of their participants so 
that new students and their families will benefit from efforts to ease their transition to their new 
institutional homes.
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Chapter 5
Community College Orientation and 
Transition Programs
Cathy J. Cuevas and Christine Timmerman

Currently, two-year institutions help close to 12 million students achieve a variety of goals, 
such as completing GEDs, certificates, and associate’s degrees; transferring prerequisite cred-
its to four-year institutions; acquiring job or language skills for workforce employment; and 

participating in self-improvement or personal enrichment courses through continuing education 
programs. More than 6.5 million U.S. undergraduates attend a community college, accounting for 
nearly half of the nation’s entire undergraduate population. John Gardner, president of the John 
N. Gardner Institute for Excellence in Undergraduate Education (formerly the Policy Center on 
the First Year of College), refers to the community college as “the new American comprehensive 
college” (personal communication, March 14, 2009), reflecting the multiple missions of two-year 
colleges and a new direction for higher education. Community colleges, once referred to and 
viewed as junior colleges, today find themselves in the mainstream of postsecondary education 
(Bailey & Morest, 2006). 

Community college students are diverse in their makeup, with an average age of 29. Thirty-
four percent of two-year students are of minority dissent, 39% are first-generation students, 61% 
of students are female, and 60% are enrolled part-time (AACC, 2008). Two-year students also 
often have a multitude of additional commitments outside of school obligations, including work, 
family, and involvement in their community. 

Students enrolled at community colleges often struggle to meet the financial burdens of 
furthering their education. According to Hermes (2008), two-year colleges have recently seen a 
significant increase in the number of students applying for financial aid, although annual tuition 
and fees at two-year public colleges are 61% less than their four-year counterparts. The number of 
students applying for aid at the community college increased 37.3% over a five-year period from 
2001-2006, compared to increases of 7.1% and 10.5% for private and public four-year colleges, 
respectively (Hermes).

Open admission policies and strong articulation agreements with four-year institutions make 
community colleges an attractive option for students seeking to further their education in a flex-
ible and affordable environment. While enrollment in four-year colleges has doubled since 1965, 
enrollment in community colleges has increased five-fold (Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, & Person, 
2006). Such rapid growth demonstrates that two-year colleges juggle not only multiple institutional 
missions but also the growing challenges provided by increasing enrollment. 

Two-year colleges serve a distinct purpose in higher education and society, working to meet 
the needs of a diverse population challenged by both academic and financial barriers. Without 
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the access and affordability offered by such institutions, many who aspire to attain a certificate or 
degree would be unable to do so. The Achieving the Dream (ATD) Success is What Counts report 
(2007) stated,

If students aren’t well served by their community colleges, many of them won’t have other 
opportunities for education—and are likely to drain resources from society rather than con-
tribute to it. However, when students do attain their educational goals (complete courses, earn 
certificates and earn degrees), they improve their own lives and benefit the nation. (p. 3) 

Having presented an overview of two-year colleges, this chapter will further explore some of 
the challenges faced by community college orientation practitioners and present possible solutions. 
The essential elements of a community college orientation program will also be addressed, followed 
by suggestions for first-year programming beyond traditional orientation sessions. Examples of  
practice in the two-year college will be shared throughout the chapter as models of innovative 
approaches to traditional programming obstacles. 

Challenges in Orienting Community College Students 

Challenge #1: Student Retention and Success
When entering college, 71% of community college students expect to earn a bachelor’s degree 

or higher (NCES, 2002), but only a fraction of these students actually achieve this goal. Close 
to one sixth of first-time college students starting out at community colleges complete no more 
than 10 credit hours (Bailey & Alfonso, 2005). Of those students entering two-year institutions 
in 2003 with plans to earn an associate’s degree, only 43% had done so in four years (Berkner, He, 
Mason, & Wheeless, 2007). 

According to McClenney and Oriano-Darnall (2008), “evidence shows that if students can 
successfully complete 12 to 15 credit hours (the equivalent of one semester), then they are more 
likely to attain further milestones and, ultimately, certificates and degrees” (p.1). Yet, findings 
from the 2007 Survey of Entering Student Engagement (SENSE) suggest that community colleges 
lose half of their students prior to the second year. Engagement for two-year colleges is not only 
important; it is imperative. To increase retention and student success, community colleges must 
focus time, energy, and critical resources on the front door experience of new students, including 
new student orientation programming. 

While open admission policies create access for students seeking a higher education, the lack 
of admission requirements can make engaging students in the enrollment process a more daunting 
task. Challenges begin at admission. The excitement that seems built into acceptance at a selective 
institution is sometimes non-existent at an open-admission, two-year college. Students tend to be 
familiar with the institution, as a large percentage of students who enroll in a community college 
are typically from the local area. Encouraging students to be proactive, especially by participating 
in orientation, advising, and registration activities, is an uphill battle. SENSE (2007) data suggest 
that “one in five entering students was not aware of an orientation program on their campus” (p. 
10); about one third (32%) of two-year college students did not attend orientation (CCSSE, 2007). 
Much of the community college struggle with orientation participation numbers is due to the large 
number of two-year colleges with non-mandatory programs. CCSSE’s (2008) report indicates 
that community colleges can better serve students by “making engagement strategies and support 
services inescapable… making them mandatory, or otherwise bringing them to students” (p. 4).  
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As Kay McClenney, CCSSE director, notes, “Community college students don’t do optional” 
(personal communication, May 26, 2009).

Solution: Critical Partnerships and Mandatory Programs
Partnerships across campus are critical in implementing orientation and other transition pro-

grams for new students. The responsibility for student engagement, retention, and success rests 
on the shoulders of all staff and faculty members. The college’s executive leadership team must 
make orientation a priority, and members of both academic affairs and student affairs must work 
together to ensure that all entering students are served in the best way possible. Collaboration 
should lead to a cohesive and seamless enrollment intake process that continues through the first 
semester and beyond. This collaboration should reach beyond administrators traditionally involved 
in the enrollment process to include faculty members who play a key role in student retention. 
To illustrate the important role of faculty in promoting student success, Brookhaven College in 
Dallas, Texas, offers a workshop for faculty entitled, Preparing for the Critical First Three Weeks 
of Class. The workshop explores important aspects of the first few weeks of class, including course 
preparation, students’ first-day experiences, and working with students who enroll after the first 
class meeting. Such workshops can help create college-wide buy-in for orientation efforts and 
first-year programs.

Early engagement and strong, interactive programming are critical to the success of the ori-
entation process, but many two-year colleges struggle with low orientation attendance. Students 
are either unaware of orientation offerings or uninterested in participating in what seems to be an 
optional program. When faced with such challenges, many institutions explore making orientation 
mandatory. While mandatory programs provide great student and institutional benefit, the logistics 
of a mandatory program can create challenges for program coordinators and institutional processes. 
Below is a discussion of the advantages and challenges of a mandatory orientation requirement.

Advantages of a mandatory orientation program. Current community college research supports 
the importance of early student engagement, making a strong case for mandatory orientation pro-
gramming. By ensuring that students attend orientation, the institution can begin to outline their 
expectations for students—challenging them to commit to the role they play in their own success 
while connecting them with the resources in place to support their efforts. Orientation provides 
the college an opportunity to set clear expectations for students related to academics, student 
responsibility, appropriate conduct, and the role technology will play in a student’s experience (a 
critical topic for many low-income students who are often less technologically savvy).

The 2007 Survey of Entering Student Engagement indicates that an important role of two-year 
colleges is “knowing what matters and doing it for all students” (p. 14). The key is ensuring that all 
students have the tools they need to be successful. A mandatory orientation program establishes an 
institutional baseline of knowledge for entering students. The institution determines what is most 
important for students to learn before stepping into the classroom. Many students served by the 
two-year college lack the proper preparation and experience to seek out the needed information on 
their own and are, therefore, starting the process below baseline, without a formal orientation to the 
college (Grubb, 2006). Disadvantaged students may also benefit from what Grubb and others term 
“intrusive advising.” Such advising includes structured meetings with advisors, mandatory activities 
such as academic planning (similar to those found in student success courses), and close tracking 
of student success. This concept supports mandatory orientation programming and emphasizes 
the importance of academic planning and advising as part of that process.

Challenges of a mandatory orientation program. For each institutional benefit provided by a 
mandatory orientation program, there is likely an equally taxing logistical challenge to be considered. 
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It is worth noting that most challenges can be worked through if there is a true institutional com-
mitment to a mandatory orientation. Below are the questions that should be addressed when 
creating a mandatory orientation program.

For whom should orientation be mandatory? 1.	 Deciding that orientation will be an institu-
tional requirement is the first step. Two-year colleges must next identify which student 
populations will be required to complete orientation. Is this a requirement for all incom-
ing students (both transfer and first-year students)? Will readmitted students also be 
required to complete orientation? Will high school dual-enrollment students be required 
to participate? Does the requirement include transient students? Is there an orientation 
for non-degree-seeking students?
How will the mandatory requirement be enforced?2.	  Will the consequence of missing orienta-
tion be serious enough to encourage students to participate in orientation programming? 
Will a registration hold be created for all students who do not complete orientation? Does 
the college’s registration or enrollment system have the necessary technology to implement 
and enforce such a hold? Perhaps most importantly, is the institution prepared to support 
the consequence of missing orientation? (For example, if students cannot register without 
attending orientation, can the institution support the initial impact the policy may have 
on enrollment numbers?)
How will the requirement be communicated to the students impacted by the policy?3.	  It is critical 
that the requirement be promptly and clearly communicated to the students affected. In 
what format are students most likely to receive, read, and understand the message? Does 
the institution have ample resources to communicate this message in large numbers? Will 
the requirement impact postal budgets? Can the institution’s infrastructure support an 
e-mail or electronic version of this message? 
Is the institution prepared to commit more staff time to planning and programming activities?4.	  
A mandatory program requirement will quickly increase the number of students served 
by an orientation program. The logistics of programming for larger numbers can be quite 
time consuming. Additionally, an increase in the number of students served will likely 
mean an increase in the number of orientation programs offered. This means more days 
away from the office and other daily activities for those involved in the program. A man-
datory program often requires additional session dates. Campuses that previously limited 
programming to fall orientation sessions may quickly find that one week is not enough 
time to accommodate the large number of students served by a mandatory program. Thus, 
another important question related to staff time includes “Is the college prepared for a 
longer orientation season?” 
Can the college’s facilities support a mandatory program?5.	  Space is frequently a concern for 
two-year college orientation practitioners. Institutions must confirm that space is available 
to accommodate the number of students and families who will participate in a mandatory 
program. Will the space be available for all program dates? Is the space conducive for en-
gaging and interactive programming?  
Can the college support a mandatory program with limited funding? 6.	 As mentioned previously, 
few community colleges have offices devoted solely to orientation programming and new 
student services. Many two-year programs operate on little to no money, making funding 
for traditional giveaways, speakers, staff shirts, and orientation packets a significant chal-
lenge. While these problems are certainly not insurmountable, they do present significant 
challenges for newly established mandatory programs.
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Is there a sincere, campus-wide commitment to instituting a mandatory orientation program? 7.	
While many of the challenges presented by a mandatory orientation program are listed 
here, it is impossible to predict the unique (and often unexpected) challenges that may 
arise on specific two-year college campuses. Most important to working through such 
challenges is a strong institutional commitment to mandatory new student orientation. 
Increased student participation in orientation programs will impact the demand for advising 
services, the depth of registration support provided, the number of financial aid inquiries 
encountered by staff, and the number of urgent requests for the processing of admissions 
records. It is critical that other student service areas (as well as the faculty) are on board 
when the orientation requirement is implemented. Perhaps most important is the role that 
college administration plays in supporting the requirement and unifying campus processes 
to support new student activities. 

Valencia Community College in Orlando, Florida, offers a mandatory orientation for all degree-
seeking students, including both first time in college (FTIC) and transfer students. The program 
was implemented as part of  Valencia’s Start Right initiative. Valencia offers several different modes 
of new student orientation, including first-year orientation for recent high school graduates, which 
includes sessions for parents, on-campus new student orientation for FTIC students placing into 
two or more developmental classes, online new student orientation for FTIC students who place 
into fewer than two developmental courses, transfer student orientation (which is a hybrid of online 
and on-campus programs) for students with previous college experience, and an orientation for 
English as a Second Language (ESL) students. Tallahassee Community College (TCC) in Tallahas-
see, Florida, also offers a mandatory orientation program for all new degree-seeking students. New 
students (FTIC as well as transfers) and their families take part in an on-campus program, which 
includes student success programming, technology sessions that familiarize students with student 
portal functionality, and group advising sessions that use online advising modules to encourage 
the development of a student educational plan. 

While many community college students completing the 2008 SENSE instrument admit-
ted not attending orientation (64%), they “consistently recommended mandatory orientation,” 
acknowledging that a required program would be helpful (p. 9). By making orientation a require-
ment, community colleges can demonstrate their commitment to student success. The step is a 
bold one, and one that should be carefully considered. 

Other alternatives. If creating a mandatory orientation program for all new students is not fea-
sible, colleges may consider smaller steps. Is there a specific group of students the institution would 
like to target initially? Programming could be required for all students taking remedial courses, for 
instance, as a first step, with the goal of expanding the requirement in future terms. Another option 
is incentivizing orientation for those who choose to participate. An attractive incentive such as an 
early registration opportunity may attract larger numbers of students to the program.   

Challenge #2: Staff and Student Leader Support 
As many two-year institutions do not have an office devoted solely to new student program-

ming, it is common for admissions or advising offices to take on orientation, juggling program-
ming with other job responsibilities. This common reality makes staff support and involvement in 
orientation a significant concern. Likewise, student or peer support of new student programming is 
often limited. While four-year institutions pull from the upper-division student population when 
recruiting orientation leaders, two-year schools have no such population. 
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Solution: Creative Staffing Approaches
Peer leaders can often be an excellent resource for low-budget, short-staffed orientation programs. 

While upperclass students are not an available resource for community colleges, many two-year 
campuses coordinate peer leader programs, training and using returning students as orientation 
leaders, tour guides, or ambassadors. Some institutions seek out students already involved in other 
aspects of campus leadership for such positions. Other programs work with faculty and deans to 
identify appropriate peer leaders for new student programming. Students in the peer leader role 
can facilitate discussions, answer general questions, and provide guidance in class scheduling and 
other basic advising activities. Peer involvement permits professionals to address more challenging 
student needs or concerns, ensuring quality service for all orientation participants. An additional 
advantage of peer leader programs is the student-to-student connection that often occurs between 
peer leaders and new students. This connection contributes to new student engagement and can 
generally facilitate feelings of self-empowerment among first-time, two-year college students.

Incorporating a number of college service areas in orientation programming is another ef-
fective method for combating staffing challenges. Inviting a campus mental health counselor, for 
instance, to coordinate college adjustment and stress management discussions can relieve another 
staff member of programming duties and offer students the opportunity to interact with a staff 
member outside the orientation or advising office. Campus recreation or athletic offices can also 
provide programming support by leading activities that encourage student-to-student connections. 
Faculty involvement in orientation programming can provide exciting opportunities for student/
faculty interaction and provide students unique insights regarding classroom expectations. While 
an expansion of staff and faculty participation can require relationship building throughout campus, 
it can also foster greater campus-wide commitment to new student orientation activities.

To facilitate a more global approach to orientation programming, many colleges create coor-
dinating committees. Asking a number of staff and faculty from various college divisions to invest 
in the orientation planning process can quickly translate into campus-wide support for orientation. 
Coordinating committees can educate non-student service areas on the importance of new student 
programming and assist in building bridges with various campus constituencies. Practitioners should 
also note the importance of a diverse committee makeup. A diversified committee provides greater 
benefit to orientation programming and encourages new partnerships throughout campus.

Challenge #3: Limited Funding is a Common and Ongoing Problem for the Community 
Limited funding is often due to a lack of a clearly established orientation office and/or mis-

sion. Without a formal orientation office, many campuses have little (to no) budget for orientation 
programming, and orientation fees for program participants are uncommon. Limited resources 
force programmers to put together programs that are limited in scope and often lack support and 
commitment from the campus community. 

Solution: Creative Funding and Fiscal Responsibility
Funding for two-year college orientation programs is frequently limited and often non-existent. 

Creativity is the key to successful orientation programming on a shoestring programming budget. 
Below are some creative approaches for dealing with budget shortfalls.

Instituting orientation fees.1.	  Such fees are a logical funding solution for many four-year col-
leges and universities, but the financial constraints of two-year college students commonly 
limit additional fee assessment. Due to the financial challenges of many two-year students, 
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orientation programs should be careful when considering an additional orientation fee. If 
an orientation fee must be administered, scholarships or other subsidies should be made 
available for students in financial need.
Seeking donations.2.	  In-kind gifts from a campus bookstore or other appropriate vendor can 
allow programs to provide quality orientation materials to participants without taxing a 
limited budget. Many college bookstores are willing to provide folders, pens, and giveaways 
in exchange for an ad in a publication or recognition during orientation activities. Local 
vendors are also happy to work with programs as they are hoping to market their property, 
services, or merchandise to new students. If providing food for participants and families 
is a concern, programs can consider asking dining services or an on-campus food vendor 
for complimentary meals or discount coupons. While such partnerships can be beneficial, 
orientation directors should be sure to clear all sponsorships/partnerships with appropri-
ate college administration, as many institutions have established policies for such in-kind 
arrangements. It is also important that practitioners consider the appropriateness of any 
partnership with an outside vendor and are comfortable with subsequent affiliations cre-
ated by partnership agreements.
Asking other campus departments to support orientation.3.	  If a program creates orientation 
packets that include information about campus services and programs, service areas wishing 
to include information in the packets can be asked to make their own copies. If the Student 
Programs/Activities Office has a healthy budget, they may be willing to provide backpacks 
with their logo (or contact information) for new students. Foundation offices may also be 
willing to provide funding to support orientation activities. Orientation staff members 
will also want to look into campus-based grant programs focused on student success and 
retention. These programs often strive to have a campus-wide impact on student retention 
activities and may be able to provide support for new student programming.
Making the most of the money spent by the program. 4.	 When a program does decide to spend 
money that is scarce, practitioners should be sure to spend funds wisely. Student orienta-
tion leader shirts, if printed with appropriate logos and information, can double as shirts 
for tour guides throughout the year. Ordering folders and brochures in large quantities can 
often reduce the per unit price. Programs may consider printing folders that can be used 
for multiple programs and activities throughout the year. Orientation materials can also 
be used in student success classes or workshops. Making dollars go farther is a smart way 
to tackle budget shortfalls.
Being careful about unnecessary expenses.5.	  Programs should consider all orientation expenses 
and think carefully about any possible areas of waste. Is the program mailing too many 
postcards and reminders to orientation participants? Can some communications be sent 
to new students electronically? Using student portals or e-mail systems can save money and 
begin to familiarize students with the technologies they will be expected to access when 
they become an enrolled student.  

Challenge #4: Outside Commitments Faced by Many Community College Students
More than half (57%) of community college students work more than 20 hours per week 

(CCSSE, 2007). Nearly two thirds (60%) of community college students attend college less than 
full time (AACC, 2008), and “…about one third of two-year college students spend 11 hours or 
more per week caring for dependents” (Powers, 2008). The overwhelming list of outside student 
commitments can make an on-campus, daytime program challenging. 
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Solution: Flexible Orientation Offerings
In response, many two-year colleges offer abbreviated or evening programs to provide more op-

tions for full student schedules. Online orientation programs are also growing in popularity among 
two-year institutions with 2007 SENSE data indicating that 11% of new students participated in 
online orientation. Colleges should be careful, however, not to rely on this format as the primary 
method of new student orientation as there is no documented evidence of the effectiveness of the 
online orientation approach (Barefoot, 2008). 

Essential Elements for Two-Year College Orientation Programs

Promoting Engagement Through Programming
Recognizing the importance of student engagement, two-year orientation program facilitators 

must be proactive when planning information sessions. Long, lecture-style meetings work against 
critical factors for student engagement. Sessions should be dynamic, exciting, empowering, and 
interactive. The need for engagement extends to all student populations, including at-risk students 
(e.g., part-time, first-time in college, students needing remediation). For students juggling work, 
family, and other commitments, engagement begins by granting easier access to programs. A variety 
of orientation options (including morning, evening, or weekend programs) is imperative for the 
diverse student population being served by two-year colleges. 

To encourage immediate student engagement in orientation programming, Tallahassee Com-
munity College (Florida) facilitates a student success activity during the first 45 minutes of orienta-
tion programming. In the activity, students are invited to identify factors that impact their success. 
The participants then group the factors, as appropriate, into three categories: (a) factors they can 
control, (b) factors they can manage, and (c) factors they can adapt to. The activity is enlightening, 
as students soon learn how much personal impact they have on their own success. 

Equally important for student engagement is the opportunity for participants to socialize and 
interact with other students. Peer-to-peer relationships can be a powerful method of engagement, 
often putting students at ease with the process and experiences ahead of them. Finding others they 
can relate to makes students more comfortable and helps them to feel less alone. To encourage 
peer-to-peer connections, many community colleges have gone beyond traditional orientation 
programming, offering celebratory activities and special pre-semester trips for incoming students. 
Butler County Community College (Kansas) offers Camp Grizzly, a five-day program the week 
preceding the academic term, which encourages first-time students, commuters, and on-campus 
residents to engage in 12 interactive events designed to assist them in making integral connections. 
More than 30 returning students serve as Camp Grizzly counselors working directly with groups 
of first-year students to facilitate interaction, share college experiences, and answer standard new 
student questions.

Another creative approach to interactive student programming is well modeled by Central 
Oregon Community College’s Campus Connections program. Campus Connections offers stu-
dents the opportunity to participate in one of four themed outdoor programs during their second 
day of orientation activities. Options for new students include: exploring an underground desert 
cave, hiking in Central Oregon, “Out on the Town” activities, or rafting on the Deschutes River. 
Another community college venturing beyond single-day programming is Southwestern Oregon 
Community College (SOCC) in Coos Bay, Oregon. SOCC offers a four-day new student orienta-
tion program the week prior to the fall semester. Special sessions include a tour of the surrounding 
community; dinner with the college president; presentations on alcohol and safe sex; and student 
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entertainment, including bowling, open gym activities, and a hypnotist. The extended program 
also includes more traditional programming, such as an orientation for parents, meetings with 
advisors, an on-campus housing meeting, breakfasts for special student populations, and skill-
building workshops. Program materials include free student planners and college sports packs. 
These programs illustrate creative approaches to facilitating student engagement with both peers 
and the campus community. 

While engaging students in the orientation program is critical, practitioners must also design 
activities that connect students with critical support services. Programs must emphasize students’ 
roles in their own success, challenging participants to use student support services and programs. 
Academic and career planning activities should also hold a prominent position on orientation 
program agendas.

Ninety percent of students surveyed say advising and planning (activities) are either “some-
what” or “very” important (CCSSE, 2007). Unfortunately, fewer than half of students responding 
to the 2007 CCSSE discussed academic plans with an advisor during the first four weeks of the 
academic term. This disconnect emphasizes the importance of connecting students with advisors 
early in the process. Orientation advising activities can ensure initial engagement in the academic 
planning process, but programs should be careful to emphasize planning over scheduling. Beyond 
merely scheduling class times, students should gain an understanding of the connection between 
appropriate class selection today and long-term academic success tomorrow. Programs should 
engage students in the planning process, emphasizing the importance of successful (and timely) 
class completion and clarifying the importance of planning to meet educational goals. This is par-
ticularly important for the numerous at-risk populations served by the community college who 
may not recognize the importance of planning beyond the next semester. 

Beyond advising, social interactions, and academic resources, orientation programs should strive 
to prepare students for the rigors and challenges of their first academic semester. Many incoming 
students from at-risk populations are ill prepared for the increased academic responsibility placed 
on them by college instructors, as 42% of first-year community college students were required to 
take at least one remedial course (Parsad & Lewis, 2003). In addition to lack of preparation, lack 
of student engagement in the classroom can also be a barrier for ill-prepared students. Powers 
(2008) notes, 

Nearly a third of all faculty … said they spend more than half of class time lecturing. More than 
one in five spend no time on small-group activities, and the majority [of respondents] spend 
less than 20% of class time on such activities. 

These findings demonstrate a real challenge for new students. To prepare students properly, orien-
tation programs should encourage students to create strategies for managing lecture-based classes 
with an emphasis on seeking help when needed. For example, learning lab assistance can supple-
ment classroom lectures for students who feel they need additional instruction in specific subject 
areas; study groups with other students can be of great assistance when preparing for exams; and 
workshops on learning styles, test anxiety, and study strategies can help students acquire skills in 
areas where they lack confidence. 

Financial support is another critical issue for first-semester community college students, and 
both students and families should be engaged and informed regarding their financial resources. The 
SENSE Survey (2008) indicates that finances significantly impact two-year student drop-out rates. 
Successful academic planning and class registration without financial support often leaves students 
struggling to complete the enrollment process. Ensuring students are connected to financial aid 
services is a critical piece of successful and engaging orientation programming.  
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Promoting Student Success
In planning transitional programming for new students, it is important to first evaluate what 

skills students need to be successful in college. Students making the transition from high school 
directly to the community college must have realistic expectations about the college experience. 
According to Antonio, Kirst, and Venezia (2003), 

America’s high school students have higher educational aspirations than ever before. Eighty-
eight percent of 8th graders expect to participate in some form of postsecondary education, 
and approximately 70 percent of high school graduates actually do go to college within two 
years of graduating. These educational aspirations cut across racial and ethnic lines. (p. 6)   

Orientation can help students achieve their educational goals by introducing critical student 
success strategies. Orientation is the first real step in the important process of engaging students 
early. Programs should “articulate the institution’s expectations of students… and provide infor-
mation that clearly identifies relevant administrative policies, procedures, and programs to enable 
students to make well-reasoned and well-informed choices” (Dean, 2006, p. 269). Orientation is 
pivotal in helping students become aware of resources, programs, and services available to them. 
This support can be emphasized throughout offered programming in the form of campus tours, 
presentations, information tables, small-group discussions, and printed materials. Orientation staff 
should refer to the college’s web site so students know how to navigate this resource on their own 
when they are later looking for specific information or registering for classes online. Students and 
family members should also leave orientation with contact information for key offices and staff 
members so they have someone to turn to for guidance once they leave campus.

Orientation should also help create excitement for the students and their family members. 
Sharing information about the long-term benefits of attending college is always a helpful method 
for creating both excitement and discussion. In addition to the ability to earn a considerably 
higher salary, college graduates also experience better health (i.e., smoking less and exercising 
more), participate in more volunteer activities, are more likely to vote, have much lower rates of 
unemployment, and raise children who are better prepared for school and are more involved in 
extracurricular activities (Baum & Ma, 2007). For two-year students struggling financially and 
working long hours to attend college, such a discussion on the benefits of college can contribute 
greatly to their persistence and motivation throughout their college career.

First-Year Programming Beyond Orientation
Due to the unique challenges community colleges face regarding student success and retention, 

institutions would be wise to provide transitional programming beyond traditional orientation 
programs. A number of strategies or approaches can prove successful, but as research demonstrates, 
it is important that these programs are designed to be both intentional and engaging. John Gardner 
and Betsy Barefoot of the John N. Gardner Institute for Excellence in Undergraduate Education 
have highlighted the top three most effective first-year experience initiatives in colleges today—
Supplemental Instruction, first-year seminars, and learning communities (Barefoot, 2008). Simi-
larly, Muraskin, Lee, and Swail (2004) found that institutions with high graduation rates offered 
a variety of institutional programs and approaches that appear to have positive effects on student 
retention. Examples include summer bridge programs prior to the first year, first-year seminars, 
first-year interest groups, linked classes, learning communities, flexible academic scheduling, and 
other academic support programs. Unfortunately, in spite of the fact that two-year institutions 
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enroll more at-risk students than their four-year counterparts, community colleges are much less 
likely to offer first-year seminars, learning communities, Supplemental Instruction, and other 
educational initiatives linked to retention and academic success (Barefoot, 2000). 

To be an effective advocate for student success and retention, two-year colleges must embrace 
orientation and new student support programming beyond the traditional preterm orientation 
program. Successful long-term approaches include:

Supplemental Instruction (SI). Supplemental Instruction is an academic assistance program us-
ing regularly scheduled review sessions in which students compare notes, discuss readings, develop 
organizational tools, and predict test items. Students learn how to integrate course content and 
study skills, working together on problems encountered. The sessions are facilitated by SI leaders—
students who have previously done well in the course and who attend all class lectures, take notes 
on important class topics and discussions, and act as overall model students (The International 
Center for Supplemental Instruction, 2008). Supplemental Instruction can be particularly helpful 
for new students struggling in gateway courses required for higher-level study.

First-year seminars. First-year seminars can vary in content and scope, taking the form of an 
extended orientation, an academic seminar with generally uniform content, an academic seminar 
with various topics, or a seminar related to pre-professional or discipline-specific topics. The Na-
tional Resource Center for The First-Year Experience and Students in Transition web site (http://
www.sc.edu/fye/) offers a searchable database of community college first-year seminar syllabi. 
Additional information on first-year seminars offered at two-year colleges is provided in chapter 
7 of this monograph.

La Guardia Community College (New York) has developed a first-year seminar model. The 
La Guardia First-Year Experience (FYE) Academy creates a cohesive and comprehensive first-year 
experience for students, linking student development services with curricular offerings. The entire 
La Guardia first-year class is divided into four academies that encompass the majors offered at the 
college, such as a health/science academy, a technology academy, a business academy, and a liberal 
arts academy. Elements of the FYE Academy Model include a first-semester new student seminar; 
a Gateway to the Workplace program (focusing on career development) during the second semes-
ter, specialized basic skills courses (designed to introduce critical basic skills to new La Guardia 
students), and a year-long series of extracurricular activities and orientation events. Students in La 
Guardia’s FYE Academy also create an electronic portfolio highlighting their experiences, includ-
ing personal academic and career preparation.

Learning communities. Curricular learning communities are classes that are linked or clustered 
and are often related by an interdisciplinary theme. These courses enroll a common cohort of stu-
dents and use a variety of approaches. Learning communities restructure student class time, credit 
hours, and learning experiences to build community between students, between students and faculty 
members, and between different faculty members of various academic disciplines (Washington 
Center for Improving the Quality of Undergraduate Education, n.d.). Such offerings provide an 
ideal opportunity for connecting new students to peer and faculty resources.  

Beyond Supplemental Instruction, first-year seminars, and learning communities, a number of 
transition programs are in place on community college campuses throughout the country. The list 
below offers additional options for institutions seeking to expand their support of new students.

Welcome week.1.	  Welcome Week is a series of activities and events designed to help students 
acclimate to their new environment and add a sense of excitement for the beginning academic 
experience. Kingsborough Community College (KCC) in Brooklyn, New York, offers a 
comprehensive approach to first-year student support that begins with their Campusfest 
welcome week program. During Campusfest, the president hosts a barbeque luncheon on 
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the college’s unique beach patio, as faculty and staff from throughout campus participate 
in welcoming new students to the Kingsborough campus. This week also includes campus 
tours, workshops, a club fair, and a department showcase. 
Mentor program. 2.	 New students who participate in a mentor program are assigned to peer 
or faculty/staff mentors. Mentors can assist students with any issues or concerns that arise 
during the first semester and can also serve as a valuable campus resource. Bellevue College 
(Washington) offers a peer-to-peer mentoring and volunteer program that connects first-
year students with successful continuing students with whom they are likely to identify. 
Select continuing students take the lead in designing, planning, and delivering the student 
presence at new student orientation, in first-year experience programs, and the throughout 
the first three days of school. The group also welcomes new students to the school every 
quarter in a phone-a-thon and designs social events, including food-themed parties, hikes, 
and trips to the city. 
Student activities. 3.	 While student activities are available for all students on campus, such 
programming can be of particular value to new students, assisting them in making purpose-
ful connections with other students and staff. Student activities and organizations often 
help students improve their leadership skills, and some activities are specifically designed 
to encourage first-year student engagement. 
Tutoring.4.	  Many tutoring programs are peer-based programs that enlist successful, estab-
lished students to provide support for students in need of academic assistance. Programs 
can provide one-on-one or small-group tutoring, focusing on individual student needs. 
Tutoring is often a free service for enrolled students.
Early alert/intervention. 5.	 Half of all community colleges responding to the 2000 National 
Survey of First-Year Curricular Practices have an early-alert system in place (Barefoot, 
2000). This is typically a cooperative and/or collaborative program between academic 
affairs and student services, designed to assist faculty in identifying students who are at 
risk of failing, dropping a course, or withdrawing from the college. This is a particularly 
important approach to consider in light of the challenges most community colleges face 
in both student success and retention.
Early and consistent communication. 6.	 Many institutions are placing new emphasis on regular 
and consistent communication with new students. Approaches range from newsletters 
and e-mails to Blackboard groups and Facebook networks. Salt Lake Community College 
(Utah) sends out a weekly e-mail, entitled StartSmart, to new students during their first 
semester. StartSmart includes helpful and timely information on advising, registration, 
financial aid, tutoring, and other important student resources. 
Summer bridge programs. 7.	 Summer bridge programs offer at-risk students the opportunity 
to get a jump start on the fall semester. These specialized programs frequently establish 
learning communities that provide academic support, social connections and supplemental 
student support services. Scholarships for summer bridge programs are commonly available 
to increase student access. The Lone Star College System offers a summer bridge program 
targeting graduating high school seniors in need of upper-level developmental courses in 
reading, writing, or math. The program enables students to complete developmental courses 
quickly (in three- to four-week sessions) so they can begin studies in the fall semester at the 
college level. The accelerated program allows incoming students to effectively transition 
from high school to college. An added advantage is that the program also links students 
to faculty and/or staff who serve as student mentors. Workshops on learning styles, career 
planning and study skills are also provided. Grants provide textbooks free of charge for 
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participating students, and $100 scholarships are awarded to students who complete the 
program successfully.

There are also successful programs taking a more comprehensive approach. The First Genera-
tion Student Success (FGSS) Program at the Community College of Denver (Colorado) provides 
a model environment for first-generation students. The program enrolls participants in first-year 
seminars, learning community initiatives, tutoring and peer mentor programs, service-learning 
opportunities, and community-service activities. Two full-time FGSS educational case managers 
(and other faculty and staff ) work closely with students to help them adapt to college life. The 
FGSS program has an impressive annual retention rate of 80%. Beyond Kingsborough Commu-
nity College’s (New York) welcome week programming, 60% of first-year students participate in 
learning communities during the fall semester. These communities include an English course, a 
student development course, and a third course from an additional content area. During the sec-
ond semester of enrollment, students are assigned an academic advisor in their area of study who 
works with them for the remainder of their time at Kingsborough. Broward Community College 
(Florida) promotes a holistic approach to advising new students. The model consists of multiple 
advising interventions, including a formal advising and registration session, an individual advising 
appointment where an action plan is developed, and a meeting to begin the career planning process 
as a component of the student’s future educational plan. 

Conclusion and Recommendations
Conversations with community colleges throughout the country indicate that many institutions 

have taken a new approach to student retention, implementing a cluster of coordinated student 
success strategies. Below is a listing of some successful approaches that can make a significant impact 
when implemented together as one coordinated student engagement effort.

Make orientation mandatory. 1.	 “Engagement matters for all students, but it matters more 
for some than for others” (CCSSE, 2007, p. 5). An optional orientation program leaves 
the decision in the hands of the student and increases the likelihood of missing students 
who need additional guidance and support. Orientation is a critical step toward student 
empowerment and engagement, and many institutions have demonstrated that mandatory 
orientation plays a significant role in their college-wide retention strategy. Mandatory ap-
proaches to first-year programming may also include required participation in first-semester 
student success classes and/or attendance at student advising workshops. 
Include advising and registration as part of the orientation process. 2.	 This strategy emphasizes 
the vital importance of timely and accurate academic advising. Students must meet with 
an advisor prior to registration to ensure that future academic major and career goals are 
considered as part of a long-term student academic plan. Such planning is essential in pro-
moting student understanding of academic requirements and expectations. Incorporating 
advising and registration activities into orientation encourages proper placement, accurate 
advising, and informed decision making when students make class selections.  
Offer special orientation programs for subgroups of students.3.	  Washtenaw Community College 
in Ann Arbor, Michigan, offers separate orientation programming for traditional students, 
nontraditional students, F1 Visa students, and ESL students. Specialized orientation sessions 
offer institutions the opportunity to tailor programming to meet the needs of the students 
being served. Special programs may also allow institutions to offer evening or Saturday 
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programs, which provide more opportunities for nontraditional or part-time students to 
attend. Additional benefits of specialized programming include increased student inter-
action (with others in similar circumstances) and increased student engagement through 
relevant programming and information sharing. 
Create a college transition program.4.	  Two-year colleges are approaching this strategy in a 
number of different ways. Achieving the Dream (n.d.) suggests that many institutions are 
creating transition programs that target students who have delayed their entry to college 
after high school. Many community colleges have implemented summer bridge programs 
for first-generation or at-risk students. Both approaches focus on acclimating students to 
the college environment with an emphasis on student resources and support. Students in 
transition programs are encouraged to seek out assistance when needed as they begin to 
take a more active role in their educational experience.  

One final note is a recommendation that more two-year college orientation and retention 
staff participate in professional assessment and research activities to be sure that others in the field 
are aware of the unique issues related to orienting students to two-year colleges. Nearly half of 
all undergraduate students in the country attend two-year colleges. Yet of the 317 colleges who 
completed surveys for inclusion in the 2007-2008 NODA Databank, only 5% of respondents were 
employed by two-year colleges. As more two-year colleges begin focusing on the entering student 
experience, student service professionals must be able to more easily access research, data, and best 
practices in the field of orientation and transition.

In conclusion, it is critical to remember the role that every staff member, faculty member, and 
college representative plays in promoting students’ success and engagement. Beyond a successful 
orientation program, the entire college must commit itself to promoting success and encouraging 
students at each point in a student’s educational journey:  

Every college has a stated commitment to educating all students, but their actions tell us more 
than their mission statements. Even a casual visitor can walk onto a college campus and know, 
almost instantly, whether the college community believes that all students can learn… Institu-
tions that expect students to perform well use language that communicates students’ value 
and potential. (CCSSE, 2007, p. 11)

Such messages are the cornerstone of a successful two-year orientation program. The institution 
must believe in its students’ ability to succeed and communicate that belief to students, parents, and 
family members. Programming should highlight student support mechanisms, connect students 
with resources before they are needed, and connect students with staff or faculty members who 
can serve as guides or mentors throughout the enrollment and transition process. 



	 Community College Orientation and Transition Programs	 75

Resources for Practitioners
Achieving the Dream: Community Colleges Count (ATD)
www.achievingthedream.org
ATD is a multi-year national initiative to help more community college students succeed. The 
initiative is particularly concerned about student groups that traditionally have faced significant 
barriers to success, including students of color and low-income students. ATD works on multiple 
fronts, including efforts at community colleges and in research, public engagement, and public 
policy. It emphasizes the use of data to drive change. 

American Association of Community Colleges (AACC)
www.aacc.nche.edu
Based in Washington, DC, AACC is the main membership organization for the nation’s nearly 
1,200 two-year institutions.  

Community College Research Center (CCRC)
ccrc@columbia.edu 
CCRC was established in 1996 by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation and is housed at the Institute on 
Education and the Economy (IEE) at Teachers College, Columbia University. A national partner in 
Achieving the Dream, CCRC conducts research on community college issues including (a) access 
and equity, (b) the high school-to-college transition, (c) institutional mission and governance, (d) 
programs and practice, and (e) workforce education. 

Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE)
www.ccsse.org 
Established in 2001 as a project of the Community College Leadership Program at the University 
of Texas at Austin. The survey, adapted from a similar tool used on four-year campuses, assesses 
community colleges’ effectiveness in actively engaging their students.  

John N. Gardner Institute for Excellence in Undergraduate Education 
www.firstyear.org
Formerly the Policy Center on the First Year of College, the Institute supports colleges and uni-
versities as they pursue the attainment of excellence in undergraduate education. By focusing its 
expertise on the development of assessment-based action plans with measurable outcomes, the 
Institute fosters institutional change by enhancing accountability, coordination, and the delivery of 
efforts associated with student learning, success, and retention during the undergraduate experience. 
While the Institute undertakes activities to strengthen all of undergraduate education, it places 
particular emphasis on special efforts to improve the success of beginning college students. One 
of the Institute’s signature projects is Foundations of Excellence in the First College Year, a com-
prehensive, guided self-study and improvement process that enhances an institution’s ability to 
realize its goals for student learning, success, and persistence. The Foundations project features 
dimensions of excellence specifically tailored to the two-year college environment.

League for Innovation in the Community College
www.league.org
Founded in 1968, this membership organization for community colleges includes more than 800 
two-year institutions in 16 countries. This organization hosts conferences and institutes; develops 
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web resources; conducts research; produces publications; provides services and leads projects and 
initiatives with member colleges, corporate partners, and other agencies.

National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience and Students in Transition
www.sc.edu/fye/
The National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience and Students in Transition has as 
its mission to support and advance efforts to improve student learning and transitions into and 
through higher education. This mission is achieved by providing opportunities for the exchange 
of practical, theory-based information and ideas through the convening of conferences, institutes, 
and workshops; publishing monographs, a peer-reviewed journal, electronic newsletters, guides, 
and books; generating and supporting research and scholarship; hosting visiting scholars; and 
administering a web site and listservs. The National Resource Center provides resources for two-
year college educators through its publications, conferences, and web site.

Office of Community College Research and Leadership (OCCRL)
www.occrl.edu.uiuc.edu
The Office of Community College Research and Leadership (OCCRL) was established in 1989 
at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. OCCRL is affiliated with the Department of 
Educational Organization and Leadership of the College of Education. Their mission is to provide 
research, leadership, and service to community college educators and assist in improving community 
college education policy and practice, particularly in the Illinois community college system. 

Opening Doors
www.mdrc.org/project_31_2.html
In this initiative, experts from New York-based Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation 
(MDRC) are working with community colleges in several states to design and implement new 
types of financial aid, student services, and classroom innovations to increase the success rates of 
low-income students.

Survey of Entering Student Engagement (SENSE) – A CCSSE Initiative
www.ccsse.org/sense/
The Survey of Entering Student Engagement (SENSE) helps community and technical colleges 
focus on the front door of the college experience. Grounded in research about what works in 
retaining and supporting entering students, SENSE collects and analyzes data about institutional 
practices and student behaviors in the earliest weeks of college. These data can help colleges un-
derstand students’ critical early experiences and improve institutional practices that affect student 
success in the first college year
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Chapter 6
Channeling Parental Involvement to 
Support Student Success
Jeanine A. Ward-Roof, Laura A. Page, & Ryan Lombardi

In the mid-1980s, Cohen and Halsey (1985) suggested that the work of student affairs need 
not be inclusive of parents. While the advice may have been practical at the time, it no longer 
reflects the reality of parent/child or parent/institution relationships in higher education. Par-

ents increasingly view college and their involvement in their child’s experience as an entitlement 
(Henning, 2007); moreover, this sense of entitlement seems to increase exponentially with the price 
of tuition (Conneely, Good, & Perryman, 2001; Forbes, 2001; Johnson, 2004). While student 
affairs professionals may have once viewed parents, guardians, and family members as “occasional 
participant[s],” the parent role has since been redefined as a “key stakeholder” (Merriman, 2006, 
p. 12). Yet, parents are not barging uninvited onto the campus. Much of the current literature on 
parent and student interactions indicates many students want parents to play a significant role 
in their college experience. Evidence of this phenomenon is illustrated in the 2008 CIRP data 
report for Florida State University, with 68% of students responding that they planned to com-
municate with their parents two to seven times a week while in college. Merriman (2007) found 
similar expectations among students. Thus, as orientation, transition, and retention professionals 
build programs, services, and processes for new students, they are faced with the challenges and 
rewards of including parents, guardians, and family members in these efforts. Yet, planning for 
such involvement is complex given shifting parental views, changing family dynamics, legislation, 
and campus policies.  

This chapter will review the literature on parent and family involvement in college and explore 
the trend toward establishing parent partnerships in order to foster student success. In particular, 
the chapter will offer examples of parent programs connected to the orientation, transition, and 
retention process. To supplement the available literature, the authors conducted an electronic survey 
examining parent and family members’ inclusion in orientation and other transition programs. 
The chapter opens with a discussion of the role parents and families play in students’ transition to 
college followed by strategies for building effective partnerships with these key constituents.     
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The Role of Parents and Families in the College Transition

Defining the Family
For the purpose of this chapter, the authors define a parent as a responsible adult providing 

guidance and emotional and/or financial support for the student. As such, this adult could be a 
birth, adoptive, or step-parent or a legal guardian. Family members are other people in the stu-
dent’s life who play or support the role of the parent and may include siblings, grandparents, aunts, 
uncles, and others. Traditional-aged students may define their family as grandparents or siblings 
while nontraditional-aged students may define their families as spouses, partners, children, or aging 
parents. This chapter will focus primarily on the traditional-aged student population. For more 
information about nontraditional students with families and children, please refer to chapter 13.  

Examining Parent/Child Relationships in College
Higher educators and the popular media have been exploring the connection between parents 

and their college-age children with a renewed intensity since the early 1990s. Further, the highly 
involved parent phenomenon is not just a part of the North American culture. A 2008 BBC 
News report explored highly involved parents of college students in the United Kingdom. One 
higher education administrator noted that “students were often now tied to their parents by what 
is ‘surely the longest umbilical cord in history’—the mobile phone” (BBC News). Hofer (2008) 
found communication between parents and first- and second-year students averaged 13 times a 
week, with cell phones being the most popular method of communication. Moreover, students 
and parents were generally satisfied with the level of communication, and both parties were equally 
likely to initiate contact.   

To illustrate how current students view their parent and family involvement, the authors turned 
to The American Freshmen: National Norms for Fall 2007 (Higher Education Research Institute, 
2007). For the most part, students reported that they believed their parents (or legal guardians) 
were involved to an appropriate extent in a range of college-entry activities (Table 6.1).  

Table 6.1

Students’ Perceptions of Parent Involvement (N = 272,036)

Activity Percentage of students who thought parents 
involved to an appropriate extent

Choice to attend college 84.0

College applications 74.2

Choosing the college to enroll 80.5

Dealing with college officials 77.5

Selecting courses 72.5

Selecting activities 73.7

Note. Adapted from The American College Student: National Freshman Norms for Fall 2007 [Annual 
Report] by Higher Education Research Institute, 2007. Copyright 2007 by the Regents of the 
University of California.
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Overall, the survey found that although most students of color stated their parents were not 
as involved as they would like in the above categories, Latino/a students were more likely to desire 
greater parental involvement in enrollment activities. More specifically, 20.5-33% of Black students, 
33.3-39.6% of Asian/Pacific Islander students, and 32.2-43.5% of Latino students, compared to 
fewer than 17% of White students, indicated that their parents were not involved at the level they 
desired in regard to interacting with college officials or selecting courses or activities. Understand-
ing students’ expectations for parent involvement across different populations can help orientation 
professionals create programs and design services to meet those needs.

Yet, even as students desire parent involvement, they are experiencing psychosocial growth and 
development that may strain their relationships with parents. As a 2007 Association for Student 
Judicial Affairs (ASJA) report noted, “…many [college students] are struggling to navigate and 
negotiate greater (not necessarily total) freedom from parental control. College administrators are 
caught in the middle of this generational tangle” and have to rethink their responses (p. 3). That 
is, the traditional advice to parents to simply let go may no longer be applicable. Instead, Forbes 
(2001) suggests administrators should see themselves as facilitators, helping parents “redefine 
their relationships in the midst of enormous shifts” (p. 17). Providing patient facilitation as both 
parents and students transition may lead to reduced frustration and greater satisfaction for all 
concerned.

Exploring the Role of Family in College Success
Carney-Hall (2008) stated, “The overwhelming increase of parental involvement reported by 

today’s college administrators requires a careful understanding of today’s parents, their influence, 
and their expectations” (p. 3). In many cases, the influence has been assumed to be negative. Feaver, 
Wasiolek, and Crossman (2008) define over-involved parents as those who believe their student 
should only have to study and that it is the parents’ responsibility to take care of everything else. 
While Feaver et al. see this level of involvement as admirable, they suggest that parents who choose 
to take on these responsibilities keep their students from “…learn[ing] how to manage the day-to-day 
distractions of life while accomplishing a greater goal” (p. 47). Pryor (2008) states, “When parents 
intervene in their children’s college life and decision-making, students may not necessarily develop 
their own problem-solving skills, which may limit developmental gains in their learning experiences” 
(p. 2). Similarly, Mullendore, King, and Watson (2008) question the long-term effect of parent 
involvement on students’ development. Even popular media outlets such as Time Magazine have 
made the case against what they call over-parenting. In her article, Gibbs (2009) includes pictures 
of children encased in bubble wrap, arguing that the current generation of parents have become 
over-involved and created more anxiety in their children. To combat this, Gibbs encourages parents 
to espouse the slow-parenting movement spearheaded by Carl Honoré (2008).         

These over-involved parents have frequently been called helicopter parents, suggesting that they 
hover over their children. Yet, Hoover (2008) found when surveying college administrators that 
many believed the term helicopter parent was overused and that parent involvement on campuses was 
typically defined as being more helpful than harmful. Hoover’s insights are supported by the 2007 
National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) annual report, which concluded that parents who 
were more connected to their students and the college environment actually aided their children’s 
success. Additionally, of the 4,518 first-year students at 24 different institutions who responded, 
62% reported frequent (i.e., “very often” or “often”) contact with their mother, 54% with their 
father, and 55% with their guardian. Of the first-year students surveyed, 34% stated their parent 
or guardian “frequently or often intervened on their behalf ” to take care of issues or concerns. In 
addition, the data showed that students who did have parents or guardians intervening frequently 
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or often reported “higher levels of engagement and more frequent use of deep learning activities, 
greater gains on a host of desired college outcomes, and greater satisfaction with the college experi-
ence” (p. 25). Regardless of the reported involvement, the majority of students (70%) noted that 
they typically followed the advice of their mother, father, or guardian when offered.  

Examining Parent-Institution Relationships
During the first half of the 20th century, colleges and universities frequently assumed responsi-

bilities similar to those of the parent, acting in loco parentis (Melear, 2003). As such, the relationship 
between parent and institution was a close one. Yet, the upheaval of the late 1960s resulted in the 
creation of legislation that curtailed that relationship by barring faculty and staff from freely shar-
ing student records with parents, guardians, or family members (Melear). Keeping parents at arms’ 
length may not always be in the best interest of students, however. Pennington (2005) notes, 

as educators, we are often at odds with parents in regards to students’ actions on campus and 
how the college or university should respond. However, both parties typically have the student’s 
best interests at heart. Through partnerships with parents and family members, we can create 
additional learning opportunities and also increase the likelihood of student success. (p. ix)

Recognizing the value of partnerships with parents has led to the current hybrid system that allows 
for open communication with parents especially in the case of health and safety emergencies or at 
the onset of self-destructive or high-risk behaviors, while still restricting access to certain educa-
tional records (Melear). Henning (2007) named this hybrid style of interaction “in consortio cum 
parentibus—in partnership with parents” (p. 539).    

To support these partnerships, administrators need to develop sound listening skills, clearly 
outline expectations for positive parental involvement, and channel parent enthusiasm and inter-
est into mutually beneficial programs. By relaying a message to parents that their students are part 
of a supportive collegiate community, parents and staff can work together to enhance the student 
experience. In addition, using parents as conduits to relay information to students assists staff with 
ensuring institutional information is being received. Henning (2007) concludes, “By including 
parents in the relationship, staff and faculty [have] another tool in their toolkits to foster student 
learning” (p. 557). The task of an administrator is not to redefine the parent/student relationship, 
nor to offer education on how to best parent a college-aged student. Rather, staff members must 
reach a balance of promoting an appropriate level of parent involvement, while also encouraging 
students to become independent thinkers and problem-solvers. The more parents know about 
university resources, the more comfortable they will feel serving as a mentor and guide to their 
students. In turn, students will become more confident as they learn to manage the challenges that 
come with adulthood.     

Despite the greater openness toward parents, federal legislation in the United States and 
Canada still places restrictions on the nature of the parent/institution relationship. The three most 
prominent pieces of legislation are the Family Education Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) and 
the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996 (HIPPA) in the United States 
and Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy (FOIPP) in Canada. Both FERPA and 
FOIPP generally prohibit the disclosure of student information to parents, family members, or 
anyone without an educational need to know, defined as information used to support the academic 
progress of the student. HIPPA does not allow for any disclosure of medical records without a 
signed release. In most cases, this legislation does not pertain to students who are under the age of 
18. FERPA, FOIPP, and HIPPA also allow for disclosure of information in the event of a health 
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or safety emergency, and FERPA allows for disclosure when financial dependence can be estab-
lished or when students are involved in illegal or high-risk alcohol use, other high-risk behaviors, 
or emergency situations. The orientation and transition profession should be familiar with such 
legislation, the information disclosure limitations of these and other state or province laws, and 
specific institutional policies related to their enforcement. Moreover, they should be prepared to 
describe these restrictions to parents and family members while equipping them to access general 
information for managing their role in their student’s life.

Strategies for Building Effective Partnerships With Parents
Although the level of parent and family involvement has increased on college campuses, the 

concept of involving parents is not new to orientation, transition, and retention professionals. Nehls 
(2007) states, “While the primary purpose of an institution is to focus on the student, colleges and 
universities would be remiss not to place emphasis on the relationships that students maintain with 
their parents during their college career” (p. 6). In order to explore the current practices involved in 
delivering parent and family programs, the authors created and distributed an electronic survey via 
the following: National Orientation Directors Association Listserv (NODA), First-Year Experience 
Listserv (FYE-List), and the National Association of Student Personnel Administrations’ (NASPA) 
Parent and Family Knowledge Community Listserv. The survey consisted of four open-ended 
questions and asked respondents to report on the parent/family programs and services currently 
in existence at the institution and those they would like to initiate. Respondents were also asked 
to identify programs or services currently being offered that they considered “unique or innovative 
practices” and to note trends they had seen in parent and family involvement in higher education 
over their careers. The survey respondents included 114 different individuals from institutions 
across the United States and Canada. Table 6.2 provides an overview of survey respondents. These 
responses shaped the following discussion of programs and strategies for building effective partner-
ships with parents. Examples of unique and innovative practices are also included.

The range of existing programs and services was fairly consistent and included parent/family 
weekends; electronic media such as web sites, newsletters, and listservs; and parent associations; 
however, parent orientation was the most commonly reported program. Based on the diversity of 
survey responses, the authors found evidence that parent/family programming and services offered 
across the US and Canada existed at various levels.

Assessing Campus Climate and Family Needs
Before determining the kinds of programs and services to offer for family members, orienta-

tion professionals need to understand both the institutional climate and the students entering the 
institution. For example, it is important to understand the stance a campus takes in working with 
parents and family members in order to ensure that parent and family programs and services align 
with the mission of the university. Does campus practice encourage fully incorporating parents and 
family members into a variety of venues, offer minimal support and opportunities for involvement, 
or discourage involvement, either intentionally or unintentionally? The latter is less common as 
most campus administrators have developed some type of outreach to parents or guardians; regard-
less, assessing this practice is vitally important as orientation, retention, and transition programs 
are developed, implemented, and evaluated to ensure their alignment with institutional mission, 
values, and priorities. In addition, staff members should carefully follow policies and procedures
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Table 6.2

Overview of Parent and Family Programs Survey Participants (N = 114)

Number Percentage

Type of Institution

Two-year 3 3

Four-year 111 97

Private 42 37

Public 72 63

Residential 76 67

Commuter 38 33

Geographic Location

Northeastern US 24 21

Southeastern US 36 32

Southwestern US 6 5

Western US 16 14

Midwestern US 29 25

Canada 3 3

Student Population Size

5,000 or less 32 28

5,001 – 10,000 23 20

10,001 – 15,000 11 10

15,001 – 20,000 14 12

20,001 – 25,000 11 10

Over 25,000 20 18

No report 3 3

and listen to student cues and directives for how to best include parents and family members. It 
is equally important to consider the political climate at the university, and whether an attempt 
to communicate with parents will be met with resistance from those who are competing for their 
attention (e.g., development and alumni staff ). Orientation professionals are encouraged to build 
relationships with these colleagues proactively to understand the full scope of their shared interest 
in this population.
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It is also important to determine who will attend the parent, guardian, and family programs 
and what needs they bring, especially since this population is typically large and diverse. This type 
of assessment of parent needs and desires can be accomplished electronically, by phone, or in per-
son. When surveys are not practical, orientation professionals can rely on historic data on parent 
demographics and involvement to make programming decisions. By understanding the needs of 
those served, the orientation professional has a better opportunity to tailor the program to meet 
needs and help establish a strong foundation for the participants. 

Communicating Effectively With Parents and Family Members 
Determining the desired level of parental inclusion is important for establishing the tone, 

frequency, and type of communication with family members. As noted earlier, educators have to 
balance what can be communicated to parents against students’ right to privacy. That said, insti-
tutional policy and practice can go a long way in helping parents feel the lines of communication 
are open. Orientation, transition, and retention programs staff play a key role in establishing those 
lines of communication and in helping parents understand the expectations and culture of campus 
(Keppler, Mullendore, & Carey, 2005).  

Strategies for communicating with parents are varied and may include print or electronic 
newsletters, listservs, web sites, blogs, social networking sites, mailed information, and personal 
interactions. Electronic communication methods are extremely cost and time efficient and typi-
cally user-friendly ways to help parents understand events and support programming on campus, 
and many parents have come to expect easy-to-negotiate electronic and phone access to campus 
resources. Although electronic media is an easy way to communicate, not all parents will have ac-
cess to technology. Similarly, even when parents do have access, they may not be proficient at using 
technology or may have software that is out of date. Administrators will want to ensure that web 
sites are accessible to users with a wide range of experience and access capabilities so that messages 
are not lost. Moreover, when possible, it is important to monitor blogs and social networking sites 
to provide accurate information when parents may be venting or sharing rumors as fact.  

In addition to plans for distributing standard information about the institution, its policies, 
and student transition experiences, orientation, transition, and retention professionals will also 
want to consider how they will communicate to parents and family members during a crisis situa-
tion. The first thing to be aware of is that parents and students may define a crisis differently than a 
professional staff member. For example, parents may see a scheduling hold or a roommate conflict 
as a huge stumbling block to their students’ success while professionals may view it as the result of 
inaction or inappropriate action on the part of the student. As noted earlier, federal laws may limit 
what can be communicated. Professional staff should create clear guidelines about what constitutes 
an emergency or crisis situation and what can be shared with parents without the student’s consent 
during those times. In addition, when responding to parents questions and concerns, professionals 
should determine if the message needs to be sent only to the one parent or family member who 
asked or if it would be beneficial to inform the entire parent or family member population about 
the issue or concern. There are times when issues only affect one student, and professionals will 
communicate with that student and their parents, guardians, or family members directly to find a 
solution; other situations might involve communicating with broader constituents and require a 
different course of action. See chapter 9 for a more in-depth discussion of communication plans 
during a crisis situation.

Survey respondents described a number of ways they facilitate communication with parents 
and family members. Several examples are listed below:
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Western Washington University located in Bellingham, Washington, with a student ëë
population of 13,000, offers parents many online resources including a handbook and 
newsletter. These resources provide the parents and family members with a directory of 
campus resources and explanations of campus culture so they are able to help their son or 
daughter with issues they encounter.  
At Furman University, a small (2,650 students) private institution located in Greenville, ëë
South Carolina, the staff members call every first-year student’s family once per semester 
to check in and see how the transition is progressing. Through this program, the staff relies 
on and includes the parents in helping make the student transition process successful.  
Georgia Southern University located in Statesboro, Georgia, with a student population ëë
of more than 16,000, offers parents a unique log-in process as a way to streamline the way 
their campus addresses FERPA and the release of student information to parents and fam-
ily members. The student is responsible for controlling access to records for their family 
members.  

Planning Events and Services for Parents and Family Members
Prematriculation. Administrators often interact with members of the student’s family during 

college fairs, campus tours, and admissions interviews. During that time period, students and 
their families are usually focused on basic aspects of a campus environment including the admis-
sions process and deadlines, the orientation program, academic majors, housing and food options, 
finances, and campus safety. If parents, guardians, or family members are alumni of the college, 
their involvement may be more emotionally charged. Regardless of the situation, these interactions 
often set the stage for how parents and family members will view subsequent interactions with 
the institution. The University of North Texas (UNT), located in Denton, Texas with a popula-
tion of more than 34,000 students, makes a conscious effort to provide positive prematriculation 
experiences for students and their families. The university sponsors send-off events in the students’ 
hometowns prior to enrollment. These activities enable the students, parents, and family members 
to get to know those in their community who have also chosen to attend UNT.  

Orientation. Often parent orientation programs and services are the most comprehensive way 
to help parents understand their role in supporting their child’s success. One goal of parent and 
family orientation should be to accomplish what Ullom and Faulkner (2005) define as founda-
tion building or helping students build or uphold a network to help them succeed well into their 
future. Across the nation parent, guardian, and family member orientation programs vary based 
on the needs of the institution and those who attend; however, there are some common facets that 
comprise successful programs. Austin (2003) suggested that helping parents, guardians, and fam-
ily members better understand what changes could occur at home and with their child or sibling, 
what their role will be in all of these changes, and expectations as well as resources available to help 
everyone manage all of these transitions and expectations are important topics. While college stu-
dents experience a number of challenges related to the transition, issues that arise at home during 
the first year are likely to complicate those challenges. Common experiences might include parents’ 
divorcing or remarrying, the serious illness or death of a family member, job changes for parents, 
and increased attention paid to siblings who are still living at home. As the family composition 
changes, relationships and expectations will change. Orientation professionals should encourage 
parents and families to consider how they might handle some of these non-college life events so 
as to minimize the impact on the college transition.

Along with the students’ transition, Nehls (2007) suggests parents also go through significant 
transitions of their own and often struggle to cope with their changing parent role. As orientation, 
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transition, and retention professionals are building programs, it is important to include an awareness 
of some of the changes parents may face in the conversations. All of these changes will most likely 
affect the students’ and parents’ relationships, as illustrated in a recent study by Johnson, Gans, 
Kerr, and Deegan (2008), which concluded that family cohesion levels can affect students’ coping 
strategies at college. Ultimately helping parents understand all of the possible development issues 
and transitions can help students obtain better support and coping mechanisms.

Ward-Roof (2005) suggests several other topics that should be addressed in parent and family 
orientation programs, including:

A discussion of boundaries so parents complete the program aware of what information 1.	
they have direct access to and what they must really communicate about with their students 
individually
Guidance on where they can find information on campus resources and how to access 2.	
typical campus resources
A conversation about some of the more difficult issues that face students and their families 3.	
during college, such as drug and/or alcohol abuse, violence, or mental health crises. Campus 
experts such as counselors or practitioners can describe the scope of these issues on campus 
and the services available for students. They can also offer strategies for setting expectations 
about behavior with college-age children prior to their enrollment.  
A discussion about the whole life of the student, touching on unique institutional expecta-4.	
tions for inside and outside the classroom

Other topics that might be included in a parent and family orientation are information about 
campus traditions and history, students’ finding fit on a campus, campus involvement, safety, and 
helping their child or family member manage their new-found freedoms. Orientation should help 
parents, guardians, and family members develop a better understanding of their student’s college 
environment and related expectations. Research illustrates that parents who are knowledgeable 
of campus resources, services, and programs are better equipped to help their child negotiate the 
campus environment (Mann, 1998).  

The typical parent orientation program is one to two days in length and covers a variety of 
topics to help parents adjust to the college transition and help their student accomplish the same. 
In addition to the length of time, determining the format of the programs is an important consid-
eration. Parent and family programs can run concurrent to student programs, be offered before 
or during the term, or provided online. The important aspect of any program is making sure it fits 
with the parent, guardian, and family needs as well as those of the institutions. Ward-Roof (2005) 
offers additional suggestions to consider when creating a parent orientation: 

Develop an awareness and understanding of both student and parent developmental 1.	
needs.
Enlist current members of the community (e.g., students and parents) to help explain the 2.	
unique aspects of the environment and introduce incoming parents, guardians, and family 
members to others who have been successful.
Tap into the campus community to find those who are currently experiencing similar transi-3.	
tion issues in order to help explain what could occur in the lives of those participating in 
orientation. This could be accomplished by seeking speakers who have recently gone through 
an orientation program or those who have students currently enrolled in college.
Give parents, guardians, and family members materials to take home (e.g., handbooks, 4.	
calendars) to remind them how to use campus resources and how to best help their children 
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or family members. When printing those materials, remember to take into consideration 
the unique structures of families. Given that students may now bring more than one set of 
parents to orientation, it may be necessary to print multiple copies per family. For example, 
Pryor et al. (2008) reported that nearly one quarter of students attending baccalaureate 
institutions who responded to a national survey of entering college students have parents 
living in separate households.  
Be sure to have the participants evaluate the sessions; these results can be used to continu-5.	
ally improve the program.

In addition to these suggestions, a senior student affairs professional or other campus administrator 
should have a dedicated time with parents at orientation to have a candid and in-depth conversation 
about their upcoming partnership and the boundaries and limitations of that relationship.

Survey respondents offered a number of examples of unique practices that are included in 
parent and family orientation programs.

At Purdue University (38,000 students), located in West Lafayette, Indiana, the staff per-ëë
forms skits for parents so they are aware of typical situations their students may experience. 
Meetings explaining campus resources that can help the students resolve the situations are 
hosted after these skits.     
Nebraska Methodist University, located in Omaha, Nebraska, is a private college with a ëë
population of 650. It offers parent and family members two unique programs. They host a 
kid camp during the orientation program where younger siblings are entertained and learn 
about what their brother or sister will be experiencing while in college. In addition, the family 
orientation features a panel with a current student, parent, and spouse or significant other 
and offers incoming parents and family members the opportunity to interact with them. 
The University of Regina is a public institution with a population of more than 12,000 ëë
students located in Regina, Saskatchewan, Canada. During their orientation program, 
they separate the parents into faculty groups (i.e., by college or school). Parents spend one 
hour in their student’s faculty asking questions and meeting those who might be instruct-
ing their child.  
San Jose State University located in San Jose, California, with a population of 35,000 ëë
students, places parents in first-year transition guide groups. These small groups of family 
members are led by University staff and faculty and provide a safe environment for parents 
to have their questions answered.  
At Bradley University located in Peoria, Illinois, with a population of 5,000 students, ëë
the orientation staff members offer their parents a Reader’s Theatre, that is a collection of 
books, poems, stories, and plays that relate to letting go and the college experience. This 
helps parents and family members begin to think about the letting go process and how they 
can help their son or daughter and themselves manage during this time.
At Florida State University located in Tallahassee, Florida, with a population of 40,000 ëë
students, the orientation leaders host small groups of parents to discuss campus traditions, 
student life, expectations, parent involvement, as well as answer questions.
The University of Minnesota, a large (50,000 students) public institution in Minneapolis, ëë
Minnesota, has developed parent outcomes in conjunction with the student learning 
and development outcomes to outline what parents should be learning along side their 
children.  
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When planning orientation programming, it is also helpful for orientation professionals to 
realize that according to Mullendore and Hatch (2000), the period of letting go never ends. Ori-
entation professionals now find they are handing parents off to their colleagues across campus as 
the parents, guardians, and family members are seeking additional opportunities for involvement 
(Ward-Roof, 2005) through parent councils or clubs, family or parent weekend planning com-
mittees, and the like. The parent and guardian role continues to morph as they seek ways to stay 
highly involved in their children’s college experience and as their sons and daughters’ continue to 
request their guidance and support.  

Special events for parents and families. It is also important to plan special events for parents, 
guardians, and family members so they know they are needed and appreciated. Although this may 
not be a direct responsibility of the orientation, transition, or retention staff, their involvement 
may ease the parents’ transition to campus and help reinforce a consistent message. Parent or family 
weekends, special communications, and invitations to student organization inductions or campus 
events are truly appreciated by most parents and family members. These events are effective ways 
for campus administrators and students to invite parents and family members to campus and 
showcase a variety of events and programs to help them learn more about campus. Many weekends 
include some type of interaction with the campus president, vice president of student affairs/dean 
of students, provost, deans, faculty, and other staff. Parents have the opportunity to meet the people 
their children are having class with, working with, or who are just part of their daily lives. Some 
programs include opportunities for parents to see sporting events, enjoy special meals, the chance 
to visit the dining hall, attend class or a student organization event, use the recreation center, take 
part in a 5K run, and much more. Programs might focus on challenges students are facing, key 
traditions on campus, and student resources. A key ingredient to offering a successful parent or 
family weekend is to have something for everyone. This is another good opportunity to assess the 
potential audience and determine whether special events such as programs for smaller siblings need 
to be included or if the events need to focus specifically on parents and guardians. 

Parent office. Parent offices are an ongoing resource to assist parents, guardians, and family 
members. Some parents, guardians, or family members do not interact with parent offices until 
they are intervening on behalf of their student. These interactions are typically quite emotion-laden 
and often times the issues being addressed are complex (e.g., illnesses, grades, roommate problems, 
finding fit, getting involved, or personality issues between students and classmates or professors). 
Parents typically contact the office staff and want whomever answers the phone or e-mail to solve 
their children’s problems immediately, or they state they will come to campus, call the president, 
or various other responses. Other times, they want the problem to be solved but do not want their 
children to know they called. Still other parents find themselves contacting the parent office be-
cause their child has exhausted all of their options, and the situation is still not resolved. Finally, 
some parents might simply seek information, updates, and deadlines from staff as they try to learn 
more about the campus.  

Ideally, a parent office should provide constant communication with parents through written, 
verbal, or electronic media and serve as the central source for information about the college or 
unique situations the college is facing. These communications should include a variety of messages 
such as deadlines for course registration, information about upcoming events, and institutional 
responses to current issues or trends.  

The nature of parent, guardian, and family member interactions will vary as some may be 
dealing with their first child, only, or last child to leave home and they may be elated, depressed, 
or a mixture of both. Parent office staff can help each individual negotiate his or her own issue(s) 
by offering personal attention, finding a solution, or directing the person(s) to another resource. 
Although there are limitations to how parents, guardians, and family members can be assisted  
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(i.e., parents do not have access to many campus resources for their personal use), these interactions 
will ultimately help the parents deal with their issues so they can be free to offer more support to 
their students.   

Involving Parents and Families on Campus
Once students have matriculated, parents, guardians, and family members may also seek 

involvement in parent councils or similar organizations. Orientation, transition, and retention 
professionals are often involved with these types of organizations and challenged with how to 
best serve those who get involved. Successful models include a hybrid programming body that 
also addresses development/fundraising needs. The outcome is a parent council or organization 
that helps to guide parent, guardian, and family involvement in healthy and productive ways and 
encourages them to financially support the goals of the institution.  

According to the National Survey of College and University Parent Programs (Savage, 2009), 
there was a large increase from 2003-2007 and then a slight decrease in 2009 in the formation of 
parent councils at institutions across the United States. The councils grew 28.8% between 2003 
(36.6%) and 2007 (65.4%), then decreased 12.9% in 2009 (52.5%). Mullendore and Banahan 
(2005) state, “because many parents want to continue to be involved in the lives of their students, 
colleges should in an intentional, purposeful way provide structure and opportunities for involve-
ment” (p. 35). Because orientation programs are charged to relay information, expectations, and 
opportunities in a relatively short period of time, organizations such as these can help professionals 
reinforce the message about appropriate boundaries with parents (Daniel, Evans, & Scott, 2001). 
As Mullendore and Banahan note, continuous communication is needed to appropriately engage 
parents, and this can be accomplished through parent, guardian, and family member organizations 
and opening lines of communication with this group. 

Often housed in the orientation office, parent organizations play a vital role when used as an 
advisory group to university administration. A focus group that orientation, retention, and transi-
tion professionals and other administrators can quickly turn to, members provide feedback and 
support in an effort to enhance the programs and services provided to their students. The university 
staff may effectively present objectives and needs and enlist members to assist in strategic planning 
for new and existing initiatives. 

Ultimately, institutional messages have added value when parents are involved in their creation. 
When parents work closely with university staff and administrators, they may be groomed into 
well-informed ambassadors for the university. Promoting university programs that best meet the 
needs of students and families, advocating on behalf of student and parent interests, and encour-
aging legislative support are just a few of the ways parent organizations can support their campus 
leadership.

These types of organizations are also an excellent way to educate parents about the needs of 
campus and enlist their support to seek funds for priorities or potential donors. The key to suc-
cessfully enlisting parents in the development/fundraising aspect of an institution is to help them 
understand funding structures and the costs associated with meeting institutional goals. Lastly, an 
important aspect of parent associations is to have a staff person who has a significant amount of 
time dedicated to the needs of the organizational members. Typically parents and guardians face 
numerous transition issues as their child leaves their home and assimilates to the campus environ-
ment, they find comfort in the availability of a staff person to answer questions, calm fears, and 
provide information.     

Selection of parent council members may derive from an application process, suggestions 
from faculty, staff or other parents, or at the invitation of university administration. Although 
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the structure of parent organizations varies among institutions, members typically represent cur-
rent undergraduate students, possibly from each class, and should also reflect the diversity of the 
institution (i.e., geographic, ethnic, socioeconomic, religious)

Trends in Parent and Family Programs 
When asked what trends have been noted in parent/family involvement in higher educa-

tion, respondents to the survey overwhelmingly stated they had seen an unparalleled increase in 
involvement of parents throughout all types of institutions. At the same time, many responded 
that although there had been an increase in the involvement of parents it seemed to be highly ac-
cepted and desired by the students. The respondents stated that institutions are responding quite 
well to these trends and have developed new programs and services to meet the increased needs 
of parents and family members. 

Despite this positive institutional response, survey participants identified a number of programs 
and services they would like to see expanded including parent offices and stronger liaison roles. 
They also suggested that parent associations should broaden their scope beyond development/
fundraising efforts. Survey respondents also advocated offering more communication avenues 
including information hotlines for campus updates, electronic family portals, a blog site, improved 
web sites, family calendars and/or parent handbooks. They also wanted see greater outreach to 
parents by establishing regional parent clubs, offering support groups for parents, and soliciting 
volunteers to assist with offices across campus. Recognizing the enormity of managing increased 
services for parents and families, respondents also called for hiring a full-time staff person solely 
dedicated to parent issues and programs.

Conclusion
Including parents and family members in the orientation, transition, and retention processes 

is vital to the success and personal development of today’s students. Moreover, students desire 
this increased involvement, and most expect college administrators to openly include parents and 
family members in their daily lives. Professionals should assess their campus culture and incoming 
students’ perspectives to create the most effective interactions with parents and family members 
as possible. Programs and initiatives must be inclusive of diverse student and parent needs as they 
may differ from majority cultures at the institution. More specifically, professionals must outline 
expectations and boundaries to enable parents and family members to best understand the role they 
play in their son or daughter’s educational environment, while helping parents and family members 
understand they are partners in creating a shared mission of student success. Orientation, transition, 
and retention professionals are poised to achieve a healthy balance between student development 
and the parent and family member letting go process by strategically including parents and family 
members in the college campus and education process.  
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Chapter 7
Extensions of Traditional  
Orientation Programs
Tracy L. Skipper, Jennifer A. Latino, Blaire Moody Rideout, and Dorothy Weigel

In Challenging and Supporting the First-Year Student, Upcraft, Barefoot, and Gardner (2005) 
present a definition of student success that encompasses a series of developmental challenges 
students must negotiate in college. These challenges include developing intellectual and academic 

competence, establishing and maintaining interpersonal relationships, exploring identity, deciding 
on a career, maintaining health and wellness, exploring faith and the spiritual dimensions of life, 
developing multicultural awareness, and developing civic responsibility. We know from research 
on the student experience that students will spend the bulk of their time in college negotiating and 
renegotiating these issues and that many of these developmental challenges will remain unresolved 
at graduation (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; 2005). Yet, the college environment supplies a series 
of prompts that spur significant growth along these dimensions as students encounter new people 
and experiences that challenge their current ways of thinking about and being in the world. When 
the college environment is intentionally designed to provide support in light of these challenges, 
students test new ways of defining themselves, their relationships to others, and their relationship to 
knowledge—the hallmarks of developmental change. Orientation programs are ideally positioned 
to provide such intentional support. In fact, the Council for the Advancement of Standards (CAS) 
in Higher Education (Miller, 2003) demands such a role for orientation, suggesting that 

relevant and desirable outcomes include: intellectual growth, effective communication, realistic 
self-appraisal, enhanced self-esteem, clarified values, career choices, leadership development, 
healthy behaviors, meaningful interpersonal relations, independence, collaboration, social 
responsibility, satisfying and productive lifestyles, appreciation of diversity, spiritual awareness, 
and achievement of personal and educational goals. (p. 233)

In reality, such outcomes constitute the learning and developmental content of the entire 
college experience. In this respect, the CAS Standards have set a particularly ambitious agenda for 
orientation professionals. The difficulty of helping students meet these goals is apparent when one 
considers the structure of many orientation programs: a two-day visit to campus during the summer 
(or a one-day program immediately prior to the start of the term) during which time students not 
only receive an orientation to campus resources, but must also take placement exams, meet with an 
advisor, register for classes, finalize financial aid arrangements, have an ID made, buy books, and 
take care of any number of other details that must be addressed prior to matriculation. A host of 
position papers on the promotion of learning and development during the college years (Learning 
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Reconsidered [Keeling, 2004], being among the most recent) have also made clear that no single 
department or unit can or should be responsible for helping students achieve these goals.

As a result, many orientation programs have expanded their offerings or aligned themselves with 
other offices and departments on campus that are promoting initiatives designed to help students 
address these learning and developmental goals. This chapter explores four of these initiatives:  
(a) outdoor orientation experiences, (b) service experiences, (c) common reading programs, and 
(c) first-year seminars. In each case, we discuss the prevalence of the initiative on American col-
lege campuses and describe its typical organization and administration. We also examine ways in 
which the program helps support the goals of orientation, in particular, and higher education, in 
general. Finally, we briefly highlight outcomes associated with these initiatives, especially as they 
relate to the goals we have highlighted here. An exhaustive treatment of these initiatives is beyond 
the scope of this chapter. In addition to the reference list, we have included a list of useful print 
and online resources and professional organizations as an appendix to the chapter. We conclude 
the chapter by highlighting some of the challenges associated with implementing these outcomes 
and offering some recommendations for addressing those challenges. 

Outdoor Orientation Experiences
As orientation programs have expanded, one of the ways students acclimate to a college or 

university campus is in an outdoor setting. Wilderness/outdoor orientation programs provide a 
unique opportunity for students to successfully transition to college life and experience learning 
beyond the traditional classroom setting. 

Definition and Prevalence of Outdoor Orientation Programs
There are more than 166 wilderness orientation programs currently operating across the 

country at accredited, residential, baccalaureate institutions of higher education (McClure, 2008). 
Historically, outdoor education began with a focus on camping education. Sharp (1943), one of 
its earliest advocates, stressed the value of learning outdoors by saying, “That which can best be 
taught inside the schoolrooms should there be taught, and that which can best be learned through 
experience dealing directly with native materials and life situations outside the school should there 
be learned” (p. 363). Today, one of the primary characteristics of outdoor education is that it uses 
“real-world experiences” to achieve learning goals (Adkins & Simmons, 2003, para. 6). The As-
sociation of Experiential Education (AEE) is an accredited organization that seeks to develop and 
promote experiential education including, but not limited to, outdoor and adventure programming. 
According to the AEE (2008), there are 12 principles related to experiential learning. Six of these 
principles suggest that the learner will:

ëë Take initiative, make decisions, and be accountable for results
ëë Engage in posing questions, investigating, experimenting, being curious, solving problems, 

assuming responsibility, being creative, and constructing meaning
ëë Experience success, failure, adventure, risk-taking and uncertainty, because the outcomes 

of experience cannot totally be predicted
ëë Develop and nurture relationships (learner to self, learner to others, and learner to the 

world at large)
ëë Explore and examine their own values
ëë Learn from natural consequences, mistakes, and successes
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For years, colleges and universities have used outdoor education as a means of orienting new 
students to their institution. One of the earliest colleges to implement an outdoor orientation 
program was Dartmouth College. In 1935, members of the Outing Club at Dartmouth started the 
“Freshman Trips” program as a tool to recruit new members (Troop, 2003). Incoming first-year 
students attended a three-night trip where they took part in outdoor activities (e.g., canoeing, hik-
ing, horseback riding, rock climbing, mountain biking, organic farming, and classes). The program 
has grown and expanded and now includes five-night trips in the wilderness of New Hampshire 
and Vermont. Nearly the entire first-year class currently participates (85-90%), and organizers and 
leaders make phone calls to the remaining students to encourage them to participate (Troop). 

Organization and Administration of Outdoor Orientation Programs
Outdoor orientation programs are often implemented through a combined effort of the 

department of outdoor education, the office of orientation, faculty, and staff members. Many of 
the trips are co-led by volunteer upper-division students who see such leadership experiences as 
very desirable. At Dartmouth College in 2000, 120 students applied for 40 spots as volunteer 
outdoor orientation leaders (Paulson, 2000). As with other orientation programs, student leaders 
are trained over a period of time to lead the outdoor orientation experiences. At the University 
of Puget Sound, student leaders receive extensive leadership training over a three-month period 
(Stremba, 1991). Training for student leaders includes skill development, program procedures, 
group facilitation skills, promotion of diversity, conservation and environmental ethics, and 
first-aid and CPR. Additional training in backcountry skills is required of students who serve as 
backpacking leaders (Stremba).  

Expanding the Goals of Traditional Orientation Programs
The goals and outcomes for outdoor orientation are very similar to those of traditional orienta-

tion programs. Research indicates that successful outdoor orientation programs contribute to lower 
student attrition rates, increased academic performance, and more positive attitudes toward the 
institution (e.g., Galloway, 2000; Gass, Garvey, & Sugerman, 2003). Many of these outcomes are 
also indicative of successful traditional orientation programs. However, research also focuses on the 
unique effects of outdoor orientation, including increased self-efficacy and emotional and social 
support (e.g., Bell, 2006a; 2006b; Jones & Hinton, 2007; Stremba, 1991). Rick Curtis, director 
of Princeton University’s Outdoor Action program noted, “The same process [students] use to 
make decisions on the trail, they can use at a party when someone hands them a drink” (Paulson, 
2000, p. 16). Assessing outdoor orientation programs is, therefore, critical because the potential 
effects extend beyond an acclimation to the campus community.  

In a study conducted by Bell (2006a), students’ responses to the Campus-Focused Social Pro-
visions Scale (CF-SPS) were measured to determine if there were differences in reported levels of 
social support for students involved in different types of preorientation experiences (e.g., wilderness 
programs, community-service programs, preseason athletics). Participants in the wilderness and 
community-service orientation programs reported higher levels of social support; however, wilder-
ness programs were the only preorientation experience that had higher levels in all six subfactors 
of social support: (a) attachment, (b) social integration, (c) reassurance of worth/competence, (d) 
reliable alliance/tangible support, (e) guidance, and (f ) opportunity for nurturance (Bell, 2006a). 
Selection bias prevented the researcher from concluding that wilderness orientation programs 
were directly linked to social support; however, these programs were clearly one of the potential 
explanations for such a result. 
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Outdoor/wilderness orientation programs offer students a unique opportunity to learn outside 
the classroom. Furthermore, research indicates that these settings foster positive outcomes such as 
increased academic performance, commitment to the institution, and increased self-efficacy. As 
programs continue to grow and expand, it will be necessary to understand the principles that guide 
these programs and in what ways they support student transition and success.

Service Experiences
Current incoming students arrive on campus with greater social awareness and a stronger 

need for civic responsibility than previous cohorts. According to the Higher Education Research 
Institute (Pryor et al., 2005; Pryor et al., 2006; Pryor et al., 2008; Pryor, Hurtado, Sharkness, & 
Korn, 2007), there is a growing commitment to service participation, societal concerns, and civic 
engagement among incoming US first-year students. Today’s students are discussing politics more 
frequently, becoming more dichotomized in their political orientation, giving more attention to 
the environment, and identifying helping others as an essential personal goal (Pryor et al., 2005; 
Pryor et al., 2006; Pryor et al., 2007; Pryor et al., 2008). Thus, this new cohort of socially active 
and politically involved students may also enter college with the expectation that they will continue 
to be engaged in civic activities. 

Focus of Orientation Service Experiences
New student orientation programs are recognizing the need for social action, and some schools 

are implementing service activities during orientation. For example, responses to the Fall 2008 
Freshman Survey (Pryor et al., 2008) suggest that students are becoming more environmentally 
aware, with 79% agreeing that the government is not doing enough to control environmental pol-
lution and 74.3% agreeing that addressing global warming should be a federal priority. In response 
to these new student interests, the State University of New York College of Environmental Science 
and Forestry (SUNY ESF) has implemented a Saturday of Service, which partners with the local 
Parks and Recreation Department in Syracuse, NY, by providing work sites for students to engage 
in various clean up projects (Moody, 2007).

Politics is another area where high school seniors and incoming students have become increas-
ingly interested and involved. According to the 2008 Fall Freshman Survey (Pryor et. al., 2008), 
35.6 % of high school seniors reported discussing politics frequently, which was up 8.3% from 
2004, the most recent presidential election year. The 2008 survey also revealed that students may be 
becoming more dichotomized in their political orientations with 31.0% identifying themselves as 
liberal, the highest response seen on this item since 1975. Similarly, 20.7% of respondents identified 
themselves as conservative, down slightly from a high of 23.9% in 2006 (Pryor et al., 2007; Pryor 
et al., 2008). This political awareness was also evident in the 2008 presidential election. According 
to the 15th Biannual Youth Survey on Politics and Public Service (Purcell et al., 2008), 79% of all 
18- to 24-year-olds surveyed were registered to vote. While only 35% of college students surveyed 
had participated in a presidential primary or caucus, 70% definitely planned to vote in the 2008 
general election for president. The survey found that while students were interested in becoming 
more politically active, they were often unsure how to do so, suggesting that civic engagement 
programs with a political focus during orientation might be a welcome opportunity for some new 
students. Such programs could promote responsible citizenship and civic engagement through 
voter registration drives or activity fairs with campus political organizations represented.  
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Responsible citizenship and civic engagement can also be a central element for a large service 
event. During an orientation service activity at Concordia College in Moorhead, MN, mayors from 
the local towns spoke in a send-off gathering about the value of the service the students were about 
to engage in and the impact the students would make on the local communities (Moody, 2007). 
Additionally, when the students returned, the college and student body presidents reflected on 
the value of service not just locally but globally (Moody). The activity not only allowed students 
to participate in service work, but it also encouraged them to reflect on what it means to be a re-
sponsible citizen within their university and local community, a central goal of many institutional 
missions. 

Organization and Administration of Orientation Service Experiences
Orientation professionals know all too well that planning a strong orientation program often 

begins a year in advance. Therefore, incorporating another aspect can be a time-consuming process. 
Yet many of the resources needed to implement a service program are already in place. For example, 
student orientation leaders can also serve as site leaders during service initiatives. Similarly, faculty 
or academic advisors who are already participating in orientation might be enlisted to work with 
small groups of students on service projects. 

Expanding existing campus relationships is important, but so is forming a new network for the 
actual service program. The student activities office or the office of community service/ service-
learning has expertise in planning large-scale social and service events. Service offices may also 
have contacts for local agencies that have experience and can accommodate working with college 
students. Such offices are ideal partners in orientation-related service initiatives. A committee 
consisting of representatives from community partners, transportation services, facilities, budget 
managers, student activities, and the campus community service office is one way to facilitate such 
partnerships.  

The size and scale of the program should be addressed in the early planning stages. The service 
experience has to fit the current orientation schedule, which may be different for summer orienta-
tion sessions versus programs that happen just before classes start. Various service sites and activi-
ties may not be feasible for orientation programs that run concurrently throughout the summer. 
For this reason, some orientation programs may decide to hold a large, one-time service day when 
all students return to campus for fall classes. If a service placement is not possible during summer 
orientation sessions, students might be asked to donate items, such as children’s books for a local 
library, school supplies for a local school district, or items needed at a local shelter. This project can 
also be continued into an overnight social activity for the summer orientation program by having 
students make bookmarks or cards to include with the donations. The students can then be brought 
back together in the fall to deliver the items, which will introduce students to the agencies where 
the goods were donated. Such a program could be easily integrated into a day of service during a 
welcome week program by being one of the sites where students can choose to work. Figure 7.1 
offers other considerations when planning a service program.
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Plan ahead. Talk with agencies early, reserve transportation, and solicit faculty and staff opinions about 
programming and participating.
Involve key players. Involve the campus service-learning office, community partners and agencies, event 
services, budget managers, faculty, facilities, and transportation staff.
Budget for food and extras. Consider meals and beverages, safety equipment, and other requirements 
needed for the project.
Select versatile sites. Choose sites with an equal amount of indoor and outdoor locations; furthermore, 
prepare at least one large activity on campus for late students or as a rain location.
Choose local agencies. Work with known agencies because they will know what skill level to expect from 
the students. Questions to consider, “What supplies do they provide? How many students can they 
accommodate?”
Consider the timing. Will the service activity take place during summer orientation sessions or right 
before the start of classes? What time of day makes most sense for participants and for the agency 
involved? Most agencies will find it less of a burden to host service events during normal business hours, 
rather than at night or on weekends. However, for certain types of service projects non-business hours 
may be preferable.
Consider students with disabilities. Find out which sites might find it hard to accommodate certain 
student needs.
Involve faculty. Ask them to lend their tools or work supplies for the project. They might want to join 
the fun.
Collect medical information. It is important to know the students’ allergies, medications, and emergency 
contacts.
Advise students on appropriate dress. During registration inform students that they may get dirty and 
should wear closed-toe shoes.
Allow for flexibility. You might be told about one project you will work on, but that may change if the 
agency had a different group complete it the day before.
Keep a record. All agency site numbers and site leader cell phone numbers should be accessible. Have at 
least one person at home base serving as the contact person for emergencies.
Intentionally reflect on the activity. Will your reflection be led by orientation leaders, faculty/staff, or 
both? Do you want the reflection to tie into the orientation theme? Train your site leaders thoroughly 
to facilitate this component.
Capture the fun! Have someone take pictures and post them to the office web site. Students will search 
for themselves while being exposed to the resources offered on the web site at the same time.

Figure 7.1. Things to consider when planning a service activity during orientation. Reprinted from 
“Forming Connections: Combining Orientation and Community Service” by Blaire Moody, 2007, 
E-Source for College Transition, 4(6), p. 8. Copyright 2007 by the University of South Carolina.

Extending the Goals of Traditional Orientation Programs
With 70.6% of incoming students reporting volunteering on a weekly basis and 67.3% be-

lieving there is a very good or some chance that they will participate in volunteer or community 
service in college, a service experience during orientation can be a successful event (Pryor et al., 
2005). Not only are students engaged in an activity they would like to continue, but a service 
event during orientation introduces students to responsible citizenship within the university and 
local communities. Students can make connections with university faculty, staff, and departments 
while being introduced to various local organizations where they can continue to serve. This in-
troduction to their new local community can also enhance town-gown relationships and provide 
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opportunities for students to reflect on their own civic awareness. Such programs do not have to 
be one-time events. Rather, they can be starting point for community service offices. Follow-up 
programs can engage students through newsletters, reunion projects at the same site, or ongoing 
leadership experiences.  

The concept of incorporating a service experience within new student orientation is a relatively 
new area. Much of the assessment to date has focused on participation and student satisfaction 
with the service experience. There has been little qualitative or longitudinal assessment to see what 
students gain from the experience and whether they continue service participation. As a result, we 
know little about what students learned, how they were affected by their experience, or if they will 
continue serving their communities through campus programs in the future. Additionally, most 
programs do not incorporate the community they serve in this assessment. Universities should 
not only look at how the service experience is affecting the students but also at its impact on the 
agency or community served or the larger community’s perception of the institution. 

Common Reading Programs

Prevalence of Common Reading Programs
Common reading programs are becoming an increasingly popular initiative to introduce 

first-year students to the academic rigor of college-level work. These initiatives can strengthen 
an academic community as it invites students, faculty, staff, and administrators to participate in 
a unifying experience (Fidler, 1997). Based on the premise that shared experiences can help ease 
the transition among new peers, “campus common reading programs rest on a simple idea: that 
reading the same book brings people closer together as a community by creating a common ground 
for discussion” (Ferguson, 2006, p. 8). As such, common reading programs provide early support 
for developing intellectual and academic competence and establishing relationships with members 
of the campus community. 

Institutions often introduce their common reading program within the summer orientation 
curricula. Students are introduced to the text by their upperclass peers (orientation leaders) or 
campus faculty or librarians. The common reading program is often presented as a unifying event 
for the first-year cohort that will set the tone for the entire college experience. Students are encour-
aged to read the text in preparation for a common event, usually positioned within the structure 
of welcome week. By including an academic component with the traditional social activities of 
opening week, students are oriented to the academic expectations of the university and introduced 
to the partnership between curricular and cocurricular learning.  

The National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience and Students in Transition 
(2008) hosts a database of institutions that support common reading programs. More than100 
institutions have voluntarily submitted their information to this database. These institutions are 
broad in nature including large, four-year research institutions; private institutions; two-year 
institutions; technical colleges; historically Black institutions; Hispanic-serving institutions; and 
single-gender institutions. 

Organization and Administration of Common Reading Programs
The placement of the common reading programs is as diverse as the institutions that host 

them. Common reading programs may be coordinated and supported by the office of orientation, 
an academic department, campus libraries, or the first-year experience program. The organization 
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of the program, campus support of the initiative, and relevance to institutional mission are key 
components of a successful common reading program.

Collaboration is an essential element of a common reading initiative; therefore, many institutions 
develop planning committees to coordinate program details. Collaboration among a wide group 
of constituents will enhance buy-in from the campus community as well as embed the event into 
the campus culture. Planning teams typically involve representatives from a wide array of campus 
departments including faculty, academic and student affairs administrators, staff from a variety 
of campus departments (i.e., orientation, residence life, first-year experience, campus activities), 
and students. Regardless of where the coordination and funding is housed, most programs involve 
faculty in every aspect of the event planning. If a common reading program is used to introduce 
students to the academic rigor of their college experience, then the presence and involvement of 
faculty is critical. 

The key component to any common reading program is the selected text. The text serves as a 
vehicle for assisting students in achieving proposed learning outcomes. Book selection should consist 
of a broad array of participants who are informed of program goals and are committed to student 
learning. Many institutions use a book selection committee. Committee membership should be 
diverse and include students, staff, librarians, and faculty from multiple disciplines, including but 
not limited to English. Faculty who serve on a book selection committee or as a discussion leader 
should be recognized and supported. Program coordinators can offer appreciation through letters 
of gratitude to faculty and their respective department chairs. These types of recognition can be 
included in faculty portfolios for consideration in tenure and review processes. 

Many campuses select a text focused on a particular institutional value or initiative. For example, 
in recent years, the University of South Carolina has placed an increased focus on the value of 
community service. The 2006 selection for the First-Year Reading Experience, Mountains Beyond 
Mountains, by Tracy Kidder, supported this initiative. Kidder’s biography introduces readers to 
the selfless work of Paul Farmer, a physician who is recognized internationally for his public health 
work in Haiti, Russia, Rwanda, and Peru and his advocacy work on behalf of the sick and the poor. 
Institutions with unique student populations may include criteria based on student needs. For 
example, LaGuardia Community College considers “what the book says about American culture 
and how this book will inform a largely immigrant student body about issues in American culture” 
(Clark, as cited in Laufgraben, 2006, p. 36). Other considerations in book selection include the cost 
of the book, the appeal to first-year students, interdisciplinary themes, literary value, and relevance 
to first-year student transition issues (Laufgraben).

A well-planned and effectively implemented common reading program goes beyond book 
selection. Interdisciplinary partnerships can strengthen the effectiveness of a program. For example, 
beginning in 2007, the department of First-Year English at the University of South Carolina used 
the First-Year Reading Experience text in sections of the first-year English courses. Recognizing 
that this was a resource that all first-year students owned, had read, and had already discussed with 
a faculty member and peer group, provided a reasonable rationale for incorporating the text into 
the existing course curricula. When Gallaudet University selected Mitch Albom’s Tuesdays With 
Morrie as their common text, the department of social work hosted a viewing of the made-for-
television movie based on the text and, following the film, facilitated a discussion among students 
and faculty (Laufgraben & Dennis, 2006). The opportunities for campus partnerships are vast and 
can bring added value to and increased student engagement with a common reading initiative.
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Common Reading in Support of Traditional Orientation Goals
The pedagogy of a common reading experience should promote the goals of the initiative as 

well as the established outcomes for new student programs including, but not limited to, new 
student orientation. The first experience that participants share is the reading of the text. If the 
common reading is introduced as part of new student orientation, students read the text in anticipa-
tion of their arrival on campus. Including a reading guide for students can assist them in thinking 
critically about the text and identifying key themes that may be brought up in later discussions. 
In most cases, a common activity that allows students, faculty, and staff to share in an intellectual 
experience, such as a keynote address or convocation event, is the anchor of the program. Most 
often, a small-group discussion about the selected text is included in the program design. These 
discussions, led by faculty and/or staff invite students to reflect upon and express their personal 
beliefs and thoughts about the text through engaging in conversation with others who have had 
a shared reading experience.

Research supports that first-year students relate particularly well to upperclass students (Ender 
& Newton, 2000). Involving upperclass peers (e.g., orientation leaders) in the introduction of the 
text as well as the program delivery further supports the traditional orientation model of students 
helping students. A text that is presented in a positive light by a current student may motivate a 
first-year student to read it outside of a classroom assignment. Additionally, peer educators can 
have a particularly significant impact on first-year students’ academic motivation (Hamid, 2001). 
By modeling the behavior of reading the selected text and engaging incoming students in conver-
sation about the themes of the book, first-year students are further exposed to the academic rigor 
of college-level work.   

Many institutions expand programming beyond keynote and small-group discussions. Murray 
State University (2008) invites first-year students to compete in an essay contest about the selected 
text. Essays are read and evaluated by a faculty committee. Student authors of winning essays are 
presented with $200 cash awards, funded by the Office of the Provost. Kalamazoo College invites 
the author of their selected text to deliver a keynote address to the first-year class. The author is 
then invited to return and deliver the commencement address for that cohort (Pixley & Suess, 
2006). As part of their Freshman Connections program, Ball State University (2008) hosts an 
online discussion board for students to chat about the text as they are reading over the summer. 
Other institutions show films or offer semester- or year-long lecture series that are relevant to the 
themes of their selected text as part of their welcome week activities. Institutions should consider 
innovative activities that supplement student reading and support the learning outcomes of the 
common reading program.  

Expanding the Goals of Traditional Orientation Programs
A common reading program is an effective way to gather the campus community for a shared 

intellectual experience. Ferguson (2006) reported that more than 80% of surveyed institutions 
cited “to model intellectual engagement” and “to develop a sense of community” as goals of their 
common reading program (p. 8). Laufgraben (2006) noted that effective common reading programs 
(a) model academic behavior, (b) set expectations for student success, (c) foster involvement, and 
(d) promote meaningful learning. In this way, common reading programs help institutions realize 
the goals of orientation as cited in the CAS Standards. Laufgraben further noted that as a result of 
participating in a common reading program, students are introduced to academic behaviors and 
are able to develop academic skills that are expected of college students including:  
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ëë Effective oral, visual, and written communication skills
ëë The ability to interpret and evaluate information from a variety of sources
ëë The ability to understand and work within complex systems and with diverse groups
ëë The ability to transform information into knowledge and knowledge into judgment and 

action. (p. 3)

Unique campus characteristics and institutional culture determine the characteristics of com-
mon reading programs; therefore, no universal set of learning outcomes can be adopted. Yet, well-
developed learning outcomes will assist program coordinators with planning and implementing 
a successful common reading initiative. It is important that program coordinators identify and 
evaluate the outcomes of the common reading program and use assessment findings to guide revi-
sions to the program (Liljequist & Stone, 2009). Additionally, measurement of these outcomes can 
be helpful in maintaining support and resources for this important component of new students’ 
orientation to and transition into the college environment. Many institutions have developed clear 
learning outcomes for their distinctive programs and have developed programming based on these 
outcomes. Examples of programs with well-developed and assessed learning outcomes follow. 

The Common Reading Program at the University of Florida is housed in the Dean of Students 
Office and is guided by outcomes that include: (a) providing a shared experience with a diverse 
community of learners and creating a common framework upon which to base further dialogue and 
discussion; (b) sharpening intellectual and interpersonal skills through interdisciplinary discussion 
and exposure to multiple perspectives to help students be successful learners integrating material 
in and out of the classroom; and (c) engaging fellow students, faculty, and staff in a collaborative 
learning environment that develops stronger partnerships in learning (L. Hahn, personal com-
munication, January 28, 2008). These outcomes are shared with incoming students, and activities, 
including a conversation with the author of the selected text and an essay contest, are designed to 
guide students toward realizing them (University of Florida, 2008).  

In addition to the learning outcomes that common reading programs support for student 
participants, such programs also benefit the larger campus community. Faculty and staff who serve 
as discussion leaders are given the opportunity to interact with the newest students on campus, 
interact with colleagues from other departments, and refine their facilitation skills (Laufgraben, 
2006). These initial meetings and conversations can be meaningful for first-year students’ impres-
sions of the campus faculty, staff, and administrators. Additionally, introducing students to the 
intrinsic value of reading a text outside of a class assignment and engaging in conversation with 
peers and faculty about the reading during their orientation to the campus can help shape positive 
relationships between faculty and students. 

Common reading programs may also provide an opportunity to bridge the gap between first-
year and upperclass students. Involving upperclass students as cofacilitators for discussion groups or 
volunteers for check-in can increase interaction between incoming students and current students, 
facilitating their transition to campus. Further, involving current students in the planning and 
implementation of a reading experience can be a valuable learning experience. For example, students 
in a graphic design course at the University of South Carolina are given a copy of the selected book 
and asked to create a poster that portrays the essence of the story and the characters. One submis-
sion is chosen as the official poster of the First-Year Reading Experience, which is also reproduced 
as a postcard and mailed as a reminder during the summer to students invited to participate in the 
reading experience. The winning student receives a cash award, but all students in the class benefit 
from the opportunity to participate in a real-world design project.

Common reading initiatives support the mission and goals of new student orientation. A 
sustainable common reading initiative is relevant to the mission of the institution, has clearly 
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defined outcomes, receives broad campus support, and is supported by resources dedicated to the 
sustainability of the program (Laufgraben, 2006). The research and literature surrounding com-
mon reading initiatives is limited. However, as institutions continue to design and refine these 
programs and implement innovative strategies to assist students in achieving the varied learning 
outcomes associated with common reading programs, educators should assess their work. In this 
way, they can continue to develop the body of evidence surrounding this academic orientation to 
the institution. 

First-Year Seminars

Definition and Prevalence of First-Year Seminars
The first-year seminar dates to the late-19th century when the shift from more collegial mod-

els of higher education to the modern research university demanded that institutions be more 
intentional in their efforts to help students succeed. Gordon (1989) notes that 43% of institu-
tions responding to a 1948 survey on orientation programs reported the existence of a required 
orientation course. Despite this long history, the University of South Carolina is often credited 
with launching the first-year seminar in the early 1970s. Indeed, the University 101 course at South 
Carolina—a course focused more on process than content and designed to engage students in the 
life of the university—served as a model for a number of campuses interested in implementing 
such a course. While the term “first-year seminar” is often taken to mean the extended orientation 
course similar to the one developed at South Carolina, a series of national surveys conducted by the 
National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience and Students in Transition demonstrate 
that the course is defined in a number of different ways on American college campuses and that 
many institutions offer more than one type of seminar.

The 2006 National Survey of First-Year Seminars defines a seminar as a course “designed to 
enhance the academic skills and/or social development of first-year college students” (Tobolowsky 
& Associates, 2008, p. 105). Survey respondents were asked to identify the type(s) of first-year 
seminar offered on their campuses, drawing on definitions developed by Barefoot (1992). The 
seminar types include:

ëë Extended orientation seminar. Content typically includes introduction to campus resources, 
time management, academic and career planning, learning strategies, and student develop-
ment issues. The seminar is variously called a freshman orientation, college survival, college 
transition, or student success course. Of those responding to the 2006 survey, 57.9% offered 
an extended orientation course, and these courses were more prevalent among two-year 
campuses (77.1% vs. 51.5%). Extended orientation seminars were the primary seminar type 
on about 40% of all campuses but were the primary type on nearly 60% of the two-year 
campuses reporting.

ëë Academic seminar with generally uniform content across sections. The primary focus of this 
seminar is on an academic theme or discipline, but academic skills such as critical thinking 
and expository writing are frequently emphasized. It may also be an interdisciplinary course 
and is sometimes part of the general education requirement. Nearly one third (28.1%) of 
institutions reported offering this type of seminar, with it being more common on four-year 
than two-year campuses (29.9% vs. 21.8%). This is the primary seminar type on 17.4% of 
the responding campuses.
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ëë Academic seminar on various topics. Like the common content sections, these seminars 
have an explicitly academic focus, but the specific topics vary from section to section. The 
variable content seminar was offered by one quarter of reporting institutions and was much 
more common on four-year campuses than two-year campuses (31.5% vs. 6.9%). This is 
the primary seminar type on 17.9% of the responding campuses, but it is the primary type 
on less than 2% of two-year campuses.

ëë Pre-professional or discipline-linked seminar. These courses are typically taught within pro-
fessional schools or specific disciplines such as engineering, health sciences, business, or 
education and are designed to prepare students for the demands of the major/discipline 
and profession. Pre-professional seminars are the least common type of seminar reported, 
offered on slightly less than 15% of campuses. These courses were slightly (but not signifi-
cantly so) less likely to be offered by four-year institutions. Fewer than 2% of respondents 
indicated that this was the primary seminar type on their campus.

ëë Basic study skills seminar. These courses are offered for academically underprepared students 
and focus on basic academic skills such as grammar, note taking, and reading texts. While 
just over 20% of respondents to the survey offered basic study skills courses, these courses 
were offered by 41% of two-year institutions responding to the survey. Fewer than 6% of 
respondents indicated that this was the primary seminar type on their campuses, though 
it was the primary type on 18% of the two-year campuses reporting.

ëë Hybrid seminar. In order to capture the evolving nature of first-year seminars on college 
campuses, a new category was added to the 2006 survey. The hybrid seminar was defined 
as having elements of two or more of the previously defined seminar types. About 20% of 
respondents identified their seminar as a hybrid course, and four-year institutions were more 
likely to define their course in this way than two-year institutions (23.1% vs. 12.8%). Hybrid 
seminars are the predominant seminar type on about 16% of responding campuses.

Organization and Administration
One of the hallmarks of the extended orientation seminar as conceived at the University of 

South Carolina was small class size that would permit a process-focused learning environment (as 
opposed to one focused on content acquisition) and significant bonding among students. Though 
seminars take a variety of different forms on American campuses, small class size appears to be 
common across types. More than half (55.8%) of responding institutions had classes with fewer 
than 20 students, and nearly 30% reported class sizes of 21 to 25 students. 

Slightly less than half of respondents (46%) require all first-year students to take the seminar, 
with private institutions being more likely to make such a requirement than public institutions. At 
almost all institutions (92.2%), the seminar carries credit toward graduation, though the amount of 
credit offered varies. Most commonly, the seminar is offered for one credit hour (42.5%) followed 
by three-credit-hour courses (32.5%).

On half of the responding campuses, the administrative home for the first-year seminar is 
academic affairs. The seminar is much less likely to be housed within student affairs (12.9%) or in 
an office devoted to first-year programs (10.5%). The majority (79.8%) of seminar programs have a 
designated course or program director, but on more than half (62.1%) of the responding campuses, 
the director role is less than full-time. A variety of individuals teach first-year seminars, but faculty 
members are by far the most commonly reported instructors. More than 90% of respondents indi-
cated that faculty taught the seminar, with 45% reporting that student affairs professionals taught 
the seminar. Fewer than 10% of institutions indicated that undergraduates (e.g., peer leaders) were 
involved in seminar instruction. Academic advisors are fairly regularly involved in course instruction, 
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with about one third (31.9%) of responding institutions indicating that academic advisors taught 
some sections of the course. On nearly half (47.8%) of the campuses reporting, more than three 
quarters of students were enrolled in sections taught by their academic advisors. 

Goals of First-Year Seminars
Survey respondents were asked to identify the top three goals for the first-year seminar. The 

most frequently reported goals included developing academic skills (64.2%), orienting students to 
campus resources and services (52.9%), encouraging self-exploration and personal development 
(36.9%), creating a common first-year experience (35.9%), and developing a support network/
friendships (32.3%). Not surprisingly, course goals vary considerably across seminars. For example, 
developing academic skills was much more important for academic and basic study skills seminars 
than extended orientation seminars. On the other hand, orientation to campus resources and self-
exploration/personal development were much more important goals for basic skills and extended 
orientation seminars than for academic seminars (Table 7.1).

Table 7.1

Most Important Course Objectives by Seminar Type (N = 772)

Course objective EO
(n = 316)

AUC
(n = 134)

AVC
(n = 138)

BSS
(n = 45)

PRE
(n = 12)

Hybrid
(n = 125)

Develop academic skills* 56.0% 71.6% 75.4% 82.2% 67.7% 60.0%

Orient to campus 
resources & services*

78.2% 29.1% 23.2% 53.3% 41.7% 48.8%

Encourage self-
exploration/personal 
development*

46.5% 29.1% 16.7% 51.1% 41.7% 39.2%

Create a common 
first-year experience*

27.9% 59.7% 37.7% 22.2% 50.0% 28.0%

Develop support 
network/friendships*

38.9% 29.9% 21.0% 28.9% 33.3% 32.0%

Increase student/
faculty interaction*

20.6% 28.4% 63.8% 15.6% 33.3% 26.4%

Improve sophomore 
return rates

25.6% 25.4% 26.1% 26.7% 8.3% 24.0%

Introduce a discipline* 2.9% 8.2% 15.9% 2.2% 50.0% 14.4%

Encourage arts 
participation

1.3% 0.8% 2.2% 0.0% 8.3% 0.8%

Note. Percentages do not equal 100%. Respondents were asked to select three most important 
objectives. EO = extended orientation, AUC = academic with uniform content, AVC = academic  
with variable content, BSS = basic study skills, PRE = pre-professional. Reprinted from 2006  
National Survey of First-Year Seminars: Continuing Innovations in the Collegiate Curriculum by  
B. F. Tobolowsky and Associates, 2008, p. 87. Copyright 2008 by University of South Carolina.
*p < 0.05.
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Closely related to course goals is the content of the seminar. Here, survey respondents were 
asked to identify the five most important course topics. The most commonly reported course topics 
included study skills (40.8%), critical thinking (40.6%), campus resources (38.1%), and academic 
planning/advising (28.6%). Again, course topics varied widely by course type. For example, study 
skills was a much more important topic for basic skills seminars than academic seminars; however, 
slightly more than half of extended orientation seminars also indicated this was an important topic. 
Academic seminars were more likely to emphasize critical thinking and writing skills than other 
types of seminars. Perhaps, not surprisingly, an introduction to campus resources was the most 
important course topic identified by extended orientation seminars (Table 7.2).

Table 7.2

Most Important Course Topics by Seminar Type (N = 772)

Course topic EO
(n = 316)

AUC
(n = 134)

AVC
(n = 138)

BSS
(n = 45)

PRE
(n = 12)

Hybrid
(n = 125)

Study skills* 55.1% 27.6% 18.1% 75.6% 25.0% 36.0%

Critical thinking* 15.8% 63.4% 74.6% 31.1% 50.0% 44.0%

Campus resources* 57.9% 26.1% 10.9% 35.6% 25.0% 36.8%

Academic planning/
advising*

48.1% 26.1% 19.6% 40.0% 41.7% 32.8%

Time management* 40.5% 16.4% 7.3% 57.8% 16.7% 24.8%

Writing skills* 5.1% 37.3% 56.5% 8.9% 8.3% 16.0%

Career exploration/
preparation

21.2% 16.4% 3.6% 33.3% 50.0% 18.4%

Specific disciplinary 
topic*

1.9% 12.7% 50.7% 4.4% 41.7% 17.6%

College policies 
& procedures*

22.5% 12.7% 2.9% 8.9% 25.0% 8.8%

Relationship issues* 21.2% 12.7% 2.9% 8.9% 8.3% 9.6%

Diversity issues* 5.4% 22.4% 6.5% 2.2% 8.3% 8.8%

Note. Percentages do not equal 100%. Respondents were asked to select three most important 
objectives. EO = extended orientation, AUC = academic with uniform content, AVC = academic  
with variable content, BSS = basic study skills, PRE = pre-professional. Reprinted from 2006  
National Survey of First-Year Seminars: Continuing Innovations in the Collegiate Curriculum by  
B. F. Tobolowsky and Associates, 2008, p. 53. Copyright 2008 by University of South Carolina.
*p < 0.05.
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The first-year seminar, then, is an important vehicle for achieving the learning and develop-
mental objectives of the orientation program. The emphasis on academic skills, critical thinking, 
and writing support students’ continued intellectual growth. As noted earlier, academic advisors 
serve as seminar instructors on many campuses. This, combined with the emphasis on advising in 
seminar content, suggests that seminars may provide support for major and career decision making. 
Developing social networks and friendships is an important goal for many seminars, and the small 
class size supports the development of meaningful relationships even when this is not an explicit 
goal. More than one third of survey respondents (35.3%) reported that the seminar is embedded 
within a learning community, a structure proven to support both academic and social integration. 
The seminar also supports the development of social responsibility; 40% of respondents indicated 
that the course includes a service-learning component. The nature of this component varied widely, 
but a number of respondents indicated that these were half-day or one-day events taking place 
before or near the beginning of the fall semester. Finally, while not explicitly reflected in the course 
content (as reported by survey respondents), first-year seminars—especially extended orientation 
seminars—would seem to support values clarification, self-knowledge, and setting and achieving 
personal goals—all desired outcomes for the orientation program.

Outcomes
While there is a fairly extensive literature base describing outcomes related to first-year semi-

nars, the bulk of this research has examined the impact of the course on retention, persistence to 
graduation, and academic performance (i.e., grade point average). Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) 
comment,

. . .the weight of evidence indicates that FYS [first-year seminar] participation has statistically 
significant and substantial, positive effects on a student’s successful transition to college and 
the likelihood of persistence into the second year as well as on academic performance while 
in college. (p. 403)

More recent research (Lang, 2007; Miller, Janz, & Chen; 2007; Tobolowsky, Cox, & Wagner, 2005) 
continues to bear this out. Other outcomes related to the seminar are less commonly reported in 
the literature. A collection of campus-based research reports on first-year seminars (Tobolowsky 
et al., 2005) highlighted some of the following outcomes, though they were far from common:

ëë Increased career/life planning (Appalachian State University, SUNY Brockport)
ëë Increased instrumental autonomy (Appalachian State University)
ëë Improved writing ability (Cardinal Stritch University, Endicott College)
ëë Improved argumentation skills (Cardinal Stritch University)
ëë Improved critical/reflective thinking skills (Cardinal Stritch University, Endicott College, 

Kalamazoo College, Rollins College)
ëë Improved academic and cognitive skills (Gallaudet University)
ëë Increased knowledge of wellness (Gallaudet University)
ëë Increased commitment to a major (Ithaca College)

Using data from the 2001 administration of the Your First College Year (YFCY) survey, Keup and 
Barefoot (2005) found that students who were enrolled in first-year seminars were more likely to 
report that they developed close friendships with other students and that they had established a 
network of friends on campus. However, the seminar’s emphasis on building relationships may not 
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always be perceived as positive: Students enrolled in the seminar were also more likely to report 
that they often felt forced to interact with students they disliked. First-year seminar participants 
were also more likely to engage in a range of behaviors that were likely to contribute to their aca-
demic success, such as attending class, interacting with faculty, participating in class discussions, 
and engaging in academic collaborations with other students.

Extending the Benefits of Orientation
As noted earlier, traditional orientation programs may be hard pressed to help students realize 

the learning and developmental outcomes such programs and their institutions value through sum-
mer and preterm orientation sessions alone. While the programs described above, when coupled 
with more traditional orientation programs, can help students achieve these outcomes, they are 
not without their own challenges. In this last section, we highlight some of the challenges inherit 
in implementing these initiatives and offer strategies for overcoming these challenges.

Challenges in Implementing Extended Orientation Programs
ëë The first-year seminar is not typically housed in a student affairs division. Faculty and aca-

demic affairs administrators may resist or be unaware of the benefits of what they may refer 
to as “student success” content. Yet many of the goals identified as important for orienta-
tion might be as easily achieved through course structure and pedagogy as through specific 
content. When the seminar is housed outside student affairs and is an academic seminar, 
orientation professionals may find it difficult to find a seat at the table and to promote these 
important learning and developmental goals. Orientation staff may experience similar chal-
lenges when common reading programs are housed within academic affairs units.

ëë Funding for extended orientation programs can be a particular challenge, especially since 
the initiatives described here may not have a centralized institutional home and may draw 
funding from a number of sources. Costs associated with outdoor orientation programs 
may include transportation, equipment needs, staff training and certification, and insur-
ance (Curtis, 1994). Similar costs may be associated with service programs. Furthermore, 
liability can be costly for an institution when staff responsible for outdoor orientation and 
service experiences are not properly trained in safety management skills. Costs associated 
with common reading programs include the price of the text for discussion leaders and 
for students (if they are not required to buy their own) and ancillary programming costs  
(e.g., speaker fees and travel, food, set-up charges, printing, and mailing). The single largest 
cost associated with first-year seminars is instructor pay.

ëë With the exception of first-year seminars, the assessment of extended orientation initia-
tives is limited and frequently focuses on student satisfaction with the program rather 
than learning or developmental outcomes. While seminar assessment is more common, 
the variables of interest have most frequently been academic success (as measured by grade 
point average) and retention.

ëë Another challenge related to assessment is the lack of longitudinal data related to these 
initiatives. Current studies on outdoor orientation programs, for example, point to short-
term effects of the programs on students and their institutions; however, effects on life 
post-college are still being explored. Similarly, the long-term effects of participation in 
orientation-related service experiences and common reading programs have not been 
studied in any systematic way. While a number of longitudinal studies have explored first-
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year seminar outcomes, these have focused on retention and academic performance almost 
exclusively. Thus, little is known about the lasting impact of the seminar on specific learning 
outcomes associated with the course.

ëë Encouraging student participation in these orientation initiatives is also a challenge. While 
the seminar is sometimes required, participation in all of these initiatives is typically 
voluntary—though it may be strongly encouraged. Since there is rarely a grade attached to 
the common reading, service, or outdoor experience, students may not be as motivated to 
attend. With outdoor orientation programs, additional fees may mean that students who 
would otherwise like to attend feel that the program is out of their reach financially. 

ëë Encouraging faculty participation in common reading programs and first-year seminars 
can also be challenging. Since many common reading events take place before the start of 
fall classes, faculty may not have returned to campus from summer appointments or may 
be occupied with fall course preparation and resistant to participating in an event that is 
outside their regular teaching duties. Similarly, teaching the first-year seminar is not typically 
part of faculty’s regular course load. Even with additional compensation and/or a course 
release, faculty may be reluctant to teach the course if it takes time away from research and 
publication in their discipline.

Recommendations for Overcoming These Challenges
ëë Set clear expectations for student learning and involvement. Using terminology such as “it is 

an expectation that all students attend” and highlighting the tradition and purpose of the 
program can encourage student participation in extended orientation activities. Institutions 
may also send reminders to the students’ permanent addresses over the summer. This way, 
family members will know about the events and encourage their student to participate. 
When events require additional fees, programs should provide need-based scholarships so 
that all students who would like to participate have the opportunity to do so.

ëë Encourage full campus participation and support. Faculty will be more likely to support 
common reading and other orientation events if they feel that the institution values it. 
Having a letter of support and encouragement to volunteer sent to all faculty and staff, 
on behalf of the chief academic officer or president is an effective way to gain campus-
wide support. Additionally, if the institution limits other activities during that time, all 
university personnel will recognize the importance of the event. Where feasible, making 
first-year seminar instruction part of the regular teaching load also communicates its value 
as a primary responsibility of faculty.

ëë Build assessment into program design. The most effective assessment is incorporated into 
initial program design, rather than as an afterthought. As coordinators are planning events 
and considering innovative methods for reaching the goals of orientation programs and 
events, they must consider how they will measure not only the need for but also the effec-
tiveness and impact of these activities. Clearly stated learning outcomes should be coupled 
with assessment of each outcome and recognition of any opportunities for growth. The 
experience of all constituents (e.g., student participants, faculty/staff, peer leaders, com-
munity members involved in service or common reading initiatives) should be captured 
in some way, especially if different learning or developmental goals have been identified 
for different constituent groups.

ëë Build reflection components into short-term orientation experiences (i.e., outdoor experiences, 
service programs, and common reading initiatives) to maximize their impact on student learn-
ing and development. One of the hallmarks of service-learning as compared to community 
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service is a significant reflection component, whether this is a written reflection or a group-
processing activity. Such reflections help students connect the initiative to their previous 
experiences. While some reflection activities might be part of or immediately follow the 
initiative, it might also be useful to ask students to reflect on the experience at later points 
in the first semester or the first year. These later reflections will help students see things 
about themselves or their experiences that might not have been immediately apparent to 
them. When used as part of a program assessment, such reflections may provide valuable 
information about the long-range impact of these initiatives.

ëë Be creative with funding. Orientation professionals should find both internal and external 
partners to fund orientation initiatives. If the college or university has a fund set aside for 
invited lecturers, might some of this money be tapped to support an author visit in con-
junction with a common reading initiative? Are there student organizations that might be 
willing to provide monetary and volunteer support as a way to make themselves known to 
potential new members? Are there local or national corporations that might provide fund-
ing support? For example, Target Corporation sponsors local store grants for educational 
programs. State Campus Compact organizations or the Campus Outreach Opportunity 
League (C.O.O.L.) run through idealist.org are good resources for information about grant 
funding opportunities for service initiatives.

Conclusion
In order to help students meet the learning and developmental outcomes laid out in the CAS 

standards, orientation professionals must intentionally design programs that challenge students 
intellectually; provide them with opportunities to clarify their personal, academic, and vocational 
values; offer opportunities to work independently as well as part of a team; and help students en-
hance their feelings of self-worth while learning to value diverse others. Transition programs, like 
the ones describe here, extend the traditional programming window for orientation and increase 
the likelihood that orientation programs help students achieve these goals. 
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Chapter 8
Technology in Orientation
J.J. Brown and Cynthia L. Hernandez

Adoption of technological applications allow for the optimization of business practices and 
processes with the goal of producing efficient, cost-effective, customer-service-based pro-
grams. As higher education faces increasing demands to provide high-quality, efficient, and 

cost-effective learning experiences, technological advances will continue to be pervasive. Entering 
students’ heightened use of technology also increases expectations of incorporating these technolo-
gies into orientation programming. As a result orientation program administrators must be familiar 
with new technologies, how to implement them, and strategies for assessing their usefulness. 

It is impossible to ignore the impact that current and emerging technologies have had on the 
administration and delivery of orientation programs for new students. In the second edition of 
this monograph, Kramer (2003) explored emerging web technology and how that technology 
could be used to further enhance the information, services and programs for new students.  Since 
that time, the technology available to supplement and enhance programming for new students has 
expanded beyond the Web. During the last decade, educational sessions focused on technology 
have increased at the National Orientation Directors Association (NODA) annual conferences. 
Initially these sessions centered on the growing use of CD-ROMS, web pages, and other forms 
of multimedia in orientation programs, now these sessions address social networking sites, wikis, 
text messaging, and blogs. The discourse surrounding the incorporation of technology into first-
year programming continues to remain relevant as technologies, students, and their expectations 
change. This chapter focuses on the way orientation professionals can use different technological 
media to improve the administration, delivery, and communication of programs for new students. 
It concludes with considerations and recommendations when implementing new technology.

The Net Generation
Born around the time the personal computer (PC) was introduced, the current generation of 

college students has grown up with technology and has never known a world without the Internet. 
Oblinger and Oblinger (2005) refer to this generation of students as the “Net Generation.” To the 
Net Gen students entering our campuses today, PCs, portable media devices, and cell phones are part 
of their daily routines. They are wired for instant communication and access to information. As a 
result, they have come to expect immediate access to services and have developed finely tuned skills 
that allow them to multitask among competing technologies. Though home access to the Internet 
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and other technologies may vary by race and socioeconomic status, all students consider such ac-
cess important (Oblinger & Oblinger). The intersection of technology and education begins long 
before students step on to a college campus. School districts loan laptops, preloaded with required 
textbooks, to all middle school children with the expectation that the students use the laptops to 
turn in homework assignments. Internet research for high school term papers is commonplace, if 
not expected. As such, rising college students expect to continue using technology as they transition 
to higher education and consequently, they expect higher education to support this use.

According to Oblinger and Oblinger (2005), “the activity enabled is more important to the Net 
Gen than the technology behind it” (p. 2.10). For instance, a new smartphone is neat technology, 
but more important is what it provides access to: e-mail, text messages, and the Internet. Activities 
such as instant messaging, text messaging, and constant access to information via the Internet has 
created a culture of immediacy. Technologies have allowed this generation to experience immediate 
gratification in relation to accessing friends, services, and responses to inquiries. This pattern of 
information consumption may provide insight into what students are seeking from their college 
experience and our orientation programs.

The Use of Technology in the Administration of Orientation Programs
New technologies are changing the way higher education professionals conduct business. 

Web-based admission applications, tuition payments, course registration, graduation applications, 
and audits have all become standards in higher education (Miller & Pope, 2003). College admis-
sions and orientation offices are among the leaders in incorporating new technologies to attract, 
transition, and matriculate prospective students (Moneta, 2005).  

The administration of orientation programs encompasses many processes and procedures that 
can be enhanced by the application of new technologies. From the way we communicate informa-
tion to new students about orientation to managing orientation registration, intentional analysis 
of these processes may result in adoption of new technological tools that can assist in providing 
quality, student-centered services.

Marketing and Communication
According to the NODA Databank, more than 66% of orientation programs are mandatory 

for new first-year students; thus, thousands of college students and their families will be seeking 
information about their orientation program (Debellis, 2007). Even though many orientation 
offices still produce printed orientation materials, virtually all orientation programs use a web site 
to interface with new students. During a review of orientation web sites, Rielley (2000) identified 
three overarching categories: (a) basic, (b) enhanced, and, as will be described in detail later in this 
chapter, (c) online orientations.  

Basic web sites contain static pages designed primarily to deliver information to the user. These 
web pages are online versions of the orientation program’s mail-out brochure. They provide basic 
details about the university, the orientation program, and at times the orientation staff.  

Building on the foundation of basic web pages, enhanced pages go beyond providing passive 
information and allow the user to interact with the site through a series of links and multimedia 
features, which may include video podcasts, interactive maps, and virtual campus tours. Improved 
features on a new generation of web sites move users from passive to active participants. Chats, blogs, 
wikis, and other applications allow users to engage, in a reciprocal manner, with orientation staff 
and other new students prior to and after coming to orientation. Many universities have partnered 
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with companies such as Apple and YouTube.Com to produce multimedia sites where new students 
can learn about what institutions have to offer. Duke University, for example, developed a site under 
iTunesU where new students can download audio and video podcasts about university resources 
including orientation, student health services, and residence life. In addition, a new student can 
browse through different student organizations and a sample of an actual course lecture. Through 
programs of this nature, students can explore the institution at anytime and anywhere from their 
iPhone or iTouch. In addition to corporate partnerships, collaboration with other campus units 
such as admissions and the visitor’s center can result in cost sharing and efficiency when developing 
multimedia features such as online tours, chats with current students, and sample video lectures.   

Online Orientations 
Online orientation has emerged as an alternative to traditional campus-based programs. The 

main goal of these programs was to provide a cost-efficient method, both to the institution and the 
new student, to orient students to campus. The production and use of online orientation programs 
has evolved over the years. In the early 1990s, the University of Utah was cutting edge, offering 
one of the first virtual orientation programs. In an attempt to help transfer students, who were 
not required to attend the campus orientation, the University mailed out a VHS tape filled with 
interviews about campus services and a walking tour of campus to this newly admitted population. 
Since then, the method of delivery has changed from VHS tapes, to CD-ROMs, to web-based 
interfaces—all attempting to introduce students to campus.

While virtual delivery of orientation has evolved, online orientations still account for a relatively 
small percentage of orientation programs. According to the NODA Databank, approximately 10% 
of respondents indicated they offered an online orientation program for new first-year students 
and 14% offered one for new transfer students (DeBellis, 2007).  Online programs have tradition-
ally been geared towards transfer students; students over the traditional age; and students who 
are unable to attend an on-campus orientation session due to cost, location, or conflict of dates. 
Depending on the institution, some online orientation programs can be used to fulfill the entire 
orientation requirement or replace portions of an on-campus program with students still attending 
a face-to-face advising appointment. In some cases, online orientation sessions may be the only 
option for an orientation program if an on-campus program is not offered.

In response to new transfer students’ low participation rate in their traditional on-campus 
orientation, Arizona State University (ASU) created an online orientation program for this unique 
population. In addition to standard elements such as course registration, textbook purchase, parking 
permit purchase, and tuition payment (Rielley, 2000), ASU customized their program according to 
the student’s semester of admission, academic college, and time of entry. For example, depending on 
the semester of entry, personalized lists of activities and deadlines for that semester are prominently 
displayed during the online orientation, thus alerting students to complete university business in 
a timely manner (Gladney, Mason, Enloe, & Burtnett, 2004).

At Governors State University, an upper-division university in the Midwest, new undergradu-
ate students are required to complete an online orientation program. This program is unique in 
that not only does it allow students the opportunity to learn about services, policies, colleges, 
and key departments of the university, but it also allows for directed self-placement for math and 
writing. This portion of the online orientation assists students in assessing their level of ability 
in math and writing. Students will then self-select supplemental review or coursework based on 
this assessment (McCarthy, 2003). In an attempt to reach and prepare new students prior to an 
orientation program, some institutions are using the Web to deliver supplemental pre-orientation 
activities. These pre-orientations consist of activities that students are asked to complete prior to 
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attending a campus-based program, such as an introduction to the university catalog, college/
major requirements, placement exams, and course selection. 

Platforms used to deliver online pre-orientation and orientation programs vary by institution. 
Most programs have a login system enabling orientation professionals to track when new students 
have started and completed the program. Some institutions use online course management sys-
tems such as WebCT or Blackboard as a platform for delivery. These programs enable orientation 
professionals to develop quizzes to be taken after every module and create communities where 
college-specific information (i.e., academic policies, deadlines, and advising processes) can be de-
livered to new students. An advantage to using the university’s course management system is that 
it allows students the opportunity to become familiar with the system prior to use for classroom 
purposes.

Although many of these course management systems allow for online discussion, many online 
orientation programs remain passive in nature. Text-heavy sites attempt to involve the user through 
quizzes; however, these sites still place the student in a passive learning environment with little 
personal contact with university faculty, staff, and other students. Campus-based orientation, tran-
sition, and retention programs tend to involve multiple avenues for direct interpersonal contact. 
A successful online orientation program finds the balance in using technology and providing an 
active learning environment that allows students to truly connect with the campus culture.

Reservation Processing and Data Sharing
In addition to the use of orientation web sites for marketing and communicating with new 

students, the next largest infusion of technology is in the process of reserving spaces in orientation 
programs online and sharing data captured during this process with campus constituents. Institu-
tions are now on their second or third generation of enterprise application systems, robust systems 
for managing student records and handling the administrative and data-dependent functions of the 
university. Many of these new systems have the capability to add software modules that can assist 
orientation professionals in the administrative processes of orientation. One aspect of orientation 
that has been most impacted by these systems is the process of reserving a space in an orientation 
session. A user-friendly, web-based front-end interface, coupled with the enterprise system’s pow-
erful data management backend, produces an online orientation reservation system that allows 
participants real-time, 24-hour, seven-day-a-week access and management of their orientation 
reservation and payment. Since 2000, the University of San Diego (USD), a private institution 
in Southern California, has had an exclusively online orientation reservation system. In addition, 
USD is paper-free, delivering all their orientation program materials and confirmation materials 
electronically. Although there is hesitancy on behalf of institutions to go totally paperless (92% 
of institutions still send orientation information to new students through regular mail), 84% of 
institutions use the web for reserving a space in orientation. In addition, 65% of institutions also 
e-mail student materials about orientation prior to their orientation session (DeBellis, 2007).

Online orientation reservation systems allow student data to be captured and reported in a 
variety of ways that benefit many campus constituencies. These systems, whether locally produced 
or purchased through an external vendor, have the ability to capture and post data in easily ac-
cessible and downloadable web-based reports. At Colorado State University, academic advisors 
have the ability to see pertinent student information (i.e., SAT scores, placement scores, declared 
major) during the orientation program, allowing them to prepare personalized materials for each 
student attending orientation. 

Integrated orientation fee payment modules can assist with complex accounting and refund 
processes. Many institutions work with their bursar’s office to connect this fee payment process to 
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the university’s e-payment system. Automatic bank drafts and instant credit card verifications can 
minimize refund and collection processing. In addition to creating efficiencies, the automation of 
the orientation reservation and fee payment processes has enabled orientation staff to focus less on 
these administrative details and more on the content and quality of programming.

The Use of Technology in the Delivery of Orientation Programs
As noted previously, multitasking, constant connectivity, and engagement with multimedia 

are some of the characteristics of the Net Generation. For these students, technology must be 
relevant and interactive. One of the greatest challenges for orientation, transition, and retention 
professionals is to determine what technological elements can be added to aid in the delivery of 
orientation programs while on campus. When used correctly, orientation professionals can use 
technology to help students engage with their institutions, enhance learning, and improve their 
academic and social experiences ( Junco & Cole-Avent, 2008).  

Multimedia 
Multimedia is a term that has vastly changed over the last 10 to 15 years. Approximately 15 

years ago, a multimedia presentation may have involved a picture slide show or an overhead pro-
jector. Now institutions are using a variety of multimedia technologies including high definition 
video recorders, enhanced PowerPoint presentations, amateur and professionally edited videos, 
and “clicker” response systems to enhance sessions during orientation. Taking a page from news 
networks, orientation professionals are providing multiple messages in various formats during one 
presentation. Orientation presentations no longer consist solely of a talking head behind a podium; 
technology supplements the speaker’s message and delivers a more appealing, engaging presenta-
tion. Partnering with other campus constituencies can be beneficial when producing multimedia 
for orientation programs. Texas A&M University partnered with the Screenwriting, Acting, and 
Movie Production (SWAMP) student organization to produce social issue videos used during their 
campus life session during orientation.

Audience Response Systems
The audience response system (ARS), more commonly known as “clickers,” is a technology that 

has truly evolved since its early use to evaluate films prior to their release (Bugeja, 2008). Currently, 
universities are using this technology in new student orientation programs and in the classroom 
environment. At the University of Tennessee, an ARS is used to gauge student response with regards 
to alcohol in a discussion about safety and in a session discussing academic expectations. Responses 
of new students are compared to institutional data regarding academic preparedness. Using ARSs 
allows for the instant engagement of students, which will ultimately enhance their experience. 

During new student orientation, Texas A&M University uses an ARS in a program entitled 
Aggieland: A Community of Respect. Students are able to answer questions related to diversity 
issues/scenarios anonymously, meaning students can answer truthfully with low risk. Facilitators 
use these responses to have intentional conversations surrounding sensitive topics. Some universi-
ties have employed an ARS for classes. In these instances, early exposure to these systems benefits 
new students by allowing them an opportunity to use the system prior to finding themselves in a 
classroom situation. If not individually purchased by the student, investing in an ARS can be a costly 
endeavor for the university. However, new developments in ARS technologies allow individuals 
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to use their personal cell phones and smartphones as response devices allowing them to respond 
in real-time to interactive polling questions  

Cell Phones and Text Messaging
College students tend to be early adopters of technology when compared to their non-college 

peers. For example, smartphones, cell phones with web browsing, applications, and e-mail capabil-
ity, are likely to increase in popularity particularly among college students. Ball State University 
reported that 27% of students surveyed owned a smart phone as opposed to 19% of working adults 
(Ransford, 2009). In a 2007 study funded by the EDUCAUSE Center for Applied Research, 
Caruso and Salaway found that 86.1% of college students owned a simple cell phone while 12% 
owned a Smartphone. The ability to purchase reasonably priced phone plans that include unlimited 
data and text messaging makes this a cost-efficient method of communication employed by col-
lege students. In order to capitalize on this preferred communication method, the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology (MIT) has developed a version of their web site for smart phones (Young, 
2008). This quick-loading site enables students to view course syllabi and check the campus shuttle 
schedule from their hand-held devices. Similarly, Abilene Christian University, which provided 
either an iPhone or iPod Touch to incoming first-year students in 2008, developed a mobile ver-
sion of its web site to help connect to students through news and calendars, course documents, 
in-class surveys, and polls. 

Institutions of higher education have capitalized on student cell phone ownership by using 
Short Message Service (SMS), also known as text messaging, to deliver important notifications. 
Junco and Cole-Avent (2008) state that college students prefer to communicate by text messag-
ing rather than by e-mail. In addition, another study found that 57.4% of students reported they 
text message at least once a day ( Junco & Mastrodicasa, 2007). Universities quickly realized the 
benefits of using text messaging, and student affairs professionals have begun to embrace this new 
form of communication to enhance programming. The University of Florida and University of 
Texas have partnered with a third party vendor allowing student organizations to organize and 
send messages associated with their groups. 

Orientation professionals are developing new and unique ways to use text messaging to reach 
new students. For example, one of the most frequently stated learning outcomes of orientation 
programs is for students to develop a familiarity with the physical surroundings of the campus. 
Several institutions are using SMS technology to transform the traditional scavenger hunt. Harvard 
University and Berklee College of Music connected with SCVNGR, a third party vendor, to set 
up a campus-wide clue hunt during welcome week to assist new students in learning the campus 
environment. The high-tech feature in this program is the delivery of the clues. SCVNGR works 
with its clients to build the hunt and deliver the clues by SMS messaging to the group leader’s mobile 
device. In addition, the web-based software allows the coordinators of the program to monitor 
how each group is performing and gives extra clues to those teams needing more assistance. Some 
institutions have created traditions-based hunts that expose new students to the campus lore, while 
others have used clues to take students to buildings that house important campus services for new 
students (e.g., the student counseling center, the health center, and the library). In addition to us-
ing this on campus, some urban institutions are using the SMS-based hunt as a means to acquaint 
new students with off-campus communities by directing them to museums and other places of 
interests in the local area. 
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Reaching Family Members
Orientation, transition, and retention professionals have long recognized the need to enlist 

parents as partners to assist in the successful transition of new students. Junco and Mastrodicasa 
(2007) recommend involving parents and family members in the orientation process so they may 
in turn be resources for their students. More than 90% of institutions participating in the collec-
tion of information for the NODA Databank indicated that they offer an on-campus parent and 
family orientation program that runs concurrently with the new student orientation program. 
Unfortunately, barriers such as inability to miss work; obligations to care for younger children; and 
costs associated with transportation, lodging, and meals may prevent some family members from 
attending on-campus programs. Recognizing that not all family members have the opportunity 
to attend, Nehls (2007) emphasizes the growing popularity, among colleges and universities, of 
communicating with family members online.  

Arizona State University’s (ASU) has developed ASU Connect to reach out to family mem-
bers of new students. ASU Connect features online parent chats, which allows family members 
to chat with ASU Transition and Parent Program Staff, members of the ASU Parent Association, 
and other new ASU parents. Every scheduled chat has a theme and a guest moderator to help 
answer specific questions about ASU and common transition concerns family members or new 
students may experience. After new student orientation, the ASU staff offers Post Orientation 
Parent (POP) Chats, which review information highlighted at orientation and answer any linger-
ing questions. Another example of using the web to connect with parents is Whitman College’s 
Parents Core, where family members gather online to read and discuss the common reading book 
for the entering class.

Family involvement in programs allows students to have an additional reference point during 
their first year of college. Parents of Net Generation students have been involved in their students’ 
lives since elementary school, sending requests for progress reports and receiving responses from 
classroom teachers via e-mail were common occurrences. Parents are just as eager to stay connected 
to their students’ higher education experience. For this reason, many orientation offices set up par-
ent listservs to which family members can subscribe to receive frequent updates, reminders about 
upcoming events, and emergency notifications from the university.

Using Technology to Integrate New Students
Successful orientation programs allow students an opportunity to integrate socially and academi-

cally into the university environment (Tinto, 1987; Upcraft & Farnsworth, 1984). In this section, 
we focus on how to use technology to fulfill the goal of assisting students with their academic and 
personal adjustment to college. Orientation professionals have been deliberate in creating specialized 
programming to allow for academic and social connections to occur. New technology has provided 
colleges and universities with new methods that enable connections to and between students prior 
to, during, and following traditional campus-based orientation programs.

Academic Integration
Colleges recognize the importance helping students forge connections to the social and 

academic systems of an institution early in their college careers. Integration into one aspect at the 
expense of the other may lead to drop out (Tinto, 1975). For this reason, institutions may put a 
great deal of emphasis on providing a positive introduction to academic life once a student has 
been admitted. Orientation programs frequently play a key role in these early academic experiences, 
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which include academic advising, placement testing, and course registration. All of these activities 
have been affected by technological advances.

Academic advising is a key component in the academic integration of a first-year student. In an 
address to the National Academic Advising Association (NACADA), Tinto (1975) noted that

students are more likely to persist and graduate in settings that take advising seriously; that 
provide clear, consistent, and easily accessible information about institutional requirements; 
that help students understand the roadmap to completion and help them understand how 
they use that roadmap to decide upon and achieve personal goals. (p. 6)

According to the NODA Databank (DeBellis, 2007), 92% of respondents indicated that academic 
advising is included in their on-campus orientation program. A common challenge is allowing 
adequate time for academic advisors to meet with new students during orientation programs. 
As part of their First-Year Testing, Consulting, and Advising Program (FTCAP), Pennsylvania 
State University uses a series of online exercises to prepare students for their academic advising 
appointments at orientation. The exercises include homework assignments, which students print 
out and bring to their appointments. In addition, The University of Tennessee recently established 
a pre-orientation that shares information on general education requirements and advising prepara-
tion. Students at the University of Tennessee are also asked to bring this information with them 
to orientation. Both of these programs enable connections between academic advising units and 
new students prior to orientation.   

Placement testing for new students during orientation has always presented a challenge for 
orientation directors in terms of finding time in an already saturated schedule. Traditionally, stu-
dents are asked to arrive the day prior to their orientation session or on a scheduled day apart from 
their orientation for testing, which results in additional time and expense for new students and 
their family members. Advancing technologies have transformed this practice on many campuses. 
Initially, the shift was from a pencil and paper exam to computer labs on campus set up for this 
purpose. This allowed for efficiency in scoring and expedited the results to academic units. Now, 
the adoption of web-based exams is gaining popularity. Texas Tech University now administers 
placement tests through a secure web site. New students are informed of the placement tests required 
and of the process to complete these tests prior to orientation. Students have the ability to take 
these tests online at their own convenience without the expense of traveling to campus. Advances 
in offering these placement tests on the Web prior to orientation have enabled professionals to free 
up time for additional programming or, in some cases, allowed for the reduction in the length of 
the orientation session. Should a student not be able to access these online exams, some institu-
tions have scheduled testing days where a student may take this exam in an on-campus computer 
lab prior to or during orientation. 

Registering for classes used to be an all day affair at most institutions. Many times students 
stood in line for hours moving from table to table in the university’s field house to register for classes. 
With advances in telecommunications, phone registration became the new mode of registering for 
classes. Students now have the ability to register for courses at the click of button through online 
course registration systems. In the new age of mobile devices, innovative applications are being 
developed to allow students more access to university services. Stanford and Duke University are 
collaborating with external vendors to develop applications for the iPhone that will allow students 
to register for classes, pay their tuition bills, and pull up a campus map all in the palm of their hand. 
The development and use of these systems have allowed orientation directors more time in their 
on-campus programs for advising or educational experiences. It has also brought a shift in necessary 
resources by employing the use of computer labs across campus during new student orientation.
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Social Integration
Entering college can be an overwhelming experience for new students. When students are able 

to connect socially to their environment, they are more likely to persist and attain their educational 
goals (Tinto, 1987; Upcraft & Farnsworth, 1984).   With the advent of social networking sites, 
student affairs professionals expressed concern that the amount of time spent in online, virtual 
communities would deter students from engaging with the “real” campus community. However 
research by Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe (2007) found just the opposite: Students are using these 
sites to maintain relationships on and away from campus. The maintaining of these relationships 
allows new students to call on these friends in times of need and support. Heiberger and Harper 
(2008) examined how social networking sites and other technologies provide new opportunities 
for peer group interactions and social integrations. Their findings suggest that students today net-
work with each other using technology as much as, if not more than, face-to-face communication. 
College administrators must not only recognize this phenomenon, but learn to use the variety of 
electronic media available in positive ways: to stay connected to college social networks, promote 
relevant events, and help students feel safe and at home on campus.  

Orientation offices are creatively using social networking sites to provide opportunities for 
new students to interact before and after orientation. Tulane University uses Facebook to create an 
online group for new students to join as soon as they are admitted to the university. The group’s site 
offers a variety of links where a new student can download university videos, explore involvement 
opportunities, and receive notifications of events for first-year students. The page includes a feature 
that allows new students to post comments and questions, in an effort for university administrators 
to understand and learn about students’ interests and concerns. Though some institutions create 
groups on third-party software such as Facebook, some private institutions prefer to set up these 
groups on their own sites to control content.  

Web logs, more commonly known as blogs, are also gaining popularity with new students. 
In a 2009 study commissioned by the National Association for College Admission Counseling, 
Barnes found that 33% of the colleges and universities used blogs in their efforts to recruit new 
students. The University of Texas at Austin has incorporated current student blogs on their admis-
sions web site that allow new and prospective students an opportunity to begin to understand life 
as a college student on their campus. In Connecting to the Net.Generation, Junco and Mastrodicasa 
(2007) found that blogging increased from 11% to 27% within a 20-month period in 2003-2004 
among college students. In addition, they found that more than 63% of college students read blogs 
( Junco & Mastrodicasa). 

Considerations and Recommendations
As technological systems continue to evolve and the technological proficiency of our students 

increases, Moneta (2005) offers several considerations for student affairs professionals as we attempt 
to understand the value of technology in enhancing our practice and engaging students.

Access
New technologies emerge daily. As professionals we have an obligation to be prudent in our 

choices of implementing new technologies and consideration must be shown to populations whose 
access to information about our programs may be impacted. The U.S. Department of Commerce’s 
National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA) found that “people with 
lower incomes have lower rates of Internet use and broadband access” (qtd. in Junco & Mastrodicasa, 
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2007, pp. 45-46). In addition, the report concluded that access to the Internet is directly related 
to level of education attained. Prior to eliminating paper versions of orientation materials, careful 
review of the university’s student population must occur. One indicator of accessibility to the In-
ternet can be derived from reviewing the percentages of students who submitted their admissions 
applications online versus traditional mail.  

In addition, consideration must be given to the accessibility of new technologies for students 
with disabilities. Inaccessible designs of web sites put students with disabilities at a disadvantage in 
terms of accessing information. Poorly designed web sites can affect the ability of assistive technolo-
gies such as screen reader and screen magnification software to accurately convey the content being 
presented. Video and audio content (e.g., podcasts and voiced-over PowerPoints) should also be 
properly captioned or include written transcripts for the hearing impaired. Web forms and down-
loadable documents should be properly tagged so that they are readable by assistive technology.  

Orientation professionals should consult and partner with information technology (IT) and 
disability services staff to create accessible web sites for this important population. There are a 
number of resources available to assist web site authors in developing accessible web content such 
as WebAIM (http://webaim.org) and the Web Accessibility Initiative through the World Wide 
Web (W3C) Consortium (http://www.w3.org/WAI). 

Staffing
Moneta (2005) and Blimling and Whitt (1999) emphasize that professionals working with 

students must acquire and maintain the technical skills relevant to their roles and responsibilities, 
understand the milieu of available product and technology solutions applicable to their work, 
and balance this technical competency on a solid conceptual foundation of knowledge about 
students. Moneta also suggests the primary competency needed by practitioners is “mastering the 
skills necessary to analyze student affairs needs and work processes along with increased education 
to understand better how students perceive and use technology” (p. 5). When considering the 
implementation of new technologies, orientation practitioners should be able to identify current 
challenges in the administration and delivery of programs For example, the creation of online 
orientation reservation systems arose out of the identification of a workflow issue that could be 
resolved by automating various processes. 

Once a need has been established, staff should consult with IT professionals to recommend 
the best technology to respond to that need. The necessity of employing or forming strong part-
nerships with staff who have the technological expertise is critical. Working closely with IT staff 
from the point of conception can streamline processes for determining which technologies to 
employ. In addition, these professionals may assist in the application development or identification 
of off-the-shelf applications best suited for the institution’s budget and current IT environment. 
Information technology staff members are essential as the need for web applications continues to 
expand. The University of Minnesota employs a part-time IT staff member to develop and maintain 
technological systems to support first-year programs. Whether housed in the orientation office 
or contracted through the university’s information technology department, these members are 
important in advancing the mission of the orientation office.  

Budget
Organizational alignment and funding for orientation and first-year offices vary from institution 

to institution. Some offices are stand-alone departments with large staffs within a larger division 
of student affairs or enrollment management while others are smaller program areas with minimal 
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staff, housed within another office. While most programs are fee-based, some programs receive 
additional revenue from other sources such as student services fees, tuition revenue, or develop-
ment monies. In any case, the decision to use funds on new technology should be conducted in a 
prudent manner. Many new technologies are very expensive and extremely complicated; therefore, 
thorough assessment of the need for the technology will prevent wasteful spending on unneeded 
applications.  

Several items should be considered in terms of how the new technology will affect the insti-
tution’s budget. First, what are the identified costs? What are the application and hardware costs 
right out of the box? Second, what are the unidentified costs with the system? Will new hardware 
such as servers, laptops, and video cameras need to be purchased? Many times companies that 
provide support for off-the-shelf applications charge a yearly maintenance fee. Online payment 
for services using a credit card can lead to an increase in credit card fees. Lastly, the question of 
personnel costs must be explored. Will the program have to employ more undergraduate, gradu-
ate, or professional staff to assist with the new technology? For example, will the new blog and 
chat feature on the orientation web site require employing an individual to conduct the chats and 
keep the blogs current? 

Appropriate Uses
As new ways to use technology to improve services, instruction, and programs in higher 

education have been identified, a new struggle has emerged—determining the appropriate level of 
incorporation and application of technology. Kramer (2003) comments that “technology becomes 
effective only as it is integrated into, supports, and humanizes the service environments for pro-
viders and students” (p. 174) That is, technology implementation should focus “on high touch as 
much if not more than high tech and high effect” (Kramer, p. 174). To this end, Kramer suggests 
creating and continuing discourse among campus faculty, staff, and administrators pertaining to 
using technology in humanized ways to provide a seamless learning environment.  

The Net Generation of college students are highly connected to each other and the institution 
using technology; however, research supports that when it comes to learning students still value 
face-to-face interactions. An EDUCAUSE study revealed mixed responses when it asked students 
about their preferences regarding technology. Ninety-five percent of respondents preferred tradi-
tional face-to-face classes that were supplemented with technology, 2% preferred courses without 
technology, and only 3% preferred entirely online classes (Caruso & Salaway, 2007). Similarly, 
Fresno City Community College found that most students preferred traditional face-to-face 
academic advising to their online academic advising option (Kostin & Unruh, 2005). Students at 
the community college viewed the online option as a good way to supplement the traditional face-
to-face meetings but did not like an entirely online orientation process. Orientation professionals, 
through meaningful assessment, must determine what new students and related constituents are 
seeking in terms of information and methods of delivery.  

Recommendations
The challenge of where to begin will be specific to the institution, mission, campus culture, 

and students. Whether a technology staff person is in place, campus technology professionals are 
used, or services are outsourced, here are some recommendations: 

1.	 Assess what the department can support. Orientation professionals should engage in discus-
sions with key individuals to develop a technology plan that includes strategies to connect 
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to students. This may include web sites, instant messaging, online orientation, cell phones 
or smartphones, Facebook, clicker systems, or other multimedia options. 

2.	 Determine a plan for staffing. As resources are limited within higher education, the question 
of managing these initiatives is an important one. When determining a staffing plan for 
these technologies, program leaders should think long term. While there may be students 
(graduate or undergraduate) involved in technology initiatives, they will eventually graduate. 
For this reason, partnering with on-campus IT or a third-party vendor to provide support 
may be a more effective long-term solution. 

3.	 Assessing students’ needs and access. When developing a technology plan, orientation profes-
sionals should consider how to assess the student need. Perhaps the creation of a student 
technology advisory group within the department will assist staying on the cutting edge 
in meeting the needs of students. A yearly study involving focus groups of students who 
were previously involved in programs can also help refine the plan to effectively meet their 
needs. 

Access to technology is still a challenge for many students and their families. Determining 
level(s) of access is extremely important. As referenced earlier, many students and families 
may not have access to broadband Internet service. Some of the students or family members 
accessing the web site may have a disability. The use of various scripts and images on a web 
site can impact students’ or families’ use of technology. Institutional research may be an 
additional resource to assist in determining level(s) of access for the student population.  

Summary
Technology, and the way students use it, is changing at a rapid pace. Colleges and universities 

across the country are experimenting with how to best incorporate these technologies (e.g., online 
orientation, Facebook, smartphones, text messaging) to assist in the orientation, transition, and 
retention of new students. Capitalizing on the ever-increasing accessibility of the Web, many pro-
grams are using web-based services to streamline outdated processes. For example, many programs 
are uploading materials to the Internet rather than printing and mailing materials to their families. 
Beyond streamlining administrative processes, orientation professionals are investing human 
and financial resources to incorporate new technology into programming aimed at enhancing 
the academic and social connectivity of new students to the institution. This investment can be 
costly; therefore, more assessment should be conducted to examine the effectiveness of these new 
technologies and advocate for their use in orientation programming.
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Chapter 9
Incorporating Crisis Planning and 
Management Into Orientation Programs
Dian Squire, Victor Wilson, Joe Ritchie, and Abbey Wolfman

On April 16, 2007, at 6:47 a.m., Seung-Hui Cho stood outside West Ambler Johnston residence hall. 
Approximately 30 minutes later Cho shot and killed Emily Hischler and a resident assistant, Ryan 
Christopher Clark. By 7:30 a.m., a “person of interest” had been identified, and the University’s Policy 
Group called a meeting. Within an hour of the incident, the chief of police provided information to 
the Policy Group; requested the Virginia Tech Police Department Emergency Response Team arrive at 
the scene; and the Policy Group discussed how to notify the community of the homicides. Meanwhile, 
Cho chained three doors inside Norris Hall and began shooting at 9:40 a.m., entering classrooms and 
firing on students and instructors. The police attempted to enter the building but were stopped by the 
chains holding the doors shut. At 9:50 a.m., e-mails and messages over loud speakers warned students 
to remain inside their buildings because a gunman was loose on campus. At 9:51 a.m., Cho shot himself 
in the head. In all, 174 rounds were fired. Cho killed 30 people in Norris Hall and wounded 17 more 
(Virginia Tech Review Panel, 2007).

In the aftermath of the tragedy at Virginia Tech, many asked how the killings could have been 
prevented. Others began to examine how university officials responded to the crisis and its after-
math. As a result, many campuses examined and revised or instituted crisis management plans. This 
chapter offers an overview of crisis management planning paying particular attention to orientation 
programs. The chapter opens by defining the kinds of crises educators might expect to encounter 
on campus and outlines strategies for developing, implementing, and assessing crisis management 
plans. The chapter concludes with case studies of crisis responses in the orientation setting. 

What Is a Crisis?
On college and university campuses, crises can take many different forms. They include major 

weather-related crises like Hurricane Katrina (2005) or violence on campus like the shootings at 
Virginia Tech (2007) and Northern Illinois University (2008). They may also include smaller scale 
crises such as dealing with irate parents, misbehaving students, missing presenters, or dismissed staff 
members. Rollo and Zdziarski (2007) suggest that crises have five distinct components. First, crises 
have the perception of being a negative event or having a negative outcome. Individuals perceive that 
the event “exceeds the resources and coping mechanisms” currently available (Gilliland & James, 
1993, p. 3). As such, crises often pose a threat to stability. Second, crises have an element of surprise. 
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While some crises are predictable (like a hurricane), others are not, and it is this unpredictable na-
ture, paired with a belief that they cannot or will not happen, that make them an issue. Third, crises 
provide a limited time for action, requiring quick decision making and allocation of resources for 
responding to them. Fourth, there is an interruption or disruption of normal patterns of operation. 
Last, there is a threat to the safety and well-being of certain members of a community. 

Sherwood and McKelfresh (2007) offer a slightly different definition of crisis, identifying 
three different origins: (a) environmental, or those originating from nature; (b) human, or those 
relating to a person and facility; and (c) those originating from inside a man-made structure (e.g., 
fire, internal flood, power outages). Within each type, different levels of crises are seen. The levels 
are defined below and examples of crises associated with these levels are found in Table 9.1.

Level 1. Minor crisis ëë describes those incidents that do not affect outside constituents; 
however, these may cause a sudden change in normal procedure. Most of these problems 
can be solved by a student paraprofessional, but some of them will require the action of a 
professional staff member. 
Level 2. Moderate crisis ëë involves issues with a bit more severity or those that may affect 
outside constituents (e.g., parents/students/visitors to campus for an orientation program) 
but do not cause harm to these constituents. A student coordinator, graduate assistant, or 
professional staff member usually handles these problems. Actions may also require as-
sistance from outside offices such as campus safety or residence life. 
Level 3. Major crisis ëë affects outside constituents and may cause disruption to scheduled 
events. They may also result in minor injuries to participants.
Level 4. Severe crisisëë  may involve injuries requiring hospitalization or death. Such crises 
typically require a widespread response from multiple units within the organization.

Even though major and severe crises are low-probability events (i.e., they do not happen often 
or have a very slight chance of happening), an effective crisis management plan is essential for every 
orientation program. Crises require the ordinary practitioner to be creative, flexible, organized, 
energized, relaxed, and poised in the face of uncertainty, chaos, anxiety, and possible loss. They 
also require contingency planning and “integration and synergy across institutional networks” 
(McConnell & Drennan, 2006, p. 59). Because major and severe crises have the potential for the 
greatest disruption to campus systems and the lives of those connected to the campus community, 
they are the primary focus of this chapter. 

Preparing for Crises in Orientation
Higher education professionals must have crisis management plans in place so that when a 

crisis occurs personnel can react quickly and appropriately. Events that have no immediate response 
protocol can cause chaos, confusion, and feelings of insecurity. Orientation staff members need 
guidance, guests need answers, and problems need quick solutions. As numerous schools throughout 
the Gulf Coast affected by Hurricane Katrina can attest, natural catastrophes have the potential to 
wreak havoc on campus facilities and place students, employees, and visitors in physical danger. As 
much as orientation professionals would rather not deal with these unwelcome situations, crises 
are a part of what they are charged with when handling the day-to-day care of campus guests.

According to McConnell and Drennan, a “crisis is [not] amenable to being packaged into 
neat scenarios” (p. 64). There is no single set of rules or strategies that can solve every problem, but 
developing a “broad, movable and often abstract set of principles which then need to be translated 
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into ‘good practice’” may be the next best thing (McConnell & Drennan, 2006, p. 60). In other 
words, orientation, transition, and retention professionals should prepare a flexible crisis manage-
ment plan, train orientation staff members in best practices, and spend a significant amount of 
time analyzing program protocol and schedules to forecast possible issues. In short, a crisis plan 
should include six components: 

A definition of the crisis1.	
Clear objectives of the crisis plan2.	
Detailed crisis alert procedures3.	
External communication protocols4.	
A game plan that includes evaluation and action5.	
Tactical operations or public statements and press releases (Sherwood & McKelfresh, 6.	
2007).

By looking at the four-level crisis spectrum introduced in Table 9.1, orientation professionals 
can begin to discuss how to address different crises that might occur during an orientation pro-
gram. The table outlines the four levels of crises as well as tips for planning for, addressing, and 
following up after the crisis has taken place. Table 9.1 offers few direct solutions to crisis response; 
rather, it provides a framework and suggested actions that may be taken in these types of situa-
tions. Because all campus organizational structures are situated differently, crisis plans should be 
developed around those structures. This leveled system offers orientation professionals a basis for 
their program’s crisis management plan. 

Similarly, Zdziarski, Rollo, & Dunkel’s (2007) Crisis Management Cycle provides orientation 
professionals with an organizational structure for developing a crisis management plan. The cycle 
involves five stages or steps: (a) planning for the crisis, (b) preventing the crisis, (c) responding to the 
crisis, (d) recovering from the impact of the crisis, and (e) learning from the crisis what can be done 
better next time. These stages, in turn, might represent the logical sections of a written plan.

Yet, simply creating a written plan for dealing with crises is not sufficient. Rather, Perry and 
Lindell (2003) argued that “it is important to avoid confusing planning with a written plan…the 
plan itself represents a snapshot of that process at a specific point in time…preparedness is dynamic 
and contingent upon ongoing processes” (p. 338). In essence, creating a written plan is only the first 
step in a multi-step process to ensure readiness or emergency preparedness, which involves analyzing 
and creating a set of principles that are translated into good practice by examining possible threats, 
surveying human and material resources, and organizational structures and policies (McConnell & 
Drennan, 2006). More simply put, preparedness requires an orientation professional to examine 
every aspect of a program and identify possible threats as well as likely responses. It also requires 
ongoing training to ensure feasibility. 

Perry and Lindell (2003) provide 10 guidelines for creating an emergency preparedness plan. 
When applied to their own work, orientation professionals can feel more assured that crises can 
be averted and/or handled successfully.

1.	 Base processes on likely threats and likely human responses. This is called a vulnerability assess-
ment. After identifying possible threats (e.g., institutions located in earthquake prone areas, 
near nuclear power plants), orientation professionals should discuss how these threats can 
be reduced and, when they cannot be prevented, the resources available to those who must 
take action. This also allows professionals to identify areas where they have little expertise 
so that they can learn more about appropriate responses. Once a list of deficient resources 
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or response options has been identified, orientation professionals should identify a plan 
for addressing these deficiencies.  

2.	 Encourage appropriate actions by leadership. Leaders must know how to accurately assess a 
crisis and the range of available response options. Orientation professionals must remember 
that while in the midst of a crisis, they must remain calm and collect all relevant informa-
tion so that an appropriate decision can be made. The appropriate response is much more 
important than the speed with which a response is made. Research shows that people are 
less likely to panic if they receive complete and clear messages (Archer, 1992; Perry & Lin-
dell, 2003). Making decisions based on incorrect information can cause more confusion 
or inappropriate actions. 

3.	 Encourage response flexibility. Plans should focus on “principles of response” (Perry & Lin-
dell, 2003, p. 342) rather than specific processes, especially since orientation professionals 
cannot determine all possible contingencies. Furthermore, complex plans are difficult to 
remember, and some aspects of those plans can become quickly outdated. Instead, orientation 
professionals should ensure that staff members are thoughtful, creative, and professional. 
Staff members should be able to take the framework of a crisis plan and apply their own 
good judgment in addressing the problem.

4.	 Encourage interdepartmental coordination. Stein, Vickio, Fogo, and Abraham (2007) 
discussed a “network approach” (p. 332) to campus coordination in university disaster 
preparedness. Their research showed that network creation and “boundary spanning”  
(p. 333) ensured that networks existed when disasters occurred, reinforced that creating 
these networks is not difficult, and also showed that there were not enough network con-
nections present on university campuses especially among academic and mental health 
units. To ensure that a networking approach is implemented properly, a list of relevant 
campus offices/services must be generated and included in disaster planning meetings. It 
is also important to include front-line staff in the creation of crisis plans since they often 
bring a different perspective to crisis situations. 

5.	 Integrate emergency plans from all coordinating offices. Those charged with developing a crisis 
plan should scrutinize individual office plans and meet with related offices and organizations 
to ensure that all bases are covered and to avoid duplication of efforts. Where appropriate, 
certain offices should be designated to lead the particular aspects of the crisis response.

6.	 Provide training programs for managers. Many schools have emergency plans, but lack a 
training component. Training components provide an opportunity for those charged with 
acting to become familiar with the plan. Training is “an integral part of the disaster plan-
ning process, and when carefully attended to, so likely to yield high dividends in terms of 
effectiveness of emergency response” (Perry & Lindell, 2003, p. 346). 

7.	 Perform testing and drills of emergency procedures. Continuing with the training process, 
plans need to be tested. Testing may take the form of asking orientation leaders to respond 
to hypothetical crisis situations during training week. It may also include practice using a 
phone tree or other communication system. Schinke, Smith, Myers, and Altman (1979) 
found that paraprofessionals who were trained in crisis intervention and response tech-
niques provided better service, recalled detailed information more accurately, and were 
more competent overall.

8.	 Review and update emergency plans regularly. Emergency plans continually evolve as new 
situations or conditions present themselves. If a service is no longer available, responses 
to incidents need to change to reflect that loss of service. Written documents should be 
regularly updated to reflect changes in the emergency plan. 
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9.	 Realize that planning sometimes occurs in the face of resistance. While campus officials are 
less likely to question the need for emergency response systems now than in the past, it may 
be necessary to stress to coordinating offices the importance of having a plan in case these 
highly improbable incidents take place. Stressing the importance of this sort of program to 
other offices may require some political maneuvering by an orientation office, which may 
have to prepare the plan and present it for the office instead of creating it in a collaborative 
manner. This does not assume that an orientation office should be responsible for creating 
an entire campus plan, only that it should play some role since orientation programs involve 
large-scale coordination of groups of people.

10.	 Recognize the difference between emergency planning and emergency management. Planning 
concerns all matters prior to an actual incident. Management refers to “meeting the emergency 
demands by implementing the assessment, corrective, protective and coordinating actions 
identified in the planning stage” (Perry & Lindell, 2003, p. 347). Once again, orientation 
professionals cannot simply create a written plan. Being prepared to implement and assess 
crisis management are equally important steps in the process.

While smaller organizations often rely on informal communications and personal connections 
to make decisions (Perry & Lindell, 2003), some formal structures for crisis management should 
exist. These structures are likely to become more formal as institutional size increases. A lack of 
preparation causes “delays, cacophony, divisions, ineptness to handle the multidimensional nature 
of the crisis. . . [and the] inability to form cooperative links with other external units” (Boin & 
Lagadec, 2000, p. 187).

Responding to Crises in Orientation
Dealing with post-crisis responses is not always the responsibility of the orientation profes-

sional, but if a crisis occurs to a student during a program, or if an orientation staff member is called 
on to be part of a response team, it is important to discuss some issues related to crisis response. 
Additionally, orientation professionals are occasionally tasked with disseminating information 
to various constituent groups (e.g., students, parents, local media outlets, and the general campus 
population). This section describes some of the issues that come with information dissemination 
and how to cope with those issues. Providing clear, specific information as often as possible is the 
best way to reduce chaos and confusion among the public.

Basic Communication Strategies
Communication is one of the most important tools that an orientation professional can use 

during a crisis. Effective communication can get people to safety, calm nerves, and prevent further 
complications. Poor communication can cause chaos, anxiety, confusion, and promote additional 
disruptions. First, a crisis communications team should be developed prior to implementing the 
first orientation program. Who will collect, compile, and disseminate information to the proper 
authorities? Part of the plan should include providing front-line staff members (e.g., administra-
tive assistants, student workers) with the names and phone numbers of the university officials to 
whom media inquiries should be referred. Second, orientation professionals should determine 
what modes of communication are the most effective in different situations. In the case of natural 
disasters, where there may be time to make arrangements, updated school and office web sites and 
automated voice messages on office phones may suffice. For more immediate actions, updating a 
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web site may not provide the necessary information in a timely way. Delegating phone call duties 
to other professional staff members followed by e-mails may be a more appropriate response. 

When an emergency originates within the orientation program, campus police should be no-
tified to determine whether an emergency alert alarm or text-message to the campus community 
may be appropriate. Communication with all appropriate staff (including student workers) is also 
necessary and a phone tree or texting service should be used to disseminate appropriate informa-
tion to staff in affected areas.

As a part of preparing for a campus crisis, it is imperative that campus officials put forth a plan 
that will outline what information will be shared, who can share information, and with whom. Two 
federal laws—FERPA, the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act, and HIPPA, the Health 
Insurance Portability and Accountability Act—place restrictions on the kinds of student informa-
tion administrators can share with family members, external law enforcement officials, the media, 
and others on campus. While FERPA allows for information to be shared to “appropriate parties” 
in emergencies that involve the health and safety of students, universities are sometimes reluctant 
to share such information for fear of being sued (Roan, 2007). For this reason, orientation profes-
sionals and others engaged in the development of a crisis management plan should consult with 
institutional legal counsel to gain a better understanding of the parameters of these laws and what 
can be shared with whom during a crisis.

During an emergent crisis, campus officials may not be aware of all the facts and may have 
little information to share. Members of the campus may become very agitated if they feel admin-
istrators are withholding information. If local media outlets pick up on these tensions and report 
them, it can exacerbate the crisis for campus officials. To help avoid such a scenario, a designated 
spokesperson should address the campus community as soon as possible, providing as much detail 
about the nature of the crisis and the institution’s response as can be reasonably shared at that time. 
Regular updates should continue during the resolution of the crisis. 

What is important to remember is that communication during a crisis is not solely one person’s 
task. Communicating to various publics is a team effort. As long as consistent messages are shared, 
a communication plan is followed, and information is disseminated quickly and accurately, com-
munication can be shared from various sources. 

Communicating with students. Many schools and universities are looking at more effective ways 
to communicate with students and others on their campuses when an incident occurs. Campus 
staffs are working with a student population that wants current information in a variety of formats. 
Through the use of their computer, laptop, iPod, or cell phones, students have become accustomed 
to obtaining information when and where they require it. Orientation professionals should research 
these methods of communication and determine, along with other campus administrators, what the 
best form of communication would be in the case of a crisis. By using a variety of delivery methods, 
a school is more likely to ensure that students receive the message (Kennedy, 2007).  

Because orientation participants have not yet officially matriculated, communicating with 
them during an emergency can be challenging. To address this, institutions may require students 
to sign up for a campus e-mail address prior to registering for orientation or have parents and stu-
dents register for text alerts during an orientation program session. During an orientation session 
at the University of Maryland, College Park in 2008, students, parents, and staff were notified via 
text message through the UMDAlerts system to stay indoors during a powerful storm. The notice 
provided up-to-date information on the storm’s location and possible threats. Staff were able to 
monitor the situation and make appropriate decisions, and students and parents experienced how 
the alert system functioned.

Communicating with parents. Understandably, parents will worry about their children when 
they become aware of a crisis on campus, especially if they have not talked to their son/daughter 
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during or immediately after the crisis. Occasionally, they make extreme requests, asking campus 
officials to locate their children and have them call home. While these requests are understandable, 
they cannot be addressed in the midst of a campus emergency. Staff should be prepared to provide 
general information about the institution’s response to the crisis, while expressing concern about 
the welfare of individual students.

A crisis management plan should include strategies for responding to the potential onslaught 
of parental requests that might hit the campus during a crisis. Some suggestions include creating a 
campus phone bank such as the one that the Critical Incident Response Team created in the wake 
of the bonfire tragedy at Texas A&M University in 1999. Additionally, a room in the student 
center was designated as a meeting point for parents and students to receive information about the 
incident. Phone calls to each family member involved with a crisis (if possible) can also be made 
as they were when the Oklahoma State Men’s Basketball Team’s plane crashed in 2001. A parent 
and family affairs office may be another beneficial resource, serving as a coordinating point where 
parent questions can be routed in the event of crisis. 

Communicating with media. Over the past 50 years, as advances in technology have expanded 
the reach of televised media and communications, campus tragedies have become more prominent, 
regardless of where they occur. During larger crises, campuses should expect some media coverage. 
What is unplanned for, at times, is the way the media works with the campus to get the information 
out to others. Many times, campus officials accept the notion that because they are in the middle 
of a crisis that the media will be their biggest supporter. This is not always the case. 

Frequently, the media can be the vehicle that creates more problems for the campus. What 
they report and, quite often, what they do not report can cause panic, confusion, and anger among 
the local and campus community. Thus, campus officials need to ensure that they have a strong 
and solid plan of action for working with the media during these difficult times. What orientation 
professionals should strive for is a decrease in speculation and an increase in information gather-
ing (Paterson et al., 2007). The more solid evidence that is in-hand, the less media outlets will be 
required to speculate and the less the situation will get out of control. Methods of communication 
with the media include: press statements, press conferences, visuals or videos, photos, teleconfer-
ences, e-mails, web sites, and telephone calls (Lawson, 2007). Orientation professionals are not 
often required to be the media spokesperson during a crisis; however, they may play a critical role 
in gathering information for the administrator who serves in that capacity. 

Questioning of Decisions 
As a part of serving in an administrative role on campus, it is inevitable that there will be times 

when decisions are questioned. However, having a plan in place will minimize questioning that 
may arise during a crisis. Such a plan should ensure that sound decisions are made before, during, 
and after a campus crisis and that appropriate campus personnel are involved. Once in the middle 
of the crisis, it is difficult to deal with individuals who question the decisions of administrators. 
A time of crisis is a time to act. As a result, it cannot be a time for public input. Administrative 
decision-makers will need to prepare to be steadfast in supporting their decisions during a crisis 
while remaining open to the notion that changes may have to be made. Conversely, if changes are 
required, these changes need to come from those charged with doing so and not because campus 
opinion differs. 

Once a crisis has been resolved, those charged with managing the crisis should examine their 
response and its effectiveness. As part of this process, they may ask critical questions about their 
performance. For example, following the death of a student on campus, administrators might ask: 
Did the college or university reach out to the student’s family and friends? Did the institution offer 
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assistance to an affected department? Was the staff able to work through a difficult loss? Was there 
a sense of support and compassion among the staff ? (Zdziarski et al., 2007). When appropriate, 
the larger campus community might also be invited to offer feedback on the response to the crisis 
and thoughts on how such events might be handled in the future.

Responding to the Psychology of Crises
In tragic incidents, people are “suddenly swept into an event over which they feel they have no 

control and which they think they may not survive … they are left to repair their assumptions of the 
world and implement their capacities for adaptation” (Griffin, 2007, p. 150). No matter the sever-
ity of the incidence, the person may feel a lack of control and be unsure how to proceed or resume 
their normal activities, sometimes leading to depression or anxiety. It is the role of the counselor 
(e.g., orientation professional, campus counselor, administrator) to address the issue and provide 
coping mechanisms for this person. It is important to note that counselors should be well trained 
and credentialed and if the orientation professional is not that person, that the affected persons be 
referred to the correct resources. More often than not, the orientation professional will not be in 
this role, but basic counseling techniques such as Critical Incidence Stress Debriefing, a debriefing 
technique used to deal with those who sustained physical or psychological stress, can be used.

The National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH, 2002) provides basic guidelines for dealing 
with persons who have experienced a trauma. While focused towards violence victims, some of the 
same principles can be applied to all crises.

Most people recover from their traumatic events, but it is important not to minimize the 1.	
importance of or ignore the recovery process. The goal is to assist them in recovery. This 
could mean referring them to the appropriate resources or being an informal counselor 
for their needs.  
The basic needs of that person need to be met first (e.g., first aid, shelter, food) so that they 2.	
can feel normalized before treatment or counseling can occur. This is more easily accom-
plished during orientation since many of these resources are readily available.
Interventions should be optional and open only 3.	 if people want them, not as a mandatory 
part of recovery. 
Crisis intervention programs need to be culturally sensitive. With an increasingly diverse 4.	
student population on campuses, it is important to be appreciative of, responsive to, and 
respectful of differing cultural needs. For example, it has been shown that socioeconomic 
status may cause individuals to have lower self-perceived worth (Twenge & Campbell, 
2002). Racial discrimination may be the perceived cause of a crisis and, therefore, should 
be treated as a valid concern by the counselor (Herman et al., 2007).
Emergency mental health should be a part of the crisis response plan of the overall institu-5.	
tion.
Intervention is a “multidisciplinary, multiphasic and integrated program” (Griffin, 2007, 6.	
p. 155), which includes planning, triage, training, assessment, and referral. This part will 
probably be handled by the counseling center, but follow-up can certainly be a role for the 
orientation professional to play. 

Campus responses to psychological needs can be addressed at the individual level, in group meet-
ings, or through vigils and remembrances (Griffin, 2007). Remembrances provide a way of the 
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community to show respect for injured or deceased community members; help people to reflect 
on an event, person, or persons; and bring a community together.

Case Studies
The cases that follow describe the responses during crises affecting orientation programs. The 

first cases address responses to an emergent crisis while the third case addresses how the orientation 
program dealt with the aftermath of a campus tragedy. Questions follow both cases, prompting 
readers to consider how they might address similar crises on their own campuses.

Preparing for a Hurricane
Dealing with an impending natural disaster is never easy as there is always an element of unpre-

dictability when dealing with Mother Nature. In 2004, the state of Florida was hit with multiple 
hurricanes. Most of them occurred during the academic year, but one hit the state in mid-August 
prior to the University of Central Florida’s (UCF) fall term. Fortunately, the hurricane hit the 
campus a few days before the final series of orientation programs. However, there was a great deal 
of destruction both on the UCF campus and within the state of Florida. As orientation profes-
sionals prepared for orientation, they had to provide updated communication to the students that 
orientation was still occurring through e-mails, voicemails, web sites, and through the News & 
Information Department.  

Due to the devastation of the hurricane, campus officials knew that many students would 
not be able to attend orientation and would only be able to make it for the start of classes. The 
orientation office put together a checklist of offices students would need to work with upon ar-
rival to campus. As each student called, the office assistants explained what they needed to do and 
that the Orientation office should be the first point of contact upon arrival on campus. This was 
a university-wide effort with each office providing additional assistance to these students (e.g., 
advisors were available to assist with registration, late fees were waived).  

More recently, UCF had a hurricane scare the week prior to classes for the fall 2008 term that 
threatened to disrupt fall orientation sessions for first-year and transfer students. On Monday 
afternoon of that week a decision was made by UCF to close the campus on Tuesday due to an 
impending hurricane. Upon receiving the official word that the University was closing, an e-mail 
was sent immediately to those students letting them know that the orientation session was can-
celled and provided them with an alternate date. If they could not attend the alternate date, then 
further instructions were given. Besides notifying all of the students, plans were made for a larger 
than usual orientation program at the end of the week. All departments that work with orientation 
were contacted, and meetings were scheduled with staff in key offices to discuss logistics such as 
check-in, room capacities, and the computer system’s ability to handle a large influx of students 
for registration at a particular time. Modifications to the orientation program were made and sent 
out as soon as possible.

Thoughtful questions for orientation professionals:

Based on the region of country where an institution is located, what types of natural disasters 1.	
(e.g., blizzards or ice storms, tornadoes, floods, wild fires) may affect the campus?
Does the campus have an emergency plan if a natural disaster strikes?2.	
How will program participants be notified if a natural disaster affects the campus before 3.	
a program? During a program?
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Responding to an Injured Student
In the evenings of the two-day first-year student orientation program, students spend an hour 

at the campus recreation centers—the Eppley Recreation Center (ERC) or the Outdoor Recreation 
Center (ORC), which includes a pool. Twenty-five orientation advisors, two student coordinators, 
and the ORC staff of trained lifeguards and medical personnel staff the program. 

One evening in the summer of 2008, a participant in the first-year program was seriously 
injured at ORC. Approximately half way through the swim time, a student jumped off the diving 
board and hit the back of his head on the board. He was clearly injured and bleeding. The student 
coordinators immediately alerted the ERC and ORC staff members of the incident. Since the 
recreation center staff was trained to respond to medical emergencies, the orientation staff were 
not needed to assist the injured student. The student coordinators ensured that all other program 
participants exited the pool and escorted them back to the residence halls. Students who were inside 
the ERC (playing basketball, volleyball or climbing the rock wall) remained at those locations for 
the remainder of the period. 

The student coordinators immediately notified the assistant director, who was on a campus visit 
out of state, concerning the situation. Contact was also made with the director of Orientation and 
the program coordinator to ensure that all parties in the office were made aware of the situation. 
The immediate health concerns of the participant were handed over to local emergency personnel, 
and the ERC staff took responsibility for contacting the student’s parents. 

The student coordinators and assistant director were, thus, free to handle the other needs of 
the injured student, including making arrangements with residence life and academic advising. 
Residence life staff were notified that the student would not be staying in the room overnight and 
that he would not be able to check out the following day. This required residence life to notify 
the staff handling checkout so that could make arrangements to store his luggage until his parents 
could collect it and waive charges associated with failure to return the room key. Residence life 
staff also talked with the injured student’s assigned roommate to ensure that he was aware of the 
situation. Calls were also made to the college advising the student so that he could be advised and 
registered for classes without repeating the orientation program. 

Thoughtful questions for orientation professionals:

What role will coordinators or other student staff members play during an emergency?1.	
What types of communications and relationships does the staff have with orientation 2.	
partners? Are the roles all partners assume in a crisis clear to the partners themselves? To 
the orientation staff ?
Who needs to know about a crisis, and in what order do should those people be con-3.	
tacted? 

Responding to a Campus Shooting
Acts of extreme violence, like shootings on college campuses, are shocking and unimaginable. 

On February 14, 2008 at Northern Illinois University (NIU), a former student opened fire during 
a lecture, killing five students and injuring 18 others.  

The day before the campus shooting, Orientation & First-Year Experience (OFYE) had just 
conducted their first training session with the 2008 orientation leaders. One of the first things 
the office did on February 14 after details of the event were confirmed was to get in contact with 
the orientation leader staff. Once OFYE received confirmation the student staff was not directly 
impacted by the shooting, they were able to concentrate on helping NIU with its response.
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A few weeks after the shooting, OFYE began to move forward with planning the orientation 
programs and orientation leader training. The location of the shooting, including two major lec-
ture halls and other classroom space, was completely closed down. NIU had to move class meeting 
locations, and as a result, the program lost space for April orientation programs. Working closely 
with the advising offices, OFYE reformatted and cancelled two of the five scheduled orientation 
programs. In addition, the publication timeline for handbooks and other orientation items were 
pushed back. 

Preparing for the first orientation leader training session following the shootings was extremely 
important. The professional staff knew that the student staff was not in the classroom where the 
shootings occurred but felt it was important to understand how the students were feeling about the 
campus shootings, especially since crisis reactions can be delayed or may resurface at later times. It 
was decided that the director of OFYE (who has a counseling background) and a counselor should 
be present. In the beginning of the session, the professional staff provided an opportunity for the 
student staff to talk about whatever they wanted. Several of the orientation leaders had classes 
with students who had been killed, but none had friendships with them. Also, several orientation 
leaders were in the surrounding area when the shootings occurred. The orientation leaders were 
concerned about how to handle questions from students and family members during the summer. 
The professional staff assured the students that while they may not know how to handle those 
questions now, they would certainly figure it out when summer arrived. 

During summer training prior to the beginning of the first programs the NIU police depart-
ment and Counseling and Student Development came in to speak with the staff. The director of 
Counseling and Student Development provided insight into how to handle questions related to 
the shootings but also suggested that most first-year students would ask the same questions and 
raise the same concerns that they had had in the past. The director also felt some students and 
family members may want to know what was going to happen to the classroom where the shoot-
ings occurred but would not be interested in the details of the event. Also, it was important for 
the orientation leaders to remember they were in control of the discussion. Therefore, the direc-
tor suggested the orientation leaders bring up the campus shootings and discuss how campus was 
moving forward and move on to other topics. 

The NIU police department gave the orientation leaders a broad overview of safety procedures 
and services provided on-campus. Safety and security are common concerns shared on most college 
campuses, so training in this area was no different. Similar to training in years past, the orientation 
staff discussed emergency preparedness with the orientation leaders. The content of this training 
was supplemented by the emergency protocol plan implemented by NIU prior to the shootings. 

During the orientation program, the staff mentioned the campus shootings in the morning 
welcome. They did not focus on the event, but rather how the NIU community is strong and re-
silient in the face of tragedy. Throughout the orientation day, some students and family members 
asked questions regarding safety, security, and NIU’s emergency response system. While some 
participants expressed interest in knowing plans for the classroom where the shootings occurred, 
the incident was rarely mentioned directly. 

Dealing with the aftermath of the campus shooting was difficult both personally and profes-
sionally. It was certainly stressful to deal with the orientation program and training components and 
to try to process the events personally. However, with the support the NIU community provided, 
the program staff made it through the summer and year. An important lesson learned was to make 
sure to take care of one’s self personally and to not be afraid to ask for help from colleagues. 
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Thoughtful questions for orientation professionals:

What plans are in place to communicate with student staff during an emergency? Because 1.	
cell phones often stop working in an emergency, are alternate communication strategies 
being considered?
Have backup locations for orientation events been reserved? 2.	

Conclusion
While crises are rare and often minor, orientation professionals must plan for the worst while 

hoping for the best. Rarity and scope are hardly excuses for poor planning and preparation when 
dealing with large groups of students, family, and visitors on campuses. It is difficult to plan for 
every possible crisis, but it is possible to build a network of cooperating offices and their services, 
create a skeletal outline of a response plan, explore communication plans, and train staff members in 
basic crisis management techniques. As with all programs, assessment of these plans is key. Because 
major crises are rare, administrators may not have the opportunity to assess the effectiveness of their 
plan; however, they can study how other institutions respond to crises and make adjustments to 
their campus plans where appropriate. Administrators should also revisit crisis management plans 
yearly to ensure that all information is up to date and situation appropriate. 
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Chapter 10
Orientation and First-Year Programs: 
A Profile of Participating Students
Maureen E. Wilson and Michael Dannells

The U.S. Department of Education (USDE) projected that total U.S. undergraduate enrollment 
in degree-granting postsecondary institutions would reach 16.4 million students by 2010. 
Between 2000 and 2007, enrollment increased 19% and is expected to reach 17.5 million in 

2018. There are currently 4,339 public and private (both not-for-profit and for-profit) two- and 
four-year degree granting institutions (Planty et al., 2009). A growing diversity of students, both 
domestic and international, attends a wide array of institutions that vary in mission, size, type, 
control, and academic programs. The purpose of this chapter is to provide a profile of college 
students. We look at a range of student background (e.g., age, race) and experience (e.g., part-time 
enrollment, transfer students) characteristics and discuss their implications for orientation.

Student Background Characteristics
A wealth of data exists about college students. In attempting to create an accurate picture of 

undergraduates, particularly first-year students, we drew from a variety of primary sources, such 
as the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), a system of surveys conducted 
annually by the U. S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). 
All 6,800 postsecondary institutions (colleges, universities, and vocational and technical institu-
tions) that participate in federal student financial aid programs are required to report data to 
IPEDS (Planty et al., 2009), and NCES generates a tremendous number of reports. For instance, 
the Profile of Undergraduates in U.S. Postsecondary Education Institutions: 2003-2004 is a survey 
in which data were collected from 80,000 undergraduates, about 25,000 of whom were enrolled at 
community colleges (Horn & Nevill, 2006). Descriptive statistics on undergraduates were culled 
from this and other NCES and governmental agency reports. In addition, we referenced survey 
data collected by the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) at the University of California, 
Los Angeles (Pryor et al., 2008; Pryor, Hurtado, Saenz, Santos, & Korn, 2007). The American 
Freshman survey is conducted annually by researchers in the Cooperative Institutional Research 
Program (CIRP) at HERI. The 2008 CIRP Freshman Survey (hereafter CIRP FS) included 240,580 
first-time, full-time students enrolled in 340 baccalaureate colleges and universities. The data are 
adjusted statistically to reflect the 1.4 million first-year students who entered four-year colleges 
and universities in 2008. Due to the different populations studied, NCES and CIRP often yield 
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strikingly different results and should remind readers of the importance of interpreting national 
norms in light of their similarities to and differences from students on their own campuses.

In the fall of 2008, 69% of the roughly 3.2 million 2008 high school graduates were enrolled 
in colleges or universities. College enrollment rates for these students were 72% for women and 
66% for men. Of these first-year students, 93% were enrolled full-time, and about 60% attended 
four-year institutions (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2009). Of all postsecondary students, 35% are 
enrolled in community colleges (Provasnik & Planty, 2008). A closer examination of college stu-
dents’ demographics provides a clearer profile of who goes to college. 

Age 
On average, undergraduates enrolled in four-year institutions are younger than their community 

college counterparts. In 2003-2004, the percentage of undergraduates 23 years old or younger at 
four-year institutions was 70% compared to 47% at community colleges (Horn & Nevill, 2006). 
The median age at four-year institutions was 21, and at community colleges, 24 (Provasnik & 
Planty, 2008). However, in the CIRP FS, the percentage of first-time, first-year students 19 and 
older has more than doubled over the last four decades from 14% in 1967 to 29% in 2008 (Pryor 
et al., 2007; Pryor et al., 2008). Between 1995 and 2006, there was a 33% enrollment increase of 
students under 25 compared to 13% who were 25 and older (Snyder, Dillow, & Hoffman, 2009). 
Yet, NCES has predicted a 19% increase in enrollment of students 25 and older between 2006 and 
2017, compared to a 10% increase in those under 25, a reversal of prior trends (Snyder et al.). 

Gender
Women have comprised the majority of undergraduate students since the early 1980s, and the 

gap continues to increase (KewalRamani, Gilbertson, Fox, & Provasnik, 2007). In 2003-2004, 59% 
of all community college students and 55% of students at four-year institutions were women (Horn 
& Nevill, 2006). Compared to the enrollment difference between White men and women (12%), 
this gender gap was greater for Blacks (29%)1, American Indians (22%), and Hispanics (17%). It 
was smallest for Asian/Pacific Islanders (8%) (KewalRamani et al.). The gender gap is growing at all 
levels of education, and Mortenson (2008) has called it the “boy crisis in education” (p. A30). 

Between 1997 and 2007, the number of women enrolled in college increased 29% compared to 
22% for men. Women now comprise 57% of enrollment (Snyder et al., 2009). Increasing numbers 
of older women enrolling in college contribute to this gender gap; 39% of students were 25 years 
or older, and of those students, 62% were women. While women over age 25 comprised 24% of 
the total undergraduate population, the same age group of men comprised 15%.   

Since the mid-1980s, women have earned more associate’s, bachelor’s, and master’s degrees than 
men, and in 2006-2007, they earned more doctorates than men. From 1996-1997 to 2006-2007, 
the number of baccalaureate degrees earned by women rose 34% compared to a 25% increase for 
men. The share of degrees earned by women of color has tripled since the mid-1970s to 15% in 
2003-2004. During the same period, the share of degrees earned by men of color rose from 5% 
to 9%. The share earned by White men has fallen from 49% to 33%. White women have earned 
about the same share of degrees since the 1980s (Snyder et al., 2009). King (2006) argued that 
there is no consensus on the causes for this expanding gender gap and concluded with a caution 
that while educators need to be cognizant of this gap and its implications, the real crisis “should 
not obscure the larger disparities that exist by income and race/ethnicity for students of both 
genders” (p. 21).



	 A Profile of Participating Students	 151

Race and Ethnicity
Overall, community colleges enroll a more racially diverse population than four-year institutions: 

White 60% vs. 69%, Black 15% vs. 11%, and Hispanic 14.4% vs. 10%. However, the percentages 
of Asians (5%), American Indians (1%), Pacific Islanders (1%), multiple races (2%), and others 
(1%) are virtually the same at the two institutional types (Horn & Nevill, 2006). The percentage 
of college students of color at degree-granting institutions has risen from 15% in 1976 to 32% 
in 2007. Asians or Pacific Islanders and Hispanics and have seen the greatest increases, from 4% 
to 11% and 2% to 7%, respectively. In 1976, the percentage of Black students was 9% and, after 
fluctuating during the early part of period, stood at 13% in 2007 (Snyder et al., 2009).  

Income Level
A larger percentage of students classified as low-income (incomes at or below the 125th percen-

tile of established poverty levels) are enrolled in community colleges than at four-year institutions, 
26% vs. 20%, respectively. Community colleges also enroll more students who are independent of 
their parents for financial aid purposes than do four-year institutions, 61% vs. 35%. At commu-
nity colleges, 29% of dependent students were from families whose income was less than $32,000 
compared to 21% at four-year institutions. Just 19% of dependent community college students 
had family incomes of $92,000 or more compared to 29% of their four-year counterparts. The 
pattern for independent students is different. Of those with incomes of $25,000 or less, 46% were 
at community colleges versus 52% at four-year institutions. Independent students at community 
colleges were also more likely than those at four-year colleges to be working full-time and so likely 
had higher earnings (Horn & Nevill, 2006). 

In 2007-2008, 66% of all undergraduates received financial aid; the average amount of aid 
awarded was $9,100. Fifty-three percent received grants, 38% took out student loans, 7% were 
awarded work-study jobs, 4% had parents who took out PLUS loans, and 2% got veterans’ benefits 
(Wei et al., 2009).  

When CIRP FS respondents were asked if they had any concern about their ability to finance 
their education, 53% indicated they had some concern but would probably have enough funds, 
and 11% claimed major concern that they would have enough funds to complete college (Pryor 
et al., 2008). Although the percentage indicating major concern in 2008 was up slightly (1.4%) 
from 2007, it was lower than every other year since 1970. However, more students reported that 
financial considerations such as cost of attendance and offer of financial aid played a large role in 
determining which college to attend. Many students planned to use multiple sources of funds to 
pay for college and decided to attend a different college based on financial circumstances, and this 
“may explain why although financial issues drive college choice for some students, we are not see-
ing larger changes in the percentages of students concerned about their ability to pay for college” 
(Pryor et al., 2008, p. 9).  

Furthermore, higher educational attainment is associated with higher median earnings for those 
ages 25-34 who worked full-time for at least a full year. In 2007, young adults with a bachelor’s 
degree earned, on average, 29% more than associate’s degree holders and 55% more than those 
with a high school degree. The median earnings for those with four-year degrees were $45,000 
compared to $35,000 with a two-year degree. These earning patterns were consistent for men and 
women, Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians (Planty et al., 2009).  
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First-Generation Students
An indicator of socioeconomic status (SES) is the highest level of formal education of stu-

dents’ parents. On average, parents’ highest level of education is lower for students at community 
colleges than at four-year institutions. As shown in Table 10.1, the largest percentage of parents 
(41%) at two-year public colleges has a high school education or less. At four-year institutions, the 
largest percentage of parents has a bachelor’s degree or higher (50% at publics and 52% at private 
not-for-profit institutions) (Horn & Nevill, 2006). 

Table 10.1

Educational Attainment of Parents

Two-year 
public 

Four-year public Four-year private 
not-for-profit

High school or less 41% 27% 28%

Some postsecondary education 27% 23% 20%

Bachelor’s degree or higher 32% 50% 52%

Note. Adapted from Profile of Undergraduates in U.S. Postsecondary Education Institutions: 2003-2004 
by L. Horn and S. Nevill, 2006.

Since 1971, the proportion of first-generation students has declined steadily among first-time, 
full-time entering first-year college students at four-year institutions, reflecting increasing levels of 
education in the U.S. population (Saenz, Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, & Yeung, 2007). However, Saenz 
et al. cautioned that differences between racial/ethnic groups are cause for concern. Since 1975, 

African Americans have shown the greatest decline in their representation of first-generation 
college students—a declining rate that is of concern because it is faster than the relative 
proportion of African American adults without a college education as well as the decline of 
first-generation students in other racial/ethnic groups. (para. 4)

In 2005, the proportions of first-generation students within racial/ethnic groups were: Hispanic, 
38%; African American, 23%; Native American, 17%; Asian/Asian American, 19%; and White, 
13%. Although “first-generation students tend to have lower educational aspirations than non-
first-generation students” (para. 8), degree aspirations for both groups have been rising for the past 
three decades. This is encouraging because research provides evidence that “degree aspirations at 
college entry are critical indicators of eventual college success” (para. 8).  

However, the college experience can be particularly difficult for first-generation students. “Not 
only do first-generation students confront all the anxieties, dislocations, and difficulties of any college 
student, their experiences often involve substantial cultural as well as social and academic transi-
tions” (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004, p. 250). They are also more likely to leave 
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four-year institutions at the end of the first year of college and less likely to have earned a bachelor’s 
degree after five years than students whose parents are college graduates (Pascarella et al.).

Sexual Orientation
It is notoriously difficult to accurately estimate the number of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and trans-

gendered (GLBT) Americans. For the first time in its history, the 1990 Census allowed people to 
identify as unmarried partners. A massive campaign spearheaded by the National Gay and Lesbian 
Task Force likely contributed to a four-fold increase in same-sex cohabiting couples reporting in the 
2000 Census; 549,391 households or nearly 1.2 million gay and lesbian adults did so (Bradford, 
Barrett, & Honnold, 2002). Furthermore, Gates (2006) suggested that the willingness of same-
sex partners to identify themselves on government surveys will likely continue to increase as the 
stigma of homosexuality decreases.  

Still, the GLBT community is undercounted. The Census does not ask specifically about 
sexual orientation. Single gays and lesbians, those not living with their partners, youth living with 
their parents, senior citizens living in a family member’s household, those not comfortable outing 
themselves to a government agency, and bisexual and transgendered people are among those not 
specifically identified as GLBT in the Census. The Census did report same-sex partners living in 
99% of all counties (Bradford et al., 2002). Based on analyses of the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention’s National Survey of Family Growth, Gates (2006) estimated there are 8.8 million 
gay, lesbian, or bisexual adults in the US.

It is no simpler to count the number of college students who are GLBT, and data are not typi-
cally gathered in systematic ways. For example, NCES appears to collect no data regarding students’ 
sexual orientation, and the CIRP FS does not include a demographic item for sexual orientation. 
Although participants are assured confidentiality, the CIRP survey is not anonymous, and so some 
students likely would not disclose that information even if it were asked.   

Students with Disabilities 
Students who report disabilities represent a growing constituency on campus. In 1989-1990, 

prior to the passage and implementation of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, 7% of 
students reported having a disability (Horn & Khazzoom, 1994). Among all college students in 
the academic year 2003-2004, 11% reported they had a disability. Of those, the proportions of 
the disabilities they reported were: 25% orthopedic, 22% mental illness/depression, 17% health 
impairments/problems, 11% attention-deficit disorder, 8% specific learning disability, 5% hearing, 
4% visual, 0.4% speech, and 8% other (Horn & Nevill, 2006). According to Silverman (2008), 
earlier diagnosis of and improved treatments for mental illnesses have helped more affected stu-
dents complete high school and enroll in college. As a result, colleges and universities are likely to 
continue seeing an increase of these students on campus.

International Students 
According to the Institute of International Education (IIE, 2008c), in the 2007-2008 academic 

year, a record-high 623,805 international college students studied in the US, an increase of 7% 
over the previous year. Enrollments of new international students rose by 10%. India, China, South 
Korea, and Japan were the top four countries of origin, comprising 45% of all international students 
enrolled in higher education in the US. International students comprised 4% of U.S. enrollments 
(IIE, 2008b). On some campuses, international students represent a significant proportion of the 
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student body. For example, the IIE reported that 153 campuses hosted more than 1,000 international 
students; 63 had 10% or more international students. The 20 universities with the largest number 
of international students had enrollments ranging from a low of 3,910 (University of Wisconsin-
Madison) to a high of 7,189 (University of Southern California) (IIE, 2008a).  

Religion
In the CIRP FS, students indicated the following religious preferences: Christian, 72%; Jewish, 

3%; Buddhist, 1%; Hindu, 1%; Islamic, 1%; other religion, 3%; none, 19% (Pryor et al., 2008). 
This last figure indicating no religious preference has been increasing steadily from 11% in 1986 
(Pryor et al., 2007).  

Bryant, Choi, and Yasuno (2003) found that “although students became less religiously ac-
tive in the first year of college with respect to attending religious services, praying/meditating, 
and discussing religion, they became more committed to integrating spirituality into their lives”  
(p. 736). Based on their review of research, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) argued that “[e]vidence 
is mounting to suggest that students’ commitments to religious values during the college years may 
not so much increase or decrease as become reexamined, refined, and incorporated in subtle ways 
with other beliefs and philosophical dispositions” (pp. 284-285).  

Families
The majority of college students are neither married nor parents, but that percentage is higher 

at four-year institutions (78%) than at community colleges (55%). A greater proportion of com-
munity college students than students at four-year institutions are married with no dependents 
(10% vs. 6%), married with dependents (20% vs. 10%), and single parents (15% vs. 6%) (Horn & 
Nevill, 2006). The CIRP FS data from 2001, the last time the item was used, showed only 0.4% 
of first-year students were married (Pryor et al., 2007). In addition to obligations some students 
have to partners and children, others may also be caring for aging parents. 

Veterans 
It is not known how many military veterans are currently enrolled in college, but in 2008, 

the Veterans Administration “helped pay for the education or training of 336,527 veterans and 
active-duty personnel, 106,092 reservists and National Guardsmen, and 106,092 survivors” (De-
partment of Veterans Affairs, 2009, para. 9). On August 1, 2009, the Post-9/11 GI Bill went into 
effect, providing tuition, fees, books and supplies, and housing benefits to Iraq and Afghanistan 
war veterans. Department of Veterans Affairs officials estimated that 200,000 veterans would use 
these benefits to attend college in the fall 2009 semester (Wright, 2009).  

In 2008, the Student Veterans of America (SVA) organized to address the issues of education 
benefits and resource development. According to SVA President Derek Blumke, “The majority of 
campuses throughout the country currently lack the infrastructure to adequately support returning 
veterans in their transition from service member to student” (SVA, 2008, para. 2). Of the 723 col-
leges and universities that responded to a survey to assess the availability of programs and services 
for veterans, 57% provided programs and services designed specifically for service members and 
veterans. Public four-year (74%) and two-year (66%) institutions were more likely to offer these 
than were private not-for-profit colleges and universities (36%). Veteran-specific orientation was 
the least commonly offered service; just 4% of respondents indicated that their campus targeted 
orientation to this student population (Cook & Kim, 2009).  
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While transition issues for veterans are already complicated, Grossman (2009) estimated that 
as many as 40% of student veterans may also be psychologically or physically disabled. Iraq and 
Afghanistan veterans are expected to have the highest survival rates compared to earlier military 
conflicts (Church, 2009). Advances in body armor and in-field emergency medical care have si-
multaneously promoted survival and resulted in higher injury-to-death ratios, leading to higher 
rates of disabled veterans (Church). An estimated 19% of Iraq and Afghanistan veterans suffer 
from traumatic brain injury, while an estimated 20% of all veterans will suffer from PTSD or major 
depression (Rand Center for Military Health Policy Research, 2008). Because their injuries were 
incurred after their secondary level of education, many veterans with disabilities will not have had 
previous exposure to disability services commonly available in primary and secondary education, 
which presents special transition issues for this population of students (Grossman).

Academic Preparedness
In surveys for the Chronicle of Higher Education, high school teachers and college professors 

were asked about their perceptions of students’ preparation for college (Sanoff, 2006). Although 
both groups had reservations about students’ preparation for college, high school teachers gener-
ally had more positive views than college faculty members, who said that “students are inadequate 
writers, have trouble understanding difficult materials, fall short in knowledge of science and math, 
have poor study habits, and lack motivation” (Sanoff, p. B9). One professor complained that “stu-
dents don’t know how to study, how to organize and retain the information, or how to apply it” 
(Sanoff, p. B9). The groups’ assessments of students’ writing abilities differed substantially: 36% of 
teachers believed students were very well prepared for college-level demands in writing compared 
to just 6% of professors. Only 10% of teachers thought they were not well prepared, while 44% 
of professors believed that. 

In addition to concerns regarding students’ academic preparedness, a trend toward academic 
disengagement continues. In the CIRP FS, 40% of students reported feeling frequently bored in 
class during their senior year in high school, and 61% were late to class frequently or occasionally 
during the last year. Only 36% reported studying or doing homework for six or more hours per 
week in the past year. Although they reported spending little time studying, 47% indicated they 
earned “A” averages in high school, a rise of 7% since 1998, compared to a low of 18% in 1968 
(Pryor et al., 2007; Pryor et al., 2008). Said Astin, “The combination of academic disengagement 
and record grade inflation poses a real challenge for our higher education system, since students 
are entering college with less inclination to study but with higher academic expectations than ever” 
(qtd. in HERI, 2002, para. 26).

Once in college, estimates of the amount of time students spend studying vary. Students par-
ticipating in the 2007 Your First College Year (YFCY) Survey (Liu, Sharkness, & Pryor, 2008) 
were asked to indicate how much time they spent studying/doing homework during a typical 
week; 39% did so five or fewer hours per week. Researchers from the National Survey of Student 
Engagement (NSSE, 2007) reported that “the number of hours full-time students spend studying 
per week has remained constant since 2001 at about 13-14 hours, only about half what many faculty 
say is necessary to do well in their classes” (p. 13). The common recommendation from faculty is 
to study at least two hours outside of class for every hour in class for general study classes and 3-4 
hours for science courses (Kuh, 2003). Therefore, if students take 12-15 credit hours, they should 
be spending at least 24-30 hours per week studying and doing homework, if not more. In the YFCY 
study, just 7.1% of students studied/did homework more than 21 hours in a typical week. 

Yet, students’ studying behavior is at odds with expectations for their own academic perfor-
mance. Of participants in the CIRP FS, 62% estimated that chances were very good that they 
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would make at least a “B” average in college, a figure that has more than doubled from 27% when 
the question was first asked in 1971. Interestingly, the figure rose 6.1% in 2000, the year Millennial 
students, those students born between 1982 and 2002 (Howe & Strauss, 2000), began arriving on 
campuses. The Millennial generation has been described as confident, and that confidence seems 
to be reflected in that expectation of high grades.

Although students tend to study about twice as much in college as high school, many academics 
believe they still do not study enough, particularly if they intend to earn at least a “B” average, as 
most do. Furthermore, 74.9% of CIRP FS respondents intend to obtain a graduate or professional 
degree, and their undergraduate study habits are apt to influence if and where they do that. It appears 
that many students arrive at college having gotten high grades with little effort in high school and 
expect that will continue. “The wider and deeper college-going pool then brings these habits and 
expectations, not to mention a lack of preparation, with them to college” (Kuh, 2003, p. 28).

Student Experience Characteristics
In addition to learning about students’ background characteristics, it is helpful to examine 

various choices that help shape students’ college experiences. In this section, students are profiled 
in terms of their enrollment patterns and in their status as transfer, residential or commuter, online, 
and employed students. 

Enrollment Patterns
For the 2003-2004 academic year, 49% of students were enrolled full-time, 35% were enrolled 

part-time, and 16% changed their enrollment status (Chen, 2007). From 2000 to 2007, full-time 
enrollment had larger relative gains (24%) than part-time enrollment (10%). This pattern holds at 
both two- and four-year institutions and is expected to continue (Planty et al., 2009). Compared 
to exclusively full-time students, students who enrolled part-time exclusively were more likely to be 
older, female, Hispanic, first-generation, financially independent, and from low-income families (for 
dependent students). They were also more likely to take remedial courses. They were less likely to 
have a regular high school diploma and had lower expectations for earning a graduate degree (Chen, 
2007). According to Chen (2007), benefits to part-time enrollment include lower costs, increased 
access, and greater flexibility. However, part-time enrollment is often associated with behaviors that 
may deter degree completion, including enrollment interruption and excessive employment. Part-
time and intermittent (stopout) students, taken together, are now the majority of college students. 
However, stopping out, or having non-continuous or interrupted enrollment, negatively affects 
both time to degree and degree attainment (DesJardins, Ahlburg, & McCall, 2006).

McCormick (2003) described additional enrollment patterns, including swirling and double 
dipping. Swirling involves back-and-forth enrollment at two or more institutions. Double-dipping 
involves simultaneous enrollment at two institutions. Peter and Forrest Cataldi (2005) concluded 
that the common practice of attending more than one postsecondary institution as an undergradu-
ate is also negatively associated with time to degree and degree attainment. Among 2001 college 
graduates, 59% had attended more than one institution.    

Transfer Students
According to the National Center for Educational Statistics (Wirt et al., 2003), “One-half of 

the undergraduates who start at a public, two-year institution with the intention of obtaining a 
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bachelor’s degree and about one fourth of those who start with an associate’s degree goal transfer 
to a four-year institution within six years” (p. 44). About one quarter of those who begin at four-
year schools transfer to another institution. Students who begin at public, as opposed to private, 
four-year institutions are more likely to transfer and less likely to complete their bachelor’s degree. 
Obviously, transfer behavior is common; it can also be both beneficial and problematic. Vertical 
transfers (from two- to four-year schools) generally result in greater educational attainment, yet 
the time to degree completion is increased. Horizontal transfers (from four-year to four-year) 
may result in a better fit between the student and institution but will also likely result in greater 
time to degree completion and decreased likelihood of persistence to completion (Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 2005).

Residential and Commuter Students
In 2003-2004, 60% of undergraduate students lived off-campus and not with family, 25% lived 

with parents or other relatives, and 15% lived on campus. A larger percentage of undergraduates 
enrolled in private, not-for-profit institutions lived on campus (38%) than those attending public 
(12%) and private-for-profit institutions (2%) (Horn & Nevill, 2006). Of those participating in the 
CIRP FS, 80% planned to live in a college residence hall or other campus student housing (Pryor 
et al., 2008). Compared to commuter students, students who live on campus are more likely to 
persist and graduate. They are also more likely to participate in extracurricular activities and engage 
with other students and faculty (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).

Online Students
In the fall of 2006, almost 3.5 million students were taking at least one online course, a 10% 

increase over the previous year (as compared to the 1% increase in student enrollment during the 
same period). “Two-year associate’s institutions have the highest growth rates and account for over 
one-half of all online enrollments for the past five years” (Allen & Seaman, 2007, p. 1). Demand 
for online learning is still growing, and “83% [of ] institutions with online offerings expect their 
online enrollments to grow” (Allen & Seaman, p. 2). At 165,373 students, the online student 
population of the University of Phoenix has, by far, the largest enrollment of any institution of 
higher education in the country (Snyder et al., 2009).

Employed Students
Working while in college has become the norm (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). In 2007, about 

46% of full-time students were employed, and they were working more hours than in the past. 
Roughly 22% worked 20-34 hours per week, and 9% worked 35 or more hours. Although the 
numbers of hours part-time students worked has not increased measurably since 1970, 81% were 
employed in 2007. However, the percentage of part-time students working 35 or more hours per 
week decreased to 46% from 60% in 1970. Employment rates for full-time students were higher 
for women (48%) than men (43%) and Whites and Hispanics (48% and 49%) than Blacks and 
Asians (36% and 29%) (Planty et al., 2009). According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2009), 
part-time students (76%) and students enrolled at two-year colleges (56%) participate in the labor 
force at higher rates than full-time (39%) and four-year college students (31%). Among the first-
year students participating in the CIRP FS, 39% reported working 11 or more hours in a typical 
week during their last year in high school. Furthermore, 49% of students estimated that chances 
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were very good that they would get a job to help pay for college expenses; only 8% planned to work 
full-time (Pryor et al., 2008).  

Riggert, Boyle, Petrosko, Ash, and Rude-Parkins (2006) reported that nearly 80% of under-
graduates are employed and more than half of students under age 24 at four-year colleges work 
during the academic year. In their review of the impact of employment on students’ performance 
in college, they found inconsistent and contradictory findings. Salisbury, Padgett, and Pascarella 
(2009) found that the effects of work differed based on the nature of the employment and stu-
dents’ characteristics. Compared to non-workers, students who worked did not experience losses 
on educational outcomes. In some cases, working students experienced gains on several leadership 
development measures. “Overall students who work are not penalized in terms of their college ex-
periences or gains on educational outcomes as compared to students who do not work—regardless 
of the job’s location or the number of hours worked” (Salisbury et al., p. 1). 

Salisbury et al. (2009) did, however, find some isolated negative effects for working students. 
For example, working 21 or more hours per week off campus had a significant negative influence 
on critical thinking. In another study, “students who worked more than 20 hours per week on or off 
campus had substantially lower grades than” students who did not work, worked 20 hours or less 
on campus, or worked 20 hours or less off campus (Pike, Kuh, & Massa-McKinley, 2008, p. 571). 
Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) concluded, “on- or off-campus work during college, particularly if 
it is only part-time, may not consistently or seriously inhibit student learning” (p. 149). Consistent 
with an earlier study, Salisbury et al. argued that “it seems reasonable to conclude that any negative 
consequences of work during college on cognitive growth may only become manifest when one is 
working more than about 20 hours per week” (p. 34).

However, Bozick (2007) found that “students from low-income families are more likely to 
work . . . and to live at home during the first year of college,” and this can “impede their chances of 
continuing into the second year” (p. 1). Furthermore, “students who work more than 20 hours a 
week and who live at home are more likely to leave school during the first year than are those who 
work 20 hours a week or less and who reside on campus” (p. 1). Working necessarily reduces the 
discretionary time students have to devote to academics, but its impact is unclear. 

Implications for Orientation
Understanding the characteristics of American college students leads to a number of implications 

for orientation. Students who integrate successfully into the academic and social environments of 
the campus are more likely to persist (Tinto, 1993), though some students may benefit from inte-
gration in one realm (academic or social) more than the other (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 
2004). As they facilitate new students’ transitions into college, orientation programs can play an 
important role in student retention (Council for the Advancement of Standards, 2009). A variety 
of factors addressed in the preceding sections can influence the ways in which students connect 
with the campus and persist at the institution.  

Student Diversity
As noted throughout the chapter, there is tremendous diversity among today’s students, and 

many of their background characteristics and college experiences will influence how they become 
engaged in campus life. Furthermore, the multiple dimensions of students’ identities also interact 
to influence their outlook and experience. Harper and Quaye (2009) argued that, 
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When students enter with characteristics and backgrounds that suggest they need customized 
services and resources, we maintain that educators and administrators should be proactive in 
assessing those needs and creating the environmental conditions that will enable such students 
to thrive. (p. 12) 

In writing about various groups of students, most authors in the Harper and Quaye collection point 
to orientation as one program that needs to be tailored to meet specific needs. Therefore, as student 
diversity increases, so does the need to attend to the issues it presents. Although some students enter 
college with much exposure to and interaction with diverse populations, many do not. However, 
there are positive indicators that students of the Millennial generation are more open to diversity 
and have a more expansive view of diversity, seeing it as more than a Black-White issue (Broido, 
2004). In addition to being aware of national trends, it is critical for orientation professionals to 
know and understand the characteristics of students on their campus, ensuring that programming 
efforts help students interact successfully and substantively with diverse peers.

Age, gender, and race and ethnicity.ëë  There is much interplay between this set of student 
characteristics. Rates of participation in higher education, retention, and graduation vary 
based on combinations of these characteristics. For instance, the enrollment of students 
25 and older is predicted to increase, and older women are contributing to the growing 
gender gap (Snyder et al., 2009); there are also large disparities in degree completion by 
income and race/ethnicity for male and female students (King, 2006). It is important to 
evaluate orientation programs to be certain that both the content and structure of orienta-
tion are relevant and accessible to older students and racial and ethnic minorities of both 
genders. 
Income level and first-generation students.ëë  These factors are also closely correlated as more 
first-generation students come from low-income families than peers with college-educated 
parents. First-generation students are also more likely to be Black or Hispanic (Chen, 
2005). As noted by Pascarella et al. (2004), first-generation students often face substantial 
social and academic transitions, as they have not been privy to tacit information from their 
families about how colleges work. Orientation offers an early opportunity to help ease these 
transitions, reinforce degree aspirations that are critical indicators of college success, and 
connect students with academic and social supports to promote their retention.   
GLBT students.ëë  In coming to college, GLBT students must decide whether to disclose this 
aspect of their identities and to whom. In their study of students coming out in college, 
Evans and Broido (1999) found that,

The environment had a strong influence on whether and to what extent a person came 
out to others. Factors that encouraged individuals to come out included being around 
supportive people; perceiving the overall climate as supportive; and having lesbian, 
gay, and bisexual role models in the environment . . . . Factors that discouraged com-
ing out included a lack of community in the residence hall, lack of support, and active 
hostility. (p. 663)

Orientation is one of the early opportunities GLBT students will have to assess the campus 
environment. Among factors that will contribute to a positive assessment of the climate are 
positive role models (e.g., student orientation leaders, staff, and faculty) who are openly 
GLBT, examples in discussions and programs that reflect their sexual orientation, and the 
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inclusion of GLBT student services and resources in institutional web sites, orientation 
packets, and other materials. 
Students with disabilities.ëë  The USDE Office for Civil Rights (2007) provides information 
for students with disabilities transitioning to postsecondary education. Although students 
with disabilities are entitled to accommodations in college, they will not have an Individu-
alized Education Program as they did in high school. Therefore, students must become 
more active agents in securing necessary accommodations. Orientation programs must also 
accommodate students with disabilities (e.g., sign language interpreters for students with 
hearing impairments, accessible venues for orientation events) and ensure that students 
know how to access necessary services. Staff members who work specifically with students 
with disabilities should be involved in planning for orientation, and student orientation 
leader training should help prepare them for assisting students with disabilities.
International students.ëë  International students present a wide range of special needs. When 
they arrive on campus, many face challenges including homesickness, anxiety, language 
barriers, financial concerns, social norms, cultural expectations, diet, gender roles, academic 
demands, and discrimination (Anderson, Carmichael, Harper, & Huang, 2009). Anderson 
et al. recommended a three-stage orientation program for international students. First, a 
pre-orientation DVD with subtitles should be sent prior to a student’s arrival to introduce 
the institution and its many available resources. The second stage would help domestic stu-
dents learn about the challenges international students face and the benefits they provide 
to the campus. Finally, an ongoing orientation, perhaps as part of a semester-long course, 
would help students overcome culture shock, balance participation in the new culture 
with maintenance of their own cultural identities, and promote their academic and social 
growth.  
Religion.ëë  Because many students are apt to reexamine and refine their religious beliefs during 
college (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), orientation programs might address the possibility 
that new students’ religious views will likely be challenged, and they will also be supported 
to examine their beliefs and values. Students should also be provided information on campus 
and community organizations to address their religious and spiritual needs. 

Furthermore, “students who identify as members of minority religious groups can 
face a variety of barriers to their full participation in the campus culture and are at risk 
of feeling isolated or marginalized” (Mahaffey & Smith, 2009, p. 96). These barriers may 
include inadequate access to appropriate food (e.g., kosher meals, meatless dishes), strong 
presence of alcohol that violates religious beliefs, and lack of availability of places to 
worship. At minimum, orientation programs must recognize and accommodate various 
religious traditions. 
Veterans.ëë  Given the expected influx of veterans, more campuses might consider programs 
and services targeted specifically to help these students transition into college. Many veterans 
may need to access services for students with disabilities, and many may need assistance 
understanding and accessing benefits afforded through the Post-9/11 GI Bill. Orientation 
staff should be trained to understand veterans’ needs and know where to refer them for 
additional support. 

Student Enrollment Patterns and Experiences
Beyond students’ background characteristics, their college experiences are shaped by the ways 

in which they participate in higher education. These enrollment patterns and experiences also have 
implications for orientation.  



	 A Profile of Participating Students	 161

Transfer and mixed-enrollment students.ëë  Transfer students and those who swirl or double-dip 
have special needs for information and academic advice at both their sending and receiv-
ing institutions. Issues of transfer credit, course substitution, course access, and different 
curricular requirements can be compounded by new and different terminology. Extra time 
and attention to advising these students is generally needed. Furthermore, some transfer 
students, because they have been to college, may operate under the shaky assumption that 
they already know what they need to know, and so may be less likely to participate actively 
in orientation programs.  
Online students.ëë  Completion rates in online courses are lower than in traditional course 
settings. Students must take more initiative and be more self-motivated in the online 
environment. The most critical barrier to widespread adoption of online education—the 
need for more disciplined study habits (Allen & Seaman, 2007)—has implications for 
orientation. Online students may need more guidance about study habits and academic 
advising that recognizes the special nature of taking one or more courses online. Because 
many online students are also geographically distant from campus, they are likely to need 
access to orientation online as well.
Commuter students, employed students, and students with families.ëë  These students share at 
least one common trait—all are in situations that can reduce the amount of discretionary 
time they have to devote to academic pursuits. Commuter students are less likely than their 
on-campus peers to participate in extracurricular activities, engage with other students 
and faculty, and persist and graduate (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Employed students 
should be alerted that working more than 20 hours per week may negatively affect their 
academic performance, and they should be offered strategies—including the possibility of 
on-campus employment—to mitigate those potentially negative impacts. Finally, orienta-
tion programs should be prepared to address the special needs of students for information 
about child care, spousal benefits, and how to help the family be supportive of the student’s 
educational endeavors. Pike and Kuh (2005) recommended the development of innovative 
strategies to help nontraditional students and their families become engaged on campus. 
Because commuters, employed students, and students with families may rely on valuable 
social connections away from campus, academic integration may be more important to their 
persistence. Advice on ways to engage with faculty, academically related student organiza-
tions (e.g., the biology club), and their classroom peers may be beneficial.
Residential students.ëë  In contrast to commuter students, residential students face a differ-
ent type of transition. The move from living at home to living in a college residence hall is 
fraught with some of the greatest transitional challenges faced by new students. Learning to 
live with such challenges as a roommate (very possibly not of the student’s choosing), noise, 
peers with different social and identity characteristics, and newfound personal independence 
are just a few of the issues that should be addressed in helping new students adjust to living 
on campus (Blimling, 1995). Orientation programs can alert both students and parents to 
expected challenges and provide strategies for dealing successfully with the transition. 

Conclusion
A primary goal of orientation is to help students adapt to the academic demands of college. 

Given the mismatch between students’ self-reported study habits and expectations for academic 
performance and subsequent graduate degrees, they should be aided in setting realistic expectations. 
In other words, in order to perform at a high level, students will need to invest substantial time 
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in academic endeavors. Upper-class undergraduates who have performed well academically and 
engaged in campus activities can share strategies with new students about achieving this balance. 
It is important that these role models represent a diverse range of background characteristics and 
enrollment patterns. Orientation programs should make a special effort to encourage and enable 
involvement on campus in effective educational practices, such as learning communities, service-
learning, and study abroad, since they are known to deepen student learning and lead to greater 
persistence and retention (NSSE, 2007).  

Effective orientation programs should be built upon an understanding of the diverse charac-
teristics and needs of students and should help students know what it will take to be a successful 
college student at their institutions. Staff should collaborate with experts across the campus to 
contribute to retention and graduation of students.  

Notes
1In this chapter, we use both Black and African American as a racial identifier, retaining the lan-
guage used in the original source.
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Chapter 11
Creating a Developmental Framework 
for New Student Orientation to Address 
the Needs of Diverse Populations
Archie P. Cubarrubia and Jennifer C. Schoen

A successful transition during the first year of college is critical to student success (Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 2005; Robinson, Burns, & Gaw, 1996), especially for students from low-income and 
racial and ethnic minority groups, who persist and graduate at lower rates than their majority 

counterparts (NCES, 2008). As an increasingly diverse group of students enters higher education, 
the challenge for higher education administrators is to ensure that all students—regardless of their 
cultural, racial, ethnic, or socioeconomic background—are integrated successfully into the academic 
and social communities of the institution (Chang, Altbach, & Lomotey, 2005; Kerr, 1993; Tinto, 
1993). Institutional interventions such as new student orientation and first-year programs assist 
students in their transition to college and foster their integration into the campus community dur-
ing the first year (Pascarella, Terenzini, & Wolfle, 1986; Robinson et al.; Zakely, 2003). However, 
the body of literature on the impact of college experiences on student development and success is 
mainly theoretical (Pascarella & Terenzini), and the extent to which these developmental theories 
are applied in the implementation of student services, particularly those theories that address mi-
nority student groups, is unknown. Despite the generally accepted and understood value of using 
student development theory in practice (Evans, Forney, Guido-DiBrito, 1998; McEwen, 2003; 
Strange & King, 1990) and despite the proliferation of these theories since the 1980s (King & 
Howard-Hamilton, 2000), there is little research that indicates the extent to which student affairs 
functional units regularly apply student development theory in the design and implementation 
of their programs. Although the standards and guidelines for orientation programs promulgated 
by the Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS) notes that the 
orientation program “must incorporate student learning and student development in its mission” 
(Dean, 2006, p. 267), the extent to which this standard is applied is also unknown. We believe that 
intentionally using student development theory to develop and deliver new student programs is 
critical to ensure that the needs of diverse student populations are addressed.

This chapter suggests a framework for delivering first-year experiences that address diverse 
students’ developmental needs. First, an overview of changing student demographics in higher 
education is presented. Second, several challenges facing diverse student populations are addressed. 
Third, a theoretical basis for creating a developmental framework is presented. Finally, consider-
ations for planning and implementing orientation based on the developmental needs of diverse 
student populations are discussed.
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Changing Demographics in Higher Education
Consistent with changes in the U.S. population and as a result of key federal and state legislation 

allowing increased access to college, there are more—and increasingly diverse—students entering 
postsecondary education. For example, 32% of students enrolled in postsecondary degree-granting 
institutions in 2007 were students of color (Planty et al., 2009). At public four-year institutions, 
students who are racial or ethnic minorities comprised 28% of enrolled students, while at public 
two-year institutions, students who are racial or ethnic minorities comprised 38% of enrolled stu-
dents (Planty et al.). In addition, almost three quarters of all students enrolled in postsecondary 
education display at least one characteristic that classifies them as “nontraditional” (Choy, 2002). 
These characteristics include delayed enrollment, part-time attendance, full-time employment while 
enrolled, financial independence, responsibility for dependents other than a spouse, single parent 
status, and a lack of a high school diploma. Finally, postsecondary enrollment patterns since the 
1970s reflect an increasingly mobile student body. For example, Peter and Forrest Cataldi (2005) 
found that 59% of first-time bachelor’s degree recipients attended at least two institutions. Similarly, 
Adelman (2006) found that 57% of high school seniors in 1992 who subsequently earned more 
than 10 credits at a postsecondary institution attended at least two institutions.

The impact increasing enrollments and diversification of the student body have on higher edu-
cation institutions is clear. Between the mid-1970s to the mid-2000s, the number of postsecondary 
degree-granting institutions increased more than 40%, the greatest increase of which was among 
two- and four-year for-profit institutions (NCES, 2008). Accordingly, the past 30 years have also 
seen shifts in academic and social offerings, services, and amenities across campuses. 

Challenges Facing Diverse Student Populations
Diverse student populations in higher education face a number of challenges. Although 

these challenges may apply to majority student populations as well, they are particularly salient 
for minority student populations. These challenges include decreased access to and affordability 
of postsecondary education; inadequate preparation for postsecondary education; and limited 
networks of support. New student programs must address these challenges to ensure the successful 
transition of students—particularly those from diverse populations.

Limited Accessibility to and Affordability of Postsecondary Education
Despite gains in postsecondary enrollment across all ethnic and racial minority groups over the 

past 30 years, certain populations continue to experience limited access to postsecondary education 
(Haycock, 2006). The Secretary of Education’s Commission on the Future of Higher Education 
observed, for example, that “too few Americans prepare for, participate in, and complete higher 
education—especially those underserved and nontraditional groups who make up an ever-greater 
proportion of the population” (U.S. Department of Education, 2006, p. 8). In addition, those 
students who do enroll in postsecondary education often find that the cost of attendance can be a 
barrier to retention and success. The Commission found that access to and success in higher edu-
cation is “unduly limited by the complex interplay of inadequate preparation, lack of information 
about college opportunities, and persistent financial barriers” (p. 8). 

Although the interrelated challenges of accessibility and affordability can impact many post-
secondary students, they are particularly salient to students from low-income families. In 2006, 
it was estimated that more than 38 million people—13% of the entire U.S. population—were 
defined as living below the poverty threshold (Webster & Bishaw, 2007). Of those low-income 
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students who are academically qualified to attend college, fewer than half enroll in a four-year 
institution within two years of graduating high school compared with 80% of students who come 
from higher-income families (Carnevale & Desrochers, 2003). More recent data show that family 
income continues to be a barrier to immediate college enrollment. Enrollment rates were consis-
tently higher for students from high-income families than for students from low-income families in 
each year between 1972 and 2006 (NCES, 2008). The Advisory Committee on Student Financial 
Assistance (ACSFA, 2002) estimates that nearly two million college-ready high school graduates 
from low- and middle-income families are not able to attend college because of financial barriers. 
Of those low-income students who do enroll in postsecondary education, only half receive their 
bachelor’s degrees within six years, compared with more than three quarters of students from high-
income families (Berkner, He, & Forrest Cataldi, 2002).

Clearly, issues of college accessibility and affordability can have an impact on students’ success, 
not just during the first year but throughout their academic careers. Even for those students who 
are admitted to an institution and enroll, financial concerns can hinder a smooth transition into 
the campus community. 

Inadequate Preparation for Postsecondary Education
Similarly, another challenge that students from diverse populations face is inadequate preparation 

for the academic and social demands of postsecondary education. Widely varying levels of academic 
rigor in high schools can have an impact on students’ preparation for college-level work. Of the 70% 
of public high school attendees who graduate, only 32% are qualified to attend a four-year college 
(Greene & Forster, 2003). This challenge is particularly relevant to students from low-income and 
racial minority families. For example, only 8% of students from low-income families have access 
to a rigorous secondary school curriculum that prepares them for college, compared with 28% of 
students from higher-income families (Greene & Forster). Even for those low-income students with 
college aspirations, inadequate preparation can hinder college attendance. The literature indicates 
that most low-income teenagers say they plan to attend college, but few actually receive adequate 
information on what it takes to enroll and succeed in college (Matthews, 2009). The situation is 
more dire for racial minority students. Of the 51% of Black students who graduate from public 
high schools, only 20% are considered college-ready. Similarly, only 16% of Hispanic students who 
graduate from public high schools are college-ready (Greene & Forster). For those racial minority 
students who do enroll in postsecondary education, inadequate preparation can lead to poor success 
and attainment rates. Bachelor’s attainment rates for students aged 25-29 reveal disparities across 
racial groups, with 34% of White students receiving their bachelor’s degree by age 29, compared 
with 18% of Black students and 11% of Hispanic students (Haycock, 2006).

A key consideration in the inadequate preparation of students for postsecondary education is a 
fundamental misalignment between the K-12 curriculum and college expectations. For example, a 
survey of high school teachers and college faculty conducted by The Chronicle of Higher Education 
(Sanoff, 2006) found that 44% of college faculty held the view that incoming students were not 
prepared for college-level writing, compared with 90% of high school teachers who considered 
them prepared. The frequency of remediation at the college level provides a disturbing indicator of 
students’ lack of preparation for postsecondary education; nearly half of all students take at least 
one remedial course in college (Adelman, 2004).
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Limited Networks of Support
Finally, limited networks of support at home and on campus can lead to disengagement from 

the campus community, particularly for first-generation, racial, and sexual minority student groups. 
For many minority students, college-going may not be perceived as a priority or necessity by family 
and friends. For those students who are the first in their family to enroll in postsecondary education, 
a perceived lack of support can have an impact on the transition to the campus community. In 2000, 
34% of students entering four-year colleges and 53% of students entering two-year colleges were 
first-generation college students (Choy, 2002). Literature suggests that these students are often at 
a disadvantage, lacking knowledge about attending college, support from family income, expecta-
tions of attaining a degree, and specific career plans (McCarron & Inkelas, 2006; Terenzini, 1995). 
In addition, many first-generation students, particularly those from working-class backgrounds, 
experience an “identity crisis” during their transition to college in their first year. They feel com-
pelled to leave their cultural heritage behind and adopt new identities as college students (Duffy, 
2007). This new identity, unknown to family and friends, can alienate students from their support 
systems at home. Many of these students feel ostracized for pursuing postsecondary education, 
while at the same time obligated to maintain ties to their families in their roles as breadwinners 
(Ortiz, 2000). Therefore, students whose parents do not have a college degree often have a more 
difficult transition to college.

Similarly, youth from foster care backgrounds often experience challenges resulting from a 
limited support network. More than 500,000 children and youth, the majority of whom are racial 
minorities, are in foster care in the United States (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
2007). Of the college-aged youth in foster care, a majority have little to no support for pursuing 
postsecondary education. Only 7–13% of students who have spent time in foster care attend col-
lege, and only 2-12% of those students obtain their bachelor’s degree (Pecora et al., 2005). Students 
coming to college from foster care often require more attention than other first-generation college 
students because of their independent status. They often arrive at college in survival mode and are 
focused on their basic needs for safe and stable year-round housing, food, transportation, money, 
and healthcare (Bassett & Emerson, 2008). Too many youth and their caregivers lack basic infor-
mation about what college entails and the resources that exist at the college level that can address 
their life circumstances and unique support needs (Basset & Emerson). 

A lack of adequate support networks on campus can also impact lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans-
gender, and questioning (LGBTQ) students’ transition into an institution. According to Evans 
and Broido (1999), the importance of a supportive college environment is particularly relevant to 
this population given that college is often the environment for the coming out process (as cited in 
Longerbeam, Inkelas, Johnson, & Lee, 2007). However, the campus climate is often inhospitable for 
these students, and they spend a great deal of energy hiding a crucial component of their identities 
from their peers, faculty, and staff for fear of harassment. In a 2005 study conducted by the National 
Gay and Lesbian Task Force (Rankin), for example, more than a third of LGBTQ undergraduates 
experienced harassment. Twenty percent of LGBTQ students, faculty, and staff feared for their 
physical safety, and nearly 60% of the undergraduates in the survey concealed their sexual orienta-
tion or gender identity to avoid intimidation. Clearly, for LGBTQ students, a perception of a lack 
of a safe and supportive network can impact their transition into the campus community.

A lack of support networks can have a negative impact on student transition and success. 
This challenge is perhaps the least tangible among the myriad issues that new students face during 
their first year. However, this challenge is one that orientation and first-year programs can have 
the most impact addressing. 
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Using Student Development Theory to Address the Needs of Diverse 
Student Populations

Given the importance of student development theory in practice (Evans et al., 1998; King & 
Howard-Hamilton, 2000), a developmental approach should be used to address the challenges 
that diverse student populations face in their transition to college. For example, the successful 
transition and integration of first-year students to college, particularly traditional-aged students, 
hinges on the accomplishment of certain developmental tasks, among the most important of 
which are the negotiation of an individual’s identity and the subsequent process of enculturation 
to the institution (Casas & Pytluk, 1995; Cubarrubia, 2003). Berry (1993) defines enculturation 
as “the socialization process by which individuals acquire…the host of cultural and psychological 
qualities that are necessary to function as a member of one’s group” (p. 272). Because the first year 
of college is developmentally significant (Robinson et al., 1996), higher education administrators 
have an opportunity to actively engage in students’ enculturation and engender integration into 
the college community from students’ first year. 

The challenges for practitioners in addressing the demands on students’ identity development are  
as diverse as the groups to which they belong. Each population establishes its own cultural identity, 
i.e., shared values, beliefs, knowledge, and traditions (Cubarrubia, 2003), with unique needs and 
demands that are placed on students. Individual students can choose to identify with many differ-
ent cultures depending on their individual identity development and how they manage conflicts 
among these identities or assimilate their differences. The goal for higher education administra-
tors is to help students develop bicultural efficacy, “an individual’s expectations that he or she can 
manage the stress and conflict of living in two cultures at the same time without suffering negative 
psychological consequences or compromising his/her personal and cultural identity” (Coleman, 
1992, p. 7). By providing students with first-year experiences that help facilitate their bicultural 
efficacy, higher education administrators help ensure students’ smooth transition into the academic 
and social contexts of the institution—their enculturation into the campus community.

To facilitate students’ enculturation into the institution, we propose a framework for developing 
and implementing new student orientation programs that recognizes the developmental needs of 
all students and facilitates their integration into the campus community. We offer this framework 
not as a prescriptive approach but rather as a series of considerations that should be explored when 
planning, implementing, and assessing new student orientation programs.

Several developmental theories serve as the foundation for this framework. Chickering and 
Reisser’s (1993) vectors of student development, based on Erikson’s (1959) stages of identity devel-
opment, identified critical developmental milestones in college-aged students. Similar theories of 
identity development addressing specific cultural groups based on ethnicity (Phinney, 1992), race 
(Cross, 1991; Helms & Cook, 1999; Pope, 2000), sexual orientation (Cass, 1979; Chojnacki & 
Gelberg, 1995; D’Augelli, 1991; 1994), and religious development (Love & Talbot, 1999) provide 
insight on approaches to developing and delivering interventions that may impact that cultural 
group more effectively. Tinto’s (1993) model of student attrition cites developmental milestones 
as potential variables in determining student persistence. Jones and McEwen’s (2000) model of 
multiple identity development provides context for how different facets of students’ identities 
interact with situations and with each other. Finally, Schlossberg’s Transition Theory (Schlossberg, 
Waters, & Goodman, 1995) provides a context to view student development issues occurring dur-
ing the first year of college. A few of these theories are briefly discussed here.

Chickering and Reisser’s (1993) vectors of student development are based on Erikson’s (1959) 
model of identity formation and describe the developmental experiences of college students. Each 
vector identifies a set of physical, emotional, psychological, and social developmental tasks that 
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students typically accomplish while they are in college. Establishing identity is the key consid-
eration in this framework, as it describes the process by which individuals integrate various life 
experiences with their own sense of self, their personality, motivation, and skills. In essence, once 
students know who they are (i.e., they become comfortable with their own values, beliefs, and 
motivations), they are better able to understand and embody their social and cultural roles in the 
institutional community, particularly regarding race, gender, and sexual orientation. The process 
of integration is ongoing and dependent on an individual’s values and experiences. Indeed, “the 
discovery and refinement of one’s unique way of being” (p. 35) is central to Chickering and Reis-
ser’s process of individuation. 

The development of minority identity follows a similar dynamic in that “minority cultural 
identities are not fixed or monolithic but multivocal, and even contradictory” (McCarthy, 1994, 
p. 82). In developing strategies for counseling racial minorities, Atkinson, Morten, and Sue (1993) 
outlined the following five stages of racial identity development: (a) conformity, (b) dissonance, 
(c) resistance and immersion, (d) introspection, and (e) synergistic articulation and awareness. 
These stages describe the process by which racial minority individuals negotiate the demands of 
identity formation while living in a majority environment. A similar progression of questioning 
and acceptance is present in the stages of sexual identity development (Cass, 1979; Chojnacki & 
Gelberg, 1995; D’Augelli, 1991; 1994). The final stage in both racial and sexual identity develop-
ment models represents the point at which individuals develop an identity that reflects elements 
from both dominant and minority cultural groups. For many institutional programs, the goal is 
to help students achieve “cultural savvy” by helping them articulate and express their individual 
cultural identities and by facilitating an understanding of life experiences in a multicultural society. 
Indeed, “inhibiting the expression of cultural identity in [our communities] denies learning oppor-
tunities that not only promote the development of complex meaning-making but also strengthens 
students’ sense of self and [helps them] acquire competencies needed to thrive in a diverse world 
community” (Ortiz, 2000, p. 67). 

Because social identities rarely exist in a vacuum, individuals have multiple dimensions of 
identity that influence their attitudes and behaviors in any given context. The intersection of stu-
dents’ membership in various identity groups exemplifies the integrative and contextual interaction 
of multiple identities proposed by Jones and McEwen (2000). In this model, “the importance of 
considering the influences of dimensions such as race, culture, social class, and sexual orientation” 
(p. 410) is significant in understanding the effects of multiple dimensions of identity. That multiple 
identities, even conflicting ones (such as sexual identity, gender identity, and religious identity) can 
simultaneously coexist and even influence each other, is possible in this model. Indeed, “more than 
one identity dimension can be engaged by the individual at any one time” (p. 410). The relative 
salience of each dimension of identity is contextual; in some instances, a particular dimension may 
take precedence over another. Individuals must continuously negotiate these elements based on 
changing contexts and life experiences.

A successful transition to college engages an individual’s identity with institutional culture 
in Tinto’s (1987) interactional model of student attrition. In this model, the interplay between 
student characteristics and institutional experiences determines student persistence. Successful 
student retention rests on the congruence between the following major factors: (a) an individual’s 
expectations prior to arriving at college and his or her experiences while there and (b) the institu-
tion’s academic and social orientation. If there is a “fit” for both the student and the institution, 
commitment to the institution and subsequent persistence is more likely.

Similarly, Schlossberg’s (1995) transition theory is relevant to a discussion of student transi-
tion into the college environment. Although originally conceived as an adult development theory, 
Schlossberg’s theory is applicable to traditional-aged student populations as well (Evans et al., 
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1998). The transition theory considers events in an individual’s experiences that result in significant 
changes in roles, relationships, routines, and assumptions and identifies factors that influence an 
individual’s ability to cope with the transition. These factors include situation, self, support, and 
strategies. In a postsecondary setting, a student’s transition experience is influenced by these factors. 
As such, higher education administrators have an opportunity to provide appropriate interventions 
to ensure that the student’s transition is as smooth as possible.

Considering Tinto’s interactional model of attrition and Schlossberg’s transition theory along 
with research on identity development of minority students, a powerful framework emerges for 
developing and implementing new student orientation programs that address the needs of diverse 
student populations. These developmental theories are lenses through which the challenges faced 
by students from diverse backgrounds may be addressed.

Considerations in Creating a Developmental Framework for 
Orientation Programs

To facilitate students’ successful transition into the campus community, orientation, reten-
tion, and transition professionals must address the developmental needs of students from diverse 
backgrounds in their programs. We suggest creating a framework for planning and implementing 
programs using student development theory for minority student populations which considers 
the unique challenges and experiences each student brings to campus. This framework should in-
tentionally embed developmental theories for specific student populations (as appropriate to the 
institution) in all aspects of program development and delivery: staff recruitment, staff training, 
marketing, and outreach. Although we do not advocate a one-size-fits-all approach as institutional 
mission and student populations differ widely from campus to campus, we provide a set of six 
questions to consider when creating first-year experiences that address the developmental needs 
of diverse student groups.

Assessment and Planning
Assessment is critical to the success of new student orientation programs designed to address 

the needs of diverse student populations. Assessment ensures that programs meet the needs of 
internal and external constituents (Love & Estanek, 2004; Upcraft & Schuh, 1996). Effective plan-
ning uses the assessment process to consider the changing demographics of the campus, explore 
current research on student development theory, and measure effectiveness from previous years’ 
iterations of the program. In many cases, new student programs rely too heavily on tradition and 
do not demonstrate the flexibility to address changing student demographics and the needs of 
those populations. To ensure that orientation and first-year programs remain relevant, orientation 
professionals must regularly assess the institutional landscape and identify student populations 
whose unique needs are not currently being addressed by existing programs. In planning, orienta-
tion and transition professionals should explore the following questions:

1.	 What do I know about my student population? Since each incoming class is unique, we 
advocate for planning that involves an annual landscape analysis and corresponding needs 
assessment of the institution’s current and expected student population. Such an analysis 
may provide a helpful overview of how adequately and effectively current services address 
the needs of specific student groups. Such an analysis will also allow orientation profession-
als to identify gaps in the services needed by students, particularly those from low-income 
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and minority populations. Partnerships with admissions staff, enrollment managers, and 
institutional researchers are critical to facilitate the collection and analysis of student 
demographic information. In addition, focus groups with current first-year students from 
diverse backgrounds may provide feedback on the effectiveness of existing programs in 
meeting their unique developmental needs. 

2.	 What does current research say about my student population? To address fully the needs of 
diverse student groups, it is important to consider current research on student develop-
ment in planning orientation and first-year programs. Orientation professionals must 
increase their professional expertise and functional knowledge of critical issues facing 
diverse student populations to better facilitate the creation of learning environments for 
these populations. Accordingly, time and effort for research and analysis must be built into 
the program planning process. Partnerships with faculty, library services, and colleagues 
in other student services areas, such as multicultural services or offices for specific cultural 
groups, can facilitate increased professional capacity for analyzing and applying relevant 
research. 

3.	 What is the balance between creating programs for some students and creating programs for all 
students? The goal of addressing specific underrepresented populations during orientation 
is not to give each student group a unique or segregated orientation experience; rather, it 
is to recognize that each group needs specific information and connections, presented in a 
specific way, to make the most of their first-year experience. For example, orientation pro-
fessionals should explore the impact of existing program facets (e.g., fees, format, length, 
schedule of educational sessions, social activities) on the development of students from 
diverse populations. Careful planning around the method and timing of developmental 
interventions during students’ transitions in their first year allows orientation programs to 
facilitate the development of student identity, minimize student stigmatization, and provide 
opportunities to interact with other students from both similar and different backgrounds. 
Students from diverse backgrounds, including those from majority groups, benefit from 
this thoughtful planning and incorporation of developmental theory. For some programs, 
interest sessions targeted for specific student groups may be appropriate. For others, a reit-
eration of the institution’s nondiscrimination policy throughout the summer orientation 
session may suffice. An in-depth discussion or series of discussions and presentations started 
during the summer orientation session and continued during the first-year seminar may 
be necessary for other groups. Although approaches differ, the opportunity for students 
to interact with peers from similar and different backgrounds is critical to their successful 
transition into the campus community.

Implementation
The implementation of new student orientation programs for diverse groups requires that 

all aspects of the program are viewed from the mindset of students who may be facing significant 
challenges in their transition to the campus community. Given the realities of program constraints, 
orientation professionals may need to leverage existing programs in order to respond to students’ 
needs. Orientation, retention, and transition professionals must clearly articulate the value of ori-
entation to the entire campus community and use existing human and financial resources available 
in other offices on campus to address first-year student issues—especially those issues that have a 
critical impact on diverse student populations. The goals of the orientation program must also be 
tied to the mission of the institution and clarify why all members of the campus community must 
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deliver services to first-year students using a developmental framework during the transitional first 
year of college. Additional questions to ask during the implementation phase include:

4.	 How does my program address challenges related to accessibility and affordability? Although 
increasing access to college is not typically addressed during orientation programs (unless the 
program is offered in conjunction with the institution’s recruitment activities), it is critical 
to recognize that accessibility and affordability pose a challenge to a number of students, 
particularly those from low-income and racial minority backgrounds. For example, some 
first-year students may have overcome significant challenges to be admitted and enrolled 
in the institution. Similarly, some students who attend orientation programs may be fac-
ing significant financial challenges, including taking on substantial student loan debt or 
foregoing a paycheck in order to attend the program, particularly in the summer. A key 
consideration is recognizing that these circumstances are the reality for many students, and 
orientation programs must either explicitly or implicitly acknowledge these challenges when 
establishing program fees. If feasible, financial contingencies, in the form of scholarships or 
fee waivers, help ensure that students from low-income backgrounds are able to participate 
in these programs. If an institution recognizes the importance of support systems—such as 
familial support—to the success of its students, the institution should also consider waiving 
fees for parent/guardian programs for some students. 

In addition, all students benefit from receiving information related to funding their 
college education. First-generation and low-income students often face financial barriers 
to persistence and success in college. Introducing financial aid counselors as approachable, 
active partners with students and their families is a first step toward demystifying the aid 
process. Information during orientation should also include programs on scholarships and 
work-study opportunities, timing of financial aid disbursements, penalties for withdrawing 
from classes, budgeting, deadlines that have an impact on aid, and helpful resources for 
completing the FAFSA each year.  

5.	 How does my program address challenges related to inadequate preparation? Because varying 
levels of academic rigor in high school can affect students’ preparation for college-level 
work, orientation and first-year programs need to address challenges related to inadequate 
preparation. Interest sessions on study skills and navigating the college classroom may be 
appropriate for some programs. For others, in-depth discussions with academic advisors on 
coursework, placement, and career aspirations may be necessary. Inadequate preparation 
may increase anxiety related to the college transition. Programs can ease these concerns by 
directly addressing students’ perceptions of academic and social expectations. Again, ap-
proaches may differ when communicating the expectations and standards of institutional 
culture. However, a critical consideration is to ensure that programs do not assume that all 
students entering college have the requisite knowledge, skills, and cultural savvy to navigate 
the academic and social landscapes of the institution.

6.	 How does my program address students’ needs for adequate support networks? Building an 
adequate support network for students, particularly those from low-income, racial minority, 
and first-generation backgrounds, begins with programming workshops and events for fam-
ily members during orientation, helping parents/guardians increase their knowledge of the 
campus community, and giving families the tools to help their students. Families participat-
ing in orientation build the social capital necessary to provide student support from what 
is often the student’s most trusted resource. It is critical that orientation materials contain 
inclusive language to indicate that parents, foster parents, guardians, and nontraditional 
families are welcome. This necessitates ensuring brochures, web sites, and other marketing 
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materials are consistent in messages sent to family members about the kinds of students 
welcomed at the institution. As appropriate, bilingual materials may make a significant 
difference in the level of student engagement in the program because the materials give 
families a better understanding of the importance of participating in orientation and the 
need to prepare students for the transition to college. For entering students and families who 
have young children, providing childcare at little to no cost during family orientation also 
signals the campus community’s support for students who may need additional resources 
to build their network of support.

Creating an on-campus support network also means providing students opportuni-
ties to develop their own network of support within the institution. Academic advisors, 
financial aid counselors, and other student services personnel play a significant role in the 
student’s support network, and their collaboration is crucial to orientation. Ensuring that 
institution staff understand students’ needs for adequate support will facilitate their suc-
cessful transition into the campus community. Staff must have a visible role in orientation 
so students will see them as approachable resources who are critical to their success. 

Finally, peers are a critical part of building support networks for new students. Peers 
provide advice that may sometimes be more relevant to students than information presented 
by professional staff. Student staff, in appearance and substance, need to represent the 
demographics of the campus community and the incoming class. Strategies for increasing 
student staff applications from diverse groups include advertising in places where more 
diverse groups of students are found, such as multicultural centers, LGBTQ centers, com-
muter lounges, and ethnic studies departments. In addition, recruiting students who may 
work with or have participated in GEAR UP (Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for 
Undergraduate Programs) and TRIO programs may also add to the economic diversity 
of student staff. These and other federally supported programs help first-generation and 
low-income students in preparing for, applying to, and persisting in college. 

Conclusion
This chapter provides a framework for planning and implementing orientation programs to 

account for the needs of diverse student populations. The use of current student development 
theory and research and continuous assessment to improve first-year program success for all students 
are the centerpieces of this framework. However, none of the questions in the framework will be 
answered effectively if student voices are not included in the process, and if we as professionals do 
not broaden our perspectives of the student experience. 

As the diversification of the postsecondary student population in the United States continues, 
higher education institutions must increasingly address the needs of student populations that 
face unique challenges in their transition into the campus community. As the primary vehicle 
for disseminating information about institutional culture and context, orientation and first-year 
programs must increasingly consider the developmental needs of diverse student groups in their 
programmatic interventions. To ensure that all students, regardless of their cultural, racial, ethnic, 
or socioeconomic background, are integrated successfully into the academic and social communi-
ties of the institution, orientation professionals must use a framework that takes into consideration 
the critical developmental needs of these students and that allows them to address the unique 
challenges they face during their first year. 
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Chapter 12
Designing Orientation and Transition 
Programs for Transfer Students
Shandol C. Hoover 

Changing enrollment patterns reflect an increased trend in the number of students attending 
multiple institutions ( Jacobs, Lauren, Miller, & Nadler, 2004). According to the National Center 
for Education Statistics (2007), 60% of all students who graduate from a four-year institution 

began their collegiate career at a different institution. Of students beginning in the fall of 1995, ap-
proximately 40% attended at least two institutions over a six-year period, and at one point in time, 
11% were co-enrolled in more then one college ( Jacobs et al.). Further, at some institutions, new 
transfer students outnumbered the number of entering first-year students. In light of the growing 
transfer student numbers and a push from policy makers to assist students in attaining four-year 
degrees in a timely manner, it is critical for educators to examine the unique needs of this popula-
tion and design intentional initiatives to aid in their transition and matriculation (Eggleston & 
Laanan, 2001; Goldsberry, McKenzie, & Miller, 2004; Kodama, 2002; Townsend, 2008; Zamani, 
2001). This chapter describes the transfer student experience and highlights initiatives designed 
to facilitate seamless transitions and foster sustained student success. 

Defining the Transfer Student Profile
In the higher education literature, transfer is defined as “the movement of a student from 

one postsecondary institution to another” (Cuseo, 1998, p. 1), while the term “native” is used to 
describe students who have attended the same institution for their entire undergraduate career 
(Kodama, 2002). It is important to note that although this definition provides a foundation, the 
definition of “transfer” can vary greatly from campus to campus. For example, some institutions 
identify a student previously enrolled in any course for at least one college credit after graduat-
ing from high school as a transfer, while another institution might identify a transfer student as 
any student having completed at least 12 college credits at another institution since high school 
(Kodama). As such, it is important to be cognizant of differing institutional definitions before 
generalizing information and experiences.  

Defining a specific transfer profile is challenging as the transfer experience is varied with respect 
to the number of earned credits, types of educational experiences, and length of time between 
educational experiences (Kodoma, 2002). The decision to transfer can be prompted by a variety 
of factors related to access, finances, institutional proximity to family and friends, academics, 
and other personal reasons (Li, 2010; Townsend, 2008). The literature identifies the following 
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transfer paths: (a) vertical transfers, moving from two-year institutions to four-year institutions; 
(b) horizontal/lateral transfers, moving between similar type institutions (two-year to two-year or 
four-year to four-year); and (c) reverse transfers, moving from four-year institutions to two-year 
institutions (Cuseo, 1998; Ward-Roof, Kashner, & Hodge, 2003). The term “swirling” identifies a 
fourth pattern that refers to students moving between multiple institutions (Borden, 2004; de los 
Santos & Wright, 1990; McCormick & Carroll, 1997). Although much of the research regarding 
transfer students focuses on vertical transfers, there is an emerging body of literature that explores 
the dynamics of four-year to four-year transfer experiences (Li). 

As a whole, the transfer student population is rich in diversity. A review of the literature 
suggests that many transfer students also identity as first-generation students or nontraditional 
students with respect to age, family responsibilities, and commitments related to part-time or 
full-time work (Dennis, Calvillo, & Gonzalez, 2008; Horn & Nevill, 2006; Lehning, 2000). The 
diversity within the transfer population is not surprising given the community college populations 
from which they frequently come (Horn & Nevill; Ward-Roof et al.). Race, gender, age, ethnic-
ity, and cultural background may impact a transfer students’ adjustment to campus (Eggleston 
& Laanan, 2001; Wawrzynski, & Sedlacek, 2003); thus, it is important for institutions to define 
and identify the institutional transfer student profile. The creation of this profile can assist educa-
tors in designing intentional, holistic programs to address the needs of this diverse population 
(Hrabowski, 2010). 

Understanding the Transfer Student Experience
Transfer students experience a variety of social, psychological, and academic adjustments as 

they acclimate to a new college environment (Laanan, 2001). Based upon qualitative studies con-
ducted at a large, public research institution located in the Midwest, Townsend (2008) identifies 
the transfer transition as occurring in two stages, the first being the transfer process and the second 
being the experience after enrolling at the new institution. During the transfer process, Townsend 
suggests that among the most salient challenges students face is understanding the transfer credit 
evaluation process. Although articulation agreements can provide initial insight on applicability 
of previous credits, in some instances, agreements are challenging to access (Townsend). Further, 
few articulation agreements specify credit equivalencies for four-year to four-year transfer students 
(Enzi, Boehner, & McKeon, 2005; Li, 2010). When designing initiatives to assist transfer students, 
it is clear that one of the primary concerns to address early on is helping students understand how 
many credits are applicable towards electives, general education requirements, and academic major 
requirements (Townsend). 

Beyond the acceptance notification, transfer students must then adjust to new academic and 
social environments, as well as, learn procedures for completing university business (Townsend, 
2008). Although transfer students are familiar with aspects of these transition issues at their former 
institutions, it is important to recognize students must acclimate to a new institutional culture 
(Townsend). In addition, notification of admissions for transfer students is out of sync with the 
university’s processes for currently enrolled students. Often notification of admission occurs after 
current students have registered for courses and important deadlines for housing, parking, and 
financial aid have passed. As a result, transfer students often describe the transition experience as 
confusing, frustrating, and stressful as they work to build their first schedule of classes and attempt 
to complete university business (Cuseo, 1998; Kodama, 2002; Laanan, 2001). 

The stress associated with transitioning to a new institution may also manifest itself in a trans-
fer student’s academic performance. The literature articulates a phenomenon known as “transfer 
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shock” to describe a temporary decline in grade point average during the initial transition period to 
the new institution (Hills, 1965; Laanan, 2001; Townsend, 2008). Studies conducted at national, 
state, and institutional levels and across a range of demographic variables show support for this 
phenomenon during the first semester on campus (Townsend & Wilson, 2006). The lower grade 
point average might be reflective of challenges related to adjusting to more rigorous academic 
demands, acclimating to a larger campus environment, navigating a new institutional culture, and 
managing faculty expectations (Dennis et al., 2008; Townsend & Wilson). It is important to note 
that most research finds transfer students progress past the initial drop in GPA, steadily improve 
academic work, and persist toward degree completion (Dennis et al.). 

On average, transfer students are less likely to graduate in four years compared to native stu-
dents (NCES, 2003). Students attending a single institution completed a four-year degree in 51 
months, while students attending two or more institutions completed in 59 months, and students 
attending three or more institutions completed the degree in 67 months (NCES). With respect to 
vertical transfers, students transferring from a two-year institution to a public, four-year institu-
tion attained a degree in a year and one-half longer than students beginning at public, four-year 
institutions and roughly two years longer compared to students beginning at private, four-year 
institutions (NCES). The extra time toward degree could result from a variety of factors such as 
switching academic majors or needing to repeat coursework due to non-transferable credits (Enzi 
et al., 2005; Li, 2010).  

It is well established that engaging in cocurricular activities and interacting with faculty and 
peers outside of class-required activities are positively associated with student persistence (Astin 
1984). Kuh (2009) suggests that engagement in high-impact activities such as study abroad, stu-
dent/faculty research projects, capstone courses, and internships can help students with at-risk 
characteristics persists towards degree attainment. Unfortunately, although transfer students par-
ticipate in required class-related activities to the same degree as native students, research suggests 
that compared to native students, transfer students are less involved in student organizations, have 
fewer informal interactions with peers and faculty outside of class, and are less likely to engage in 
research with faculty. Within the transfer student population at four-year institutions, horizontal 
transfer students are more likely to engage in high-impact activities than vertical transfer students 
(Terris, 2009). Often, the decreased level of involvement is attributed to outside commitments such 
as family and work responsibilities or lack of interest; however, educators should consider strate-
gies to make such opportunities more accessible to transfer students such as adjusting the timing 
of events and remarketing events towards transfers (Townsend & Wilson, 2006). 

Enhancing Transfer Student Success
Fostering transfer student success involves validating students’ prior college experience, assisting 

transfer students through the transfer process, orienting students to the new institutional culture, 
and integrating students into the academic and social fabric of the campus community (Townsend 
& Wilson, 2006). The following section describes programs and services that can assist transfer 
students toward degree completion in a timely, supported and efficient manner.  

Determining the Institutional Transfer Student Profile
As mentioned previously, the complexity and variation of transfer students’ experiences, is a 

prompt for educators to review institutional demographics and establish an institution-specific 
transfer student profile before designing transfer student programming (Goldsberry et al., 2004). 
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Data obtained through the admission process or through departments responsible for institu-
tional studies and assessment can inform the campus community about the incoming transfer 
cohort with respect to age, ethnicity, race, educational background, first-generation status, and 
other important identifying factors. Focus groups and individual interviews serve a dual purpose 
of providing important qualitative information as well as exemplifying that the institution values 
listening to transfer student voices (Townsend, 2008). Reviewing such data can provide insight into 
important trends related to academic major aspirations, previous educational experiences, campus 
engagement, estimated time to graduation, and the overall transition experience. Understanding 
the specific transfer student profile provides a framework for educators to design intentional suc-
cess initiatives and assists in facilitating conversations with stakeholders about the importance of 
engaging transfer students in the university community (Goldsberry et al.). 

Designing Orientation Programs for Transfer Students
Although there is not a one-size-fits-all transfer student orientation model, there are important 

considerations for creating effective orientation programming. In addition to helping transfer stu-
dents navigate the new institutional cultural (Eggleston & Laanan, 2001), an orientation program 
should validate transfer students’ prior experiences. In addition, the orientation program should 
address students’ immediate needs and concerns such as transfer credit evaluations, academic ad-
vising, housing, financial aid, and identifying campus resources (Goldsberry et al., 2004). Transfer 
orientation models usually include one, or some combination of, the following: a summer transition 
program, presemester program, or a first-semester orientation seminar. In addition, peer mentoring 
is a component commonly found in most models (Cuseo, 2001). Online orientation programs can 
be an appropriate complement to traditional orientation programs if the programs are intentionally 
designed and incorporate purposeful tasks that help students learn about the institutional culture 
and the expectations of being a citizen of the campus community. 

Timing of orientation programs is an important consideration. With an increase in articula-
tion agreements established between community colleges and four-year institutions, the number 
of transfer students with sophomore and junior standing is growing. As a result, students may have 
few lower-division courses to complete and may be ready to progress to upper-division courses 
required for the major. These circumstances have an impact on the academic advising and course 
registration process for upper-level transfer students. If course registration is an aspect of transfer 
student orientation, it is important to consider facilitating the transfer student orientation program 
during a time in which both lower-division and upper-division courses remain available (Cuseo, 
2001). 

James Madison University ( JMU), a public institution located in Harrisonburg, Virginia, an-
nually enrolls approximately 16,619 undergraduate degree-seeking students, of whom approximately 
651 are transfer students ( JMU, 2010). Orientation programs for incoming JMU transfer students 
occur prior to programs for incoming first-year students. This is particularly beneficial for students 
needing to fulfill lower-division courses, as transfer students are afforded first availability of selected 
courses before first-year students. However, the timing still poses a challenge for students ready 
to enter major courses, which typically have limited availability as current students have already 
registered for courses (T. McCoy-Ntiamoah, personal communication, March 8, 2010). 

The University of Central Florida (UCF) located in Orlando, Florida, has an undergraduate 
population of 47,000 and annually enrolls approximately 7,000 transfer students at the Orlando 
campus. UCF sees orientation as a key element in the retention of new students; thus, it requires 
all new transfer students to participate in orientation. Orientation programming begins during 
the spring semester prior to fall matriculation, allowing incoming transfer students to register 
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for fall courses at the same time as other currently enrolled students with a comparable number 
of completed academic credits. In total, the UCF Orlando campus facilitates approximately 16 
programs inviting 450-500 students throughout the entire year ( J. Ritchie, personal communica-
tion, October 13, 2009). 

 Further, to offer UCF transfer students greater flexibility in completing the mandatory ori-
entation requirement, students have the option of either participating in a day-long on-campus 
program or completing part of the program online and coming to campus for academic advising 
and course registration only (approximately four hours). Approximately 1,000 students chose to 
participate in the online program. Students review online modules facilitated via the UCF online 
course system and must attain a 100% on quizzes addressing the material. Mirroring the on-campus 
orientation presentations, online orientation modules include an overview of academic policies, 
academic integrity, career services, financial aid, student involvement opportunities, health services, 
university libraries, counseling and wellness, academic college specific information, and other 
important information related to campus departments, policies, and services. Initial assessments 
conducted by the UCF First Year Experience Office suggest that there is greater material retention 
and comprehension among the students who completed the online orientation compared to the 
students who attended the on-campus program ( J. Ritchie, personal communication, October 
13, 2009).  

The University of Minnesota, Twin Cities, enrolls approximately 33,000 undergraduate students 
and admits approximately 900 transfer students for the spring term and 1,800 transfer students for 
the fall term. Attending orientation is a requirement for all new transfer students. Prior to 2004, 
transfer orientation was an adapted version of the first-year orientation schedule; the morning 
consisted of workshops and presentations related to campus services, information, and resources 
while the afternoon was focused on academic advising and course registration. Assessment data 
from evaluations and focus groups indicated the program was not congruent with incoming transfer 
students’ concerns at that particular point in time. Apprehensive about afternoon sessions related 
to academic advising and course registration, the transfer students struggled to retain information 
presented in the morning workshops. As such, a campus-wide committee worked to create a new 
orientation model that allows students the flexibility of attending a full-day on-campus program 
with academic advising and course registration in the morning followed by afternoon workshops 
or a half-day on-campus program with advance participation in an online orientation. The flexible 
program model recognizes transfer students’ diverse experiences and empowers students to select 
the program that is the best fit for their needs (K. Granholm, personal communication, October 
12, 2009). 

Parent and Family Orientation Programming
Knowing that involved parent and family members can augment student success (Cutright, 

2008), creating intentional programming for parents and families of transfer students is an emerg-
ing focus in the orientation field. Although there is much diversity within the transfer parent and 
family population and it is challenging to design a one-size-fits-all program, there are important 
messages and information that serve parents and family members of transfer students. Orienta-
tion programming for parents and families of transfers should communicate opportunities for 
appropriate involvement and offer strategies and information for parents and families to support 
transfer students toward graduation.  

Noting that transfer students are very diverse and may include a variety of family members in 
their support systems, all parent and family communications and presentations should use inclusive 
language. In terms of content, it is important to acknowledge the previous experiences parents/
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family members offer while highlighting what may be unique or different about academic and 
social environments at the new institution. Most notably, it is important to communicate that the 
overall institutional culture might be different and that conducting university business related to 
paying bills, registering for courses, scheduling academic advising appointments, accessing student 
information, and other related tasks likely differ from previous experiences. Sharing insights on 
transfer shock with parent and family members at orientation serves to normalize this phenomenon 
as well as helps parents and family members consider strategies for supporting students through 
the new academic challenges. Recognizing that transfer students often have a short time to degree 
completion, it is appropriate to incorporate staff from Career Services to suggest how parents 
and families can assist students in preparing for careers after graduation. Depending upon the 
institutional transfer profile, orientation professionals might partner with family service and/or 
nontraditional student colleagues to discuss services related to supporting students with children 
or other family obligations. On-campus employment opportunities, parking, transportation, and 
off-campus living might also be important orientation partners. 

The University of California-Davis (UC Davis), located in Davis, California, enrolls ap-
proximately 24,655 undergraduates. In 2009, the incoming class consisted of 4,413 new students 
admitted directly out of high school and 2,237 transfer students (UC Davis Communications, 
2009). Given the large number of transfer students at the institution, a Transfer Reentry Veterans 
(TRV) Student Center was established to provide helpful online resources that assist transfer 
students with meeting important deadlines and connecting to campus services. UC Davis also 
offers an intentionally designed Transfer Family Orientation program. The program runs paral-
lel to Transfer Student Orientation, with separate sessions that provide insight into ways family 
members can assist students towards graduation. Program highlights include opportunities for 
family members to engage with Family Hosts, current UC Davis transfer students, to learn about 
the transfer student experience first hand. The Counseling and Psychological Services office speaks 
to specific transfer family transition issues, while other sessions provide insight on UC Davis pro-
cesses and procedures related to managing student accounts and loans, course registration, health 
services and insurance, campus safety protocols and procedures, and other related services. Family 
members also have the opportunity to stay in a residence hall during orientation, thus, providing 
a low-cost option for housing and exposing them to the benefits of on-campus living (UC Davis, 
New Student Services, 2010). 

Role of Peer Transfer Student Leaders
Recruiting, hiring, selecting, and training student staff to facilitate orientation-related programs 

is critical to the success of transition initiatives. Work by Townsend and Wilson (2006) suggests 
that incoming transfer students find insights from current transfer students especially helpful. 
Orientation professionals should make a concerted effort to hire current transfer students to  
serve as orientation leaders. In addition to assisting new students, empowering transfer students 
to serve as student leaders provides a meaningful engagement opportunity for transfer students. 

DePaul University, a private Catholic University, situated in Chicago, Illinois, enrolls approxi-
mately 16,000 undergraduate students on two campuses. The entering class includes approximately 
2,700 first-year students and 2,000 transfer students. Operating on a quarter system, DePaul facili-
tates 23, one-day transfer student orientation programs referred to as Transition DePaul. To help 
implement the program, the Office of Academic Enrichment selects a diverse staff of approximately 
10 to 15 current transfer students to serve as Transition Leaders. Participant feedback and evalua-
tions suggest that new transfers place high value on the opportunity to engage with current transfer 
student leaders. Among the challenging aspects of the DePaul transfer experience is the transition 
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to the quarter system as most incoming transfer students bring experiences from a semester system. 
The Transition Leaders are able to articulate specific strategies for not only transitioning to the 
new academic and social environment but also for adjusting to the new institutional cultural in 
general (C. Ruff, personnel communication, March 8, 2010). 

In addition to enhancing the transition of new students, the Transition Leader experience 
serves as a dynamic leadership opportunity for current transfer students. Recognizing that transfer 
students often maintain a challenging schedule that might impact their ability to engage in campus 
activities and organizations, the position hours are intentionally scheduled to provide flexibility 
for leaders who enroll in summer school, engage in internships, and maintain other full-time work 
responsibilities. The training not only helps students articulate information related to campus ser-
vices such as academic advising, adult student affairs, commuter needs, and other campus resources 
but also strives to help students develop skills related to group facilitation, public speaking, and 
working as a member of a diverse team. The training curriculum is grounded in an overall socially 
responsible leadership framework, one of DePaul’s core student development goals. As such, the 
Transition Leader position serves as an avenue to welcome new transfer students and engage current 
transfer students in a meaningful way (C. Ruff, personnel communication, March 8, 2010). 

Located in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
enrolls approximately 18,000 undergraduate students and typically enrolls 800-900 new transfer 
students each fall. Transfer students are admitted in April and are eligible to register for classes 
upon paying the enrollment fee. In addition to facilitating a one-day optional orientation program 
offered in June and again in August, the Office of New Student & Carolina Parent Programs 
coordinates a T-Link mentoring program to help new transfer students become acclimated to 
the University. T-Links mentors, comprised of current transfer students, serve as resources for 
easing the academic and social transition of new transfer students. Approximately 30-40 students 
are selected to serve as T-Link mentors. Each mentor is assigned roughly 30 new students based 
upon hometown regions, prior institutional type, and academic major. Throughout the spring 
and summer, T-Link mentors communicate with assigned students via e-mail to answer questions 
related to living and learning at Carolina, help new transfers develop a social network, and provide 
referrals to appropriate campus resources. T-Link mentors are also paired with Orientation Leaders 
during the optional Transfer Student Orientation program to ensure new students are presented 
an opportunity to engage with current transfer students and learn first-hand, about the Carolina 
transfer student experience. The formal aspect of the program concludes with T-Link mentors 
hosting new transfer students at Fall Week of Welcome programs during the first week of school 
( J. Hewitt, personnel communication, October 8, 2009). 

Creating Transfer Specific Publications 
Just as new student checklists and publications are helpful for first-time college students, 

publications and web resources specifically designed for transfer students can be instrumental in 
helping transfers students navigate their new university. JMU mails a publication entitled Trans-
fer One Book to all admitted transfer students. The guide provides information on transfer credit 
evaluation, housing, academic curriculum components, graduation requirements, transfer specific 
resources, and checklists related to the transfer student transition process. As such, the guide not 
only assists students through the admissions decision but also helps transfer students navigate the 
transition to the new institutional culture in an organized and informed way ( JMU Orientation 
Office, 2010).   
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Transfer Student Seminars 
Noting the positive outcomes associated with first-year seminars such as retention, academic 

performance, and overall student success, Cuseo (2001) urges four-year institutions to offer transfer 
seminars, suggesting that such courses might help transfer students adjust to the new institutional 
cultural and refine academic major goals and aspirations. Transfer seminars vary greatly in structure 
ranging from a loosely structured workshop series to a more formal credit bearing course. Flaga 
(2006) suggests that where possible, institutions offer transfer seminars that are specific to academic 
college or major. This structure might assist students in further refining academic major plans as 
well as connecting with faculty, staff, and students with similar academic interests. 

Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University (Virginia Tech) located in Blacksburg, 
Virginia, enrolls approximately 22,987 undergraduates. Each year, roughly 1,000 transfer students 
enroll at Virginia Tech, 50% of whom transfer from a Virginia community college. All new un-
dergraduate transfer students may participate in a Transfer Student Seminar Series (TS3), a free, 
four-week series that is specifically designed to provide continuous support to transfer students. 
Students may elect to attend one or more of the free seminars. Topics typically include campus 
resources, time management, working with professors, and participating in research ( J. Thompson, 
personal communication, May 15, 2008). 

The University of North Carolina Charlotte (UNCC), located in the Charlotte, North Carolina, 
metropolitan area enrolls approximately 18,000 undergraduate students. Admitting students in the 
fall, spring, and summer terms, UNCC enrolls approximately 3,187 new first-year students and 
2,340 new transfer students. UNCC offers a three-credit seminar, UCOL1011, that is designed to 
help students become more engaged in the intellectual and cocurricular campus community as well 
as enhance problem-solving and communication skills. Intentional experiential course assignments 
not only allow students to learn about important campus services but also to establish connections 
with faculty and staff in the campus community. In addition to helping students through the transi-
tion to the new institutional culture, the course allows students to progress towards the completion 
of a general education requirement (S. Calega, personal communication, March 4, 2010). 

As transfer seminars become more plentiful, seminar textbooks are also evolving. Two com-
monly used texts include: Transitions: A Guide for the Transfer Student (Weir, 2008) and the 
Transfer Student Companion (Grites & Rondeau, 2009). These texts provide insight on topics 
related to transition issues specific to transfer students including transfer shock, goal setting in 
the new academic environment, career planning, time management, and planning for the first 
year after graduation. 

Establishing Transfer Centers/Offices
Transfer centers serve to help connect transfer students to important campus services (Zamini, 

2001). Although many transfer centers exist as an office, several institutions host virtual transfer 
centers (With & McGuire, 2009). Often, transfer centers are aligned with the pre-admissions 
aspect of the transition and connect students to the admissions process, orientation, financial aid, 
credit evaluation, and academic advising. The goal of such centers is to serve students through the 
first semester so that students are more comfortable and confident navigating the campus. Other 
transfer centers expand services to connect students to career planning, academic skill enhance-
ment, and student involvement opportunities (With & McGuire). 

Northern Illinois University (NIU) is a teaching and research institution with a student en-
rollment of approximately 24,424 total graduate and undergraduate students located in Dekalb, 
Illinois. NIU enrolls approximately 2,000 transfer students in the fall, of whom 75% identify as 
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Illinois public community college transfers. NIU also enrolls approximately 1,000 transfer students 
in the spring (NIU, 2010a). The NIU transfer center, closely connected with Undergraduate Ad-
missions, serves prospective students, community college staff, and NIU community members by 
communicating information related to articulation, dual admissions, limited admission majors, 
and other related admissions questions. The center also offers social media and networking op-
portunities for students to ask transfer center staff questions as well as communicate upcoming 
transfer admission-related events. The center functions to serve students through admissions and 
towards the next steps in the transition process such as orientation (NIU, 2010b). 

The University of North Texas (UNT), located in Denton, Texas, enrolls approximately 
34,698 undergraduate students with an admissions profile of approximately 3,335 new students 
enrolling from high school and 4,012 new transfer students (With & McGuire, 2009). The UNT 
Transfer Center is comprehensive, serving prospective students, new students, and current students. 
Most notably, the center hosts Transfer Student Orientation and Transfer Ambassadors, a mentor 
program that connects new students to current transfer students, faculty, and staff. Recognizing 
the academic excellence and involvement of transfer students, the center is home to Tau Sigma, an 
honorary association for transfers. To foster an inclusive living community, the center works with 
two residence hall wings that are dedicated as transfer student communities as well as oversees 
lockers for commuting transfer students. Transfer Talkbacks are monthly workshops that allow 
transfers the opportunity to share insights regarding their transfer experience and discuss pressing 
issues and concerns with fellow students and staff. The Center also hosts online web resources to 
connect prospective students, new students and current transfer students to important campus 
services and programs (UNT, 2009). In addition to providing intentional programs and services 
for transfer students, it is interesting to note that UNT is home to the Association of the Study 
of Transfer Students (ASTS), which strives to promote transfer student success, expand transfer 
student related research, and facilitate partnerships between two-year and four-year institutions.  
ASTS hosts the National Institute for the Study of Transfer Students each winter.

Articulation Agreements
Occurring on the state, institutional, and programmatic level, articulation agreements are 

often cited as a critical element for fostering a successful transfer experience (Wellman, 2002). 
Articulation agreements are “cooperative relationships [between institutions] that can be legal, 
governed by state entities, or voluntary” (Ward-Roof et al., 2003, p. 105). Typically, articulation 
agreements determine how the courses a student completed at a specific two-year institution will 
transfer to a specific four-year institution. The degree to which these agreements are clearly outlined 
and accessible online can significantly ease a student’s transition of credits from one institution to 
another (Townsend & Wilson, 2006). 

Articulation databases make it easier for students to determine how courses will transfer to 
other institutions. Developing agreements out of increased population growth and the number 
of students entering college, Texas, California, and Florida are among the states with advanced 
articulation agreements. As policymakers are pressing toward greater access and efficient transfer 
transition processes, more articulation agreements are being developed and refined. The American 
Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers (AACRAO), a nonprofit association 
serving admissions and registrar staff, maintains a comprehensive list of state transfer articulation 
program web sites. The AACRAO list provides insight on the legislation related to the state ar-
ticulation program as well as a web link to the articulation database (AACRAO, 2010). 

The Course Applicability System (CAS) is a proprietary database developed by redLantern, 
LLC and used by some institutions to facilitate an easier connection between transfer articulation 
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systems and automated degree audit systems. Also referred to as U.Select, the system is free for 
students to view course equivalencies, review program requirements, enter and store coursework, 
and request transfer evaluations from participating institutions. Institutions pay a fee to participate 
in the database (redLantern, LLC, 2010). The primary difference between statewide articulation 
databases and U.Select is that the latter helps students determine how courses will transfer to an 
institution in a different state, whereas the former typically provides information on course articula-
tion between institutions within one state. Although two-year to four-year articulation agreements 
are quickly evolving and becoming more accessible, Li (2010) calls for greater attention on four-year 
to four-year articulation programs. Often, four-year to four-year transfer students must wait for 
admissions staff or faculty from academic departments to complete a transfer course evaluation 
to determine how many credits are applicable towards curriculum and degree requirements. The 
course review process can be time consuming and depending upon the outcome, students might 
be required to repeat courses, which can delay academic progress. Statewide core curricula and 
common course numbering systems facilitate a more efficient transfer credit review of not only 
two-year to four-year students but also four-year to four-year transfer students (Li.). It is important 
to note that although articulation programs and other related transfer credit policies can facilitate 
a seamless transfer of credits, intentional orientation programming is critical to assisting students 
with the transition to the new institutional culture (Townsend & Wilson, 2006).  

Conclusion
Projected population growth and legislative efforts to increase college access by strengthening 

collaborative relationships between two- and four-year institutions are prompts for educators to 
examine the transfer student population. Transfer students add to alumni bases, shape both the 
on- and off-campus culture, and bring rich diversity to the campus community. When designing 
orientation and transition programming for transfer students, it is important to first understand 
the institutional profile of the population and to then incorporate both academic and cocurricular 
programming that validates students’ prior experience and prepares students to be successful in the 
new campus community. The flexibility of online orientation programs, evolution of transfer cen-
ters, expansion of online articulation databases, development of transfer student parent and family 
orientation programs, and an emerging body of literature regarding the transfer student experience 
are evidence that progress is being made to ease transfer students’ transitions, but educators must 
continue to assess transfer student needs and remain committed to assisting this population.

References
American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Professionals (AACRAO). (2010). 

Transfer and state articulation websites. Retrieved March 8, 2010, from http://www.aacrao.
org/pro_development/transfer.cfm

Astin, A. W. (1984). Student involvement: A developmental theory for higher education. Journal 
of College Student Development, 25, 297-308.

Borden, V. (2004). Accommodating student swirl. Change, 36(2), 10-17.
Cuseo, J. (1998). The transfer transition: A summary of key issues, target areas, and tactics for reform. 

(Report No. JC990017). Washington, DC: Department of Education. (ERIC Document 
Reproduction Services No. ED425771)



	 Programs for Transfer Students	 191

Cuseo, J. (2001). The transfer transition: Student advancement from 2-year to 4-year institutions 
(Report No. JC02199). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education. (ERIC Document 
Reproduction Services No. ED462130)

Cutright, M. (2008). From helicopter parent to valued partner: Shaping the parental relationship 
for student success. In B.O. Barefoot (Ed.), The first year and beyond: Rethinking the chal-
lenge of collegiate transition. (New Directions for Higher Education No. 144). San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass. 

de los Santos, A., Jr., & Wright, I. (1990). Maricopa’s swirling students: Earning one-third of Arizona 
State’s bachelor’s degrees. Community, Technical, and Junior College Journal, 60(6,), 32-34.

Dennis, J. M., Calvillo E., & Gonzalez, A. (2008). The role of psychosocial variables in understand-
ing the achievement and retention of transfer students at an ethnically diverse urban university. 
Journal of College Student Development, 49(6), 535-550.

Eggleston, L. E., & Laanan, F. S. (2001). Making the transition to the senior institution. In F. S. 
Laanan (Ed.), Transfer students: Trends and issues. (New Directions for Community Colleges 
No. 114, pp. 87-97). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Enzi, M. B., Boehner, J. A., & McKeon, H. P. (2005). Transfer students: Postsecondary institutions 
could promote more consistent consideration of coursework by not basing determinations on ac-
creditation. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Accountability Office.

Flaga, C. (2006). The process of transition for community college transfer students. Community 
College Journal of Research & Practice, 30(1), 3-19.

Goldsberry, K. L., McKenzie, B. L., & Miller, D. (2004). Designing effective transition programs 
for transfer students. In M. J. Fabich (Ed.), Orientation planning manual 2004 (pp. 39-42). 
Flint, MI: National Orientation Directors Association. 

Grites T. & Rondeau, S. (2009). Transfer student companion. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin 
Harcourt. 

Hills, J. R. (1965). Transfer shock: The academic performance of the junior college transfer. The 
Journal of Experimental Education, 33(2), 201-215.

Horn, L., & Nevill, S. (2006). Profile of undergraduates in U.S. postsecondary education Institutions: 
2003-04: With a special analysis of community college students (NCES 2006-184). Washington, 
DC: National Center for Education Statistics, U.S. Department of Education. 

Hrabowski, F. (2010, January 28). Keynote address. National Institute for the Study of Transfer 
Students Conference, Addison, TX. 

Jacobs, B.C., Lauren, B., Miller, M. T., & Nadler, D. P. (Eds.). (2004). The college transfer student 
in America: The forgotten student. Washington, DC: AACRAO. 

James Madison University. (2010). About JMU: Just the facts. Retrieved March 8, 2010, from 
http://www.jmu.edu/jmuweb/aboutJMU/factsheet.shtml

James Madison University Orientation Office. (2010). The transfer one book. Retrieved March 8, 
2010, from http://www.jmu.edu/orientation/transfer/fall.shtml

Kodama, C. M. (2002). Marginality of transfer commuter students. NASPA Journal, 39(3), 233-
250.

Kuh, G. D. (2009). What student affairs professionals need to know about student engagement. 
Journal of College Student Development, 50(6), 683-706.

Laanan, F. S. (2001). Transfer student adjustment. In F. S. Laanan (Ed.), Transfer students: Trends 
and issues (New Directions for Community Colleges No. 114, pp. 87-97). San 

Lehning, E. M. (2000). The influence of student development in articulation agreements. Journal 
of College Orientation and Transition, 7(2), 33-40. 

Li, D. (2010). They need help: Transfer students from four-year to four-year institutions. The 
Review of Higher Education, 33(2), 207-238.



192	 Hoover

McCormick, A. C., & Carroll, C. D. (1997). Transfer behavior among beginning postsecondary 
students, 1989-94. Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics Report, U.S. 
Department of Education.

National Center for Education Statistics. (2003). The condition of education 2003 (NCES 2003-
067), Indicator 21. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education. Retrieved February 7, 
2010, from http://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=40

National Center for Education Statistics. (2007). The condition of education. Washington, DC: 
U.S. Department of Education. 

Northern Illinois University. (2010a). Fast facts. Retrieved March 8, 2010, from http://www.niu.
edu/about/fastfacts.shtml

Northern Illinois University. (2010b). Undergraduate admissions: Transfer admissions. Retrieved 
March 8, 2010, from http://www.niu.edu/admissions/transfer/transfercenter/index.shtml

redLantern, LLC. (2010). About u.select. Retrieved, March 8, 2010, from http://clients.redlanternu.
com/home/display/USL/About+u.select

Terris, B. (2009, November 8). Transfer students are less likely to take part in ‘high impact’ activi-
ties. Chronicle of Higher Education. Retrieved February 7, 2010, from http://chronicle.com/
article/Transfer-Students-Are-Less-/49070/

Townsend, B. K. (2008). “Feeling like a freshman again”: The transfer student transition. In B. O. 
Barefoot (Ed.), The first year and beyond: Rethinking the challenge of collegiate transition (New 
Directions for Higher Education No. 144). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Townsend, B. K., & Wilson, K. B. (2006). A hand hold for a little bit: Factors facilitating the 
success of community college transfer students. Journal of College Student Development, 47, 
439-456.

University of California Davis, Communications. (2009). UC Davis Facts. Retrieved March 7, 
2010, from http://facts.ucdavis.edu/

University of California Davis, New Student Services. (2010). Transfer family orientation. Retrieved 
March 7, 2010, from http://orientation.ucdavis.edu/transfers/programtransferparents.asp

University of North Texas. (2009). Transfer center. Retrieved March 8, 2010, from http://trans-
fercenter.unt.edu/index.html 

Ward-Roof, J. A., Kashner, P., & Hodge, V. (2003). Orienting transfer students. In J. A. Ward-Roof 
& C. Hatch (Eds.), Designing successful transitions: A guide for orienting students to college 
(Monograph No. 13, 2nd ed., pp. 97-107). Columbia, SC: National Resource Center for The 
First-Year Experience and Students in Transition.

Wawrzynski, M. R., & Sedlacek, W. E. (2003). Race and gender differences in the transfer student 
experience. Journal of College Student Development, 44, 489-499.

Weir, S. B. (2008). Transitions: A guide for the transfer student. Boston, MA: Thompson Wads-
worth. 

Wellman, J. (2002). State policy and community college–baccalaureate transfer (National Center 
Report No. 02-06). San Jose, CA: National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education 
and the Institute for Higher Education Policy.

With, E., & McGuire, M. (2009, May 27). Best practices for transfer: Transfer centers. NISOD 
International Conference on Teaching and Leadership Excellence, Austin, TX. 

Zamani, E. M. (2001). Institutional responses to barriers to the transfer process. In F. S. Laanan 
(Ed.), Transfer students: Trends and issues (New Directions for Community Colleges No. 114, 
pp. 15-24). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 



193

Chapter 13
Nontraditional Is the New Traditional: 
Understanding Today’s College Student 
Michael J. Knox and Brittany D. Henderson

Higher education professionals have for years noted an upward trend in the number of non-
traditional students on most college and university campuses (Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, & 
Person, 2006; Seftor & Turner, 2002; Spitzer, 2000). This increased enrollment of nontradi-

tional students has changed the profile of higher education students; no longer is the 35-year-old, 
married-with-children student seeking his/her first bachelor’s degree unique. In today’s college 
environment, these students are plentiful in number, and on certain campuses, community colleges 
and market-funded private colleges in particular, they have even replaced “traditional” students to 
become the “new traditional” student (Headden, 2009). 

Moreover, for the first time in our modern society, adults outnumber youth (Merriam, Caf-
farella, & Baumgartner, 2007). This coupled with the recent economic downturn, increased tuition 
benefits for military veterans, and the inevitable decrease of people aged 18 to 22 in our population 
as the Baby Boomer generation ages (Headden, 2009) means it is unlikely that any of our college 
campuses will be untouched by this trend. Alarmingly, while college enrollment among nontradi-
tional students has increased, many of these students fail to complete degrees or certificates that 
will better prepare them for the workplace (Rosenbaum et al., 2006). Additionally, nontraditional 
students drop out of college at a much higher rate than their traditional counterparts, with a gradu-
ation rate of only 10.8% (Headden).

As the nontraditional student population has grown, our understanding of their characteris-
tics has changed. No longer are nontraditional students classified merely by their age, but also by 
the degree to which they can be described by a particular set of characteristics, which may include 
marital status, the number of hours the student works per week, the student’s ethnic and cultural 
background, a learning or physical disability, the educational background of the student’s parents, the 
distance a student commutes to campus, or whether some or all of her/his coursework is completed 
online. Indeed, nontraditional learners can now be categorized by the number of characteristics 
each student exhibits (Horn, 1996; Macari, Maples, & D’Andrea, 2005-2006; Spellman, 2007). 
In the end, this method of defining the nontraditional learner tends to be more inclusive and, as 
a result, allows orientation professionals and other practitioners to better meet the needs of this 
growing student population. 

Despite the increases in the number of nontraditional students attending postsecondary in-
stitutions, policies, procedures, and programs have continued to emulate the traditional four-year 
college model. Resources are often poured into programs for first-year students or seniors, while 
nontraditionals have needs that are not well-served by programs designed for traditional populations. 
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Moreover, some states, such as Texas, have even implemented policies that penalize students who 
do not maintain progress towards a four-year degree plan (TX. Const., amend. 54.068(a) and (c)). 
While these plans may provide motivation for traditional students to stay on track, they may create 
unintended difficulties for nontraditionals. Orientation and retention professionals should design 
programs with the differing needs of these students in mind. After all, persistence to graduation 
begins for many students in their orientation to the campus.

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the nontraditional student population; to identify the 
motivations and needs of the nontraditional student population; and to make recommendations for 
practices that serve this population via campus orientation, retention, and transition programs.

By the Numbers: Nontraditional Student Population Trends
The past two decades have seen dramatic changes in the makeup of all student populations, 

with many of these trends strongly in place by the end of the 1990s. For example, by 1995, only 
about 20% of college students were full-time, residential students under the age of 22 (Spitzer, 
2000). From 1984 to 1994, the minority population, including Asian, Hispanic, African American, 
and Native American students, increased 61%, while the White population increased just 5.1% 
over the same time period. By the mid-1990s, 40% of the undergraduate student population was 
already over 25 years old, and 43% were attending college on a part-time basis. By 1997, the median 
student age among all college students was between 22 and 24, with approximately 29% over the 
age of 30 (Seftor & Turner, 2002).

In addition to the ethnic/cultural diversity and the increase in the median age of the college 
student, a commonality found throughout the current nontraditional student population is that of 
managing multiple priorities, which compete with their educational goals. The number of part-time 
students is increasing, and studies also show an increase in the number of students with dependents 
other than a spouse and in students who work full-time (Marques, 2007; NCES, 2002). 

Another notable trend in the overall college student population is the increasing role com-
munity colleges and proprietary institutions play in educating nontraditional students. In 1970, 
community colleges accounted for approximately 27% of the total college-going population in the 
country, that percentage increased to 37% by 1980 and maintained about the same ratio through 
the 1990s (Seftor & Turner, 2002). Over the years, a large number of the students enrolled at 
community colleges have been nontraditional. Alongside the growth of the community college 
population, the number of nontraditional students enrolled in private for-profit institutions has 
also increased dramatically (Nunley, 2007). Rosenbaum et al. (2006) state since these types of 
institutions serve the nontraditional student population in such large numbers, there is much to 
learn about how these institutions engage students who come to college campuses because, in many 
cases, students are ill-prepared for navigating the complex systems our institutions have created 
and are inexperienced in making informed choices on their own. 

Nontraditional Student Motivations for Attending College
The competing priorities that define the nontraditional student population can also provide 

clues to identify student motivations for enrolling in a postsecondary institution. Work or career-
related issues, life transitions, and past experiences are often strong motivators for nontraditional 
students to pursue an education. Understanding these motivations can help orientation, transition, 
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and retention professionals design programs that best respond to the needs of this ever-growing 
student population.

Since the mid-1960s, job-related motivations have been consistently identified as a reason 
for nontraditional students to enter postsecondary education (Merriam et al., 2007). Many non-
traditional students find that returning to school and earning a degree can teach them new skills 
necessary for professional advancement. Nontraditional students tend to perceive a financial benefit 
to earning a college degree, as well. For example, research shows that in 1979, a college graduate’s 
first job paid an average of 35% more than a high school graduate and in 1999, that difference was 
80% (Rothstein, 2000). These job-related motivations and financial benefits, when supported by 
university services, can be powerful enough to impact the persistence of these students. Because 
work and career-related issues are often a significant motivating factor for nontraditional students, 
orientation programs should highlight career services offered by the institution in order to maximize 
the use of these services by the nontraditional student population.

 Additionally, past experiences can often motivate students to pursue higher education. Breese 
and O’Toole (1995) conducted a qualitative study examining the issues and events that led women 
at an urban, commuter campus to enroll in postsecondary education. They found that for the 
majority of these women, ranging in age from 28 to 64, past life experiences played a significant 
role in determining their degree programs and involvement in campus activities. For instance, 
one participant noted that her role as a caregiver for most of her life greatly influenced her choice 
to enter the nursing field. Another noted that she chose social work since she had similar experi-
ences and was able to relate to the battered women she anticipated would be her future clients. 
Additionally, Headden (2009) reported more than 40% of the students enrolled in an online 
gerontology program at Portland Community College were over 50 years old. Headden suggested 
the program attracted people not only because of the growing number of jobs in this field but 
also because students could relate their coursework to the experiences they had in their own lives. 
Wlodkowski (2008) concurred, stating “[w]hen adults begin courses or new learning activities, we 
can provide experiences from which they can derive higher self-efficacy and, consequently, greater 
self-confidence as learners” (p. 188). Based on this research, orientation professionals can better 
meet the needs of the nontraditional populations by inviting current nontraditional students to 
share their stories and motivations. Additional considerations are to include nontraditional stu-
dents as orientation leaders, on information panels, or as small group leaders who can share their 
stories and provide encouragement.  

It is important to remember that for many nontraditional student learners, their past experi-
ences and their desire to enter/re-enter the workforce with skills needed by employers can weigh 
heavily on the decisions they make to integrate their new role as a student into their identities. 
Despite the research that has been conducted since 1965 to determine the underlying motivations 
of nontraditional students’ pursuit of higher education, it is also important to note that for today’s 
nontraditional students these motivations are “many, complex, and subject to change” (Merriam 
et al., 2007, p. 65). Given this information, practitioners must continue to assess the motivations 
of the nontraditional student to ensure that they are designing programs that can appeal to a wide 
variety of students and address a myriad of student needs. Assessment of these motivations can be 
achieved in a number of ways. The Noel-Levitz Adult Student Priorities Survey (2009) monitors 
student satisfaction and offers a glimpse into motivations for attending school by asking students 
to indicate how important certain factors were in their decision to enroll (e.g., cost, financial aid, 
academic reputation, size of institution, future employment opportunities, recommendations from 
family/friends/employer, campus location, availability of evening/weekend classes, and personalized 
attention prior to enrollment). Collecting and analyzing this information would help orientation 
professionals design programs to meet the needs of the nontraditional population. At the same 
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time, sharing this information with colleagues across campus may encourage them to consider the 
needs of these incoming students in their program design and service delivery.  

Understanding Nontraditional Student Needs
Much of what we know about what leads to success in college is based on research done on 

mostly White, full-time, residential students (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1998). Even current research 
on nontraditional student development is rooted in traditional models of student development 
theory (Macari et al., 2005-2006). Given the vast change in demographics in our college-going 
population and that what we know is based on a completely different student body, it is important 
to reconsider what is effective in orientation programs, particularly if the campus serves large num-
bers of commuter or nontraditional students. Although past research may not include all facets of 
the nontraditional population, current research  has consistently painted a picture of the differing 
needs and characteristics of nontraditional students (Berg, 2005; Macari et al.). Armed with this 
research, orientation professionals should take into account factors such as family responsibilities, 
work conflicts with class and extracurricular activities, prior college experience, and goal orienta-
tion when designing and implementing programs and services. 

As noted earlier, nontraditional students are often motivated to return to school due to work-
related or professional reasons. Not only does vocation serve as a motivator for the student, but it 
also signals something about what these students may need. Nontraditional students tend to view 
themselves as “employees who learn rather than students who work” (Headden, 2009, p. 5). As such, 
they may need classes offered at night, on weekends, and during vacations, as well as programs that 
allow them to complete their degrees as quickly as possible. Consequently, if students are to benefit 
from them, programs and services designed to support their academic success must acknowledge 
this reality. Orientation programs are no exception. Orientation professionals should consider these 
needs when making decisions about the nontraditional student orientation schedule (i.e., offering 
shorter programs in the evening or weekends). In addition, supplementing in-person interactions 
with an online component that could be completed by the student at a time that works best with 
his/her schedule is important to consider. 

Research indicates that nontraditional students tend to be more astute in the classroom and very 
focused on a specific career objective (Spitzer, 2000). They have high expectations of the classroom 
environment and are often more vocal and interactive (Headden, 2009). However, they are also 
more likely to feel out of place in the classroom, leading to feelings of inadequacy and marginality. 
These feelings can be more prevalent in those students who need developmental coursework before 
they can be successful in college-level courses. As Wlodkowski (2008) notes, 

Some learners may not have a negative attitude toward their instructor or the subject, but they 
may judge that they lack the capability to successfully learn the task at hand . . .This learner is 
likely to give up easily when he encounters frustration or failure during the learning process. 
(p. 187)

These students need assistance in developing the belief that they can be successful academically 
(Macari et al., 2005-2006). Orientation professionals can help meet this need by including ap-
pointments with key personnel (i.e., academic advisors, student finance advisors, peer mentors) 
during the orientation process to build confidence and prepare these students for the challenges 
ahead (Hatch, 2003; Rosenbaum et al., 2006).
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Although nontraditional student learners may be motivated and earn high grades for their 
work in the classroom, orientation professionals and other student affairs practitioners must work 
to eliminate institutional barriers that will keep the student from engaging more fully in the col-
lege environment, and thus, from attaining academic, personal, and professional development. 
Nontraditional students may also be in need of intervention services to help support student 
development and personal growth throughout the college experience (Macari et al., 2005-2006). 
The research conducted by Macari et al. suggests that because students with nontraditional charac-
teristics often have priorities and responsibilities outside of the classroom, they have little time to 
devote to college-sponsored cultural events or to engage in personal, academic, or career counsel-
ing. Moreover, nontraditional students are unlikely to seek these resources out on their own. To 
this end, the research by Rosenbaum et al. (2006) demonstrates that proactive procedures, such as 
mandatory advising, reduce the chance of mistakes by the student and increase the chances of suc-
cess in college. Orientation professionals should be aware of these trends when designing programs 
and services for nontraditional students.

Eliminating Barriers to Nontraditional Student Success:  
Recommendations for Practice

According to Spellman (2007), nontraditional students may face a number of situational, 
institutional, or dispositional barriers to continuous enrollment and achievement of educational, 
personal, and career goals. Lack of academic preparation, financial needs, cultural and language 
differences, and any number of personal issues (e.g., health conditions, substance abuse, criminal 
history, or personal relationships) can impede student progress. While the college campus cannot 
remove all these barriers, particularly those of a situational or dispositional nature, orientation and 
retention professionals can ensure that programs do not pose any additional institutional barri-
ers to student success and can lead the campus in eliminating those procedures and policies that 
unduly inhibit the success of nontraditional students. As discussed throughout the first part of 
this chapter, professionals should learn from those who serve large populations of nontraditional 
students; adjust the timing and format of programs; include current nontraditional students in 
programs to offer incoming students pictures of success; assess their population to best understand 
motivations for returning to college; and build expectations into the process, such as mandatory 
academic advising, to remove barriers and best support the success of nontraditional students.  

In addition, because orientation and retention professionals are often the first point of contact 
for nontraditional students, the attitudes, knowledge, and resources presented to these students by 
orientation professionals and paraprofessionals (i.e., student volunteers) are often key in developing 
the students’ perception of the institution and its ability to meet their specific needs. It is, therefore, 
paramount that orientation professionals and all staff associated with the orientation programs 
are knowledgeable not only of the needs of the nontraditional student but also of the resources 
the campus has to meet those needs. The following suggestions address the common barriers to 
success for nontraditional students in the college environment. Many of the strategies demand 
collaboration across the campus. Berg (2005) suggests that collaboration and coordination are 
critical in order to serve the needs of these students.

Orientation Program Delivery
Work schedules and family responsibilities prevent some students from attending classes in 

daytime hours or attending full-time (Spellman, 2007). Just as classes must now be offered at times 
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and in formats convenient to these students, so must orientation programs be offered at times and 
in formats that meet the needs of the nontraditional student population. Orientation programs 
should be mandatory so they are seen as important. Offering programs in the evenings and on 
weekends can make orientation programs more accessible. In addition, adding an online orienta-
tion component, which can be offered alone or in conjunction with campus-based programs, may 
also increase access to this important resource. 

Additionally, assessing the length of time students must be present and focusing on the 
services that pertain to their greatest needs (as discussed below) can increase the likelihood that 
nontraditional students benefit from attending orientation programs. Hatch (2003) noted that 
“the length of the program is less important than schedule order. . . the opening of the program 
needs to communicate clearly a positive and inclusive climate for learning” (p. 114) in order to set 
the stage for later learning events.

Essential Services for Nontraditional Students
Nontraditional students need access to key services on campus as they have competing priori-

ties and are less likely than their traditional counterparts to seek out these resources on their own. 
Orientation programs should outline how nontraditional students can successfully use resources 
and highlight the ease and success rates for those who do. Research suggests that professionals 
must do even more to increase access to these services for our nontraditional student population. 
Rosenbaum et al. (2006) found that there are times that traditional college procedures impede 
nontraditional students’ progress inadvertently. Some colleges require students to have skill sets 
that may be typical for traditional students (e.g., soft skills and job search skills), but not necessar-
ily for nontraditional students. Ultimately, orientation and retention programs that help students 
negotiate the complex campus environment and incorporate introductions to the essential services 
can lead their campuses in removing these obstacles.

Financial aid. Inadequate financial resources pose serious challenges to many nontraditional 
students, and many potential students have cited rising education costs as a significant hurdle im-
peding enrollment (Nunley, 2007; Spellman, 2007). In 2004, Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton 
proposed legislation to help improve graduation rates among nontraditional students, including 
increasing access to Pell Grants, increasing the percentage of education expenses that could be 
counted toward the Lifetime Learning tax credit, rewarding schools that offer flexible class sched-
ules and childcare services, and raising the level of funding for innovative remedial programs and 
student support service programs (Lane, 2004). Elements of her original proposal were enacted 
in 2005 via the Deficit Reduction Act, and the U.S. Senate made Pell grants available year round 
when they approved the Higher Education Amendments of 2007.

Despite the efforts of the U.S. government, many students who apply for aid complain about 
the difficulty of the forms and the lack of assistance they receive. Still others are not aware of all of 
their options or mistakenly believe that they are not eligible based on their work status or the cost 
of tuition at their institution (Rosenbaum et al., 2006). While financial aid services are key prior 
to enrollment, students need continuing access to these resources and assistance in deciphering 
changes made in the legislation if they are to persist to graduation. Offering a session during the 
orientation program that introduces students to financial aid personnel and educates them about 
the aid available throughout their educational career would be valuable to many nontraditional 
students, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds and/or those who are first-generation 
college students. Orientation professionals should also collaborate with financial aid offices to ensure 
that financial aid staff members are available to consult with individuals about specific financial 
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aid questions that cannot be answered in presentations, and the orientation schedule should allow 
time for students to meet with them in person. 

Career services. Since professional goals may be a strong motivator for many nontraditional 
students entering college, orientation programs should consider implementing career-related 
sessions in a number of ways. Spellman (2007) suggests that partnerships with the local business 
community facilitate student learning by situating it in real-world experience, which increases the 
chance of employment post-graduation. Therefore, inviting local business partners to take part 
in orientation program activities may draw more participation from the nontraditional student 
population. 

Furthermore, Macari et al. (2005-2006) recommended offering free personal and career as-
sessments to nontraditional students. Along with these assessments, orientation programs should 
include a focus on connecting nontraditional students with all career services offered on the campus, 
ranging from part-time jobs to internship experiences to career advising, in order to greatly improve 
their chances of future success. In addition, orientation programs can jointly partner with career 
services personnel and local employers to provide sessions that increase student knowledge about 
proper conduct and appearance in the workforce and to reinforce the importance of communica-
tion, cooperation, and punctuality (Rosenbaum et al., 2006).

Counseling resources. Nontraditional students often find managing multiple roles to be a 
source of stress (Spellman, 2007), which negatively correlates with academic success (Zajacova, 
Lynch, & Espenshade, 2005). Moreover, policy experts from the American Council on Education 
(ACE) suggest that counseling is essential (Headden, 2009). Furthermore, this group indicates that 
counseling is especially important for nontraditional male students, who are less likely to open up, 
more likely to feel self-conscious about age, and more likely to feel as if their enrollment in school 
impedes their immediate ability to provide for a family.

Pre-existing psychological or medical conditions, combined with the stress of managing mul-
tiple roles, may also create barriers for nontraditional students. Hudson, Towey, and Shinar (2008) 
conducted a study on depression and racial/ethnic variations with a diverse nontraditional student 
sample. Based on their results, they suggested counseling centers develop more explicit outreach 
programs to target nontraditional students. 

Orientation professionals can help facilitate this outreach by designing programs during the 
transition process that: (a) address stress and how it relates to academics, (b) address multiple 
roles and how families can serve as a support network for the student, and (c) introduce students 
to counseling personnel and resources available on campus. Orientation professionals can also 
invite counseling center staff to participate in the training of orientation staff, so that all involved 
can begin to identify and address the special needs and cultural adjustments facing these students 
(Hudson et al., 2008).  

Academic success and study skills. Assessing students’ time-management skills, comfort level with 
technology, and learning styles can be an invaluable step in assuring student success, particularly 
for those students taking courses in a nontraditional delivery style (Berg, 2005). Study skills classes 
or seminars can help to change students’ perceptions about their ability to succeed, particularly 
for those who are returning to academia after many years in the workplace or caring for family 
members (Macari et al., 2005-2006). 

Further, studies show that academic self-efficacy is a significant predictor of college success, 
particularly in the first year of study (Zajacova et al., 2005). It is reasonable to assume that nontra-
ditional students may have lower academic self-efficacy if they have not been enrolled in college 
courses in a number of years. Orientation programs can be designed to boost self-efficacy and/
or connect students to services to fill in gaps in their academic study skills. Many campuses have 
academic support services that specialize in teaching these skills. Orientation professionals should 
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work collaboratively with these offices (where they exist) to help them tailor their message to non-
traditional students, who sometimes may feel these programs are designed with only traditionally 
aged students in mind. In instances where campuses may not have this office, professionals should 
seek support from on- and off-campus resources to include programming on these topics.

Social skills. Nontraditional students appear to be less likely than traditional students to par-
ticipate in extracurricular activities (Macari et al., 2005-2006). However, research shows that social 
events and service projects help to build a sense of community and support among nontraditional 
students, as well as provide experiences that are critical when searching for a job after graduation 
(Headden, 2009). Offering free admission to cultural events for students and their families, pro-
viding more multicultural activities tied to academic requirements, weaving student development 
activities into the curriculum, and engaging faculty as part of the student development process 
(Macari et al., 2005-2006) can give nontraditional students an opportunity to connect with the 
university community, while simultaneously helping these students clarify purpose and develop 
tolerance of others. To begin to meet these needs during orientation, professionals should assess 
their social programming events and consider how these programs may be re-vamped to attract 
a nontraditional student population. Considerations for program change could include timing, 
participants, perceived purpose, and expectations for attendance.

Many student activities on campus can also aid in the development of the soft skills employ-
ers are looking for in college graduates. Again, the ability to connect orientation and transition 
programming to the career goals and motivations of the new traditional student can help lay the 
foundation for student engagement and success: “Besides helping students to catch up academically, 
colleges can also help many students catch up socially, providing them with direct guidance about 
how to dress, speak, and interact in job interviews and in the professional workplace” (Rosenbaum 
et al., 2006, p. 201). 

Information and technology literacy. Given the increasing numbers of underprepared students 
entering college campuses, it would be beneficial to include librarians and information technologists 
as part of the orientation process to support student learning in these areas (Berg, 2005). Non-
traditional students may sometimes lack technological skills or confidence in their technological 
ability compared to their traditional-aged peers (Cordes, 2009). The increasing use of technology 
to facilitate distance education, communication with faculty and peers, collaboration on academic 
projects, and engagement in academic discussions suggests that information and technology lit-
eracy is a critical need for all students. Many, but not all, nontraditional students come to college 
with a lack of exposure to technology and a subsequent low self-esteem as it relates to managing 
technology during their college career. To combat this phenomenon, orientation professionals 
should partner with librarians, information technology (IT) staff, and faculty to address available 
technology, training tools, and other related resources during orientation programs. Otherwise, 
technology may remain a barrier to nontraditional students’ success. Besides including the librarian 
and IT staff in the orientation process, orienting students to campus computing policies regarding 
network and wireless services can help prevent future frustrations (Cordes). Additionally, integrat-
ing opportunities to experience technology in orientation programs can provide students time to 
practice important skills, such as navigating online learning platforms and campus e-mail systems 
with support from campus faculty, staff and students who are more familiar with the systems.

Disability services. According to the United States Census Bureau (2000), approximately one 
out of five adults age 21 to 64 in United States has a qualifying disability under the Americans 
with Disabilities Act. Rather than seeing these conditions as disqualifiers, the higher education 
community should welcome students with disabilities and provide services through a central-
ized office. Nontraditional students may be unaware of these services or may be accustomed to 
self-accommodation in the workforce or their daily lives. Even when students are aware of these 



	 Nontraditional Is the New Traditional	 201

services, they often express reluctance in asking for accommodations (Denhart, 2008). Academic 
work may provide unique challenges for nontraditional students with disabilities, and appropri-
ate academic accommodations may further reduce barriers students encounter. Inviting disability 
services providers to orientation can help facilitate a connection for many nontraditional students 
who may not otherwise seek out assistance. Providing lists of community resources may also as-
sist students who suspect they have a disability but have yet to receive a diagnosis, particularly for 
older students who may never have had access to disability services in their secondary education. 
In addition, orientation professionals should also invite disability service providers to train orienta-
tion staff and collaborate on ways to ensure the program delivery and content offers a welcoming 
environment for students with disabilities

Veterans’ services. Estimates indicate as many as a third of veterans returning from Operation 
Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom will have a mental disorder, the most common 
of which are depression, traumatic brain injury, and post-traumatic stress disorder (Zoroya, 2009). 
With the passage of the new G.I. Bill in 2008, this special population of nontraditional students 
is a quickly growing demographic across higher education ( Jones, 2009; LaPlante, 2009; Schuster, 
2009; Schwartz, 2009). 

Transitioning from a military to a civilian/academic culture can be a challenge to veteran stu-
dents, who are used to a highly structured environment. Many find the college environment to be 
chaotic, freewheeling, and lax; they often find themselves feeling isolated, stressed, and awkward 
(Brown, 2009; Colimore, 2009; Heavin, 2009; LaPlante, 2009; Schuster, 2009; Schwartz, 2009). 
Programs designed to meet the needs of this population have been developed throughout the na-
tion. For example, Heavin described a learning and transition strategies course implemented in the 
fall of 2008 at the University of Missouri that focuses on teaching veterans much-needed academic 
skills and helps them learn how to navigate campus and government resources available to them. 
The course also gives students a chance to network with other veterans and identifies ways they 
can feel connected to the campus community.

Along with courses such as this one, many campuses have veterans’ affairs offices or have des-
ignated offices or individuals who work with this population. Orientation professionals should 
identify these staff and faculty and include them in their orientation planning and communications 
plans as well as assist veterans in connecting with their services. For smaller campuses, local veterans’ 
affairs offices may be of assistance if campuses are unable to designate individuals or offices for this 
purpose. However, because these offices are also dealing with high volumes of applications for G.I. 
Bill and other veterans’ benefits, orientation professionals on campuses with little or no existing 
resources should lead the charge in responding to the needs of veterans in the transition process.

In addition, when large numbers of veterans enroll on campus, an orientation program designed 
specifically for veterans may be one way to begin providing resources for these students. Regardless 
of the format of the program, topics should include accessing counseling and tutoring resources on 
campus, navigating government resources, academic planning advice, and understanding financial 
aid requirements (Colimire, 2009; Heavin, 2009; LaPlante, 2009; Schuster, 2009).

Orientation professionals should also seek opportunities to learn about military culture and 
combat experience and add it to diversity training elements in orientation leader training ses-
sions. Knowing that due to their past experiences some of these students may not want to sit in 
front of the class or walk in crowded areas can assist professionals with designing programs that 
are inclusive and supportive. Understanding the anxiety some veterans may feel the first time the 
Iraq war is discussed in a classroom setting can help all members of the campus community begin 
to facilitate productive discussions on campus without devaluing the students’ military service 
(Schwartz, 2009; Zoroya, 2009).
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Mentoring. Many nontraditional students have established relationships outside of college and 
do not proactively seek out friends on campus (Macari et al., 2005-2006). Yet, these students may 
benefit from informal connections with peers, faculty, and staff, especially when these are centered 
on academic experiences. Implementing a mentoring program and/or offering support groups for 
first-year or transfer nontraditional students could encourage students to use the services introduced 
in orientation programs (Breese & O’Toole, 1995; Macari et al., 2005-2006; Spellman, 2007). Faculty 
members, continuing students, or both could serve as mentors to nontraditional students and help 
anchor them in the academic environment and campus community. One example of a successful 
mentor program exists at the University of Akron where peer mentors play an important role in 
the transition and retention of nontraditional students. These mentors must be at least 25 years 
of age and be nontraditional students themselves. The mentors uniquely understand the stresses 
their peers are facing and offer support to incoming nontraditional students in a way that other 
students cannot (Headden, 2009). Orientation professionals should consider including mentor 
opportunities when they design programs and services to encourage nontraditional students to 
connect to campus.

Conclusion
This chapter began by describing nontraditional students as an emerging majority or a new 

traditional student, based on demographic trends and characteristic changes that have occurred in 
the college-going population over the last few decades. While students have become more ethni-
cally diverse, older, and more likely part-time, the most effective way to describe nontraditional 
students is by the number of competing priorities in their lives. To help nontraditional students 
manage competing priorities, orientation professionals must assess the needs and motivations of 
the incoming population, take time to learn from those who serve larger populations of nontra-
ditional students, adjust for the timing and format of programs, include current nontraditional 
students in programs, and build mandatory elements into the process to best support the success 
of nontraditional students. In addition, it is paramount that orientation professionals and all 
staff associated with the orientation programs are knowledgeable not only of the needs of the 
nontraditional student but also of the resources the campus has to meet those needs. Although 
the basic elements of orientation remain the same (e.g., a welcome to the campus, academic ad-
vising, introduction to resources, interaction with peers) the format, participants, speakers, and 
information provided should be considered when creating a program that will meet the needs of 
nontraditional students.          

This chapter presented programmatic suggestions that should be considered when taking the 
needs of nontraditional students into account. However, the authors also recognize that each campus 
and student body is unique and should be treated as such. Readers should take data about their own 
students into consideration when deciding whether and how to implement these suggestions.

The faces of the college student population have changed dramatically in recent years. Increas-
ingly, nontraditional students make up larger portions, if not the majority, of the students on many 
college campuses today. Orientation professionals are uniquely situated to see these changing trends 
as they emerge and to bring campus partners together to respond to them. Orientation profession-
als should leverage their role as collaborators to educate different campus units on the changing 
nature of the student population and to help them reshape their services and messages to better 
serve these new traditional students. 
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Chapter 14
Building the Case for Collaboration 
in Orientation Programs: 
Campus Culture, Politics, and Power
Beth M. Lingren Clark and Matthew J. Weigand

As Mullendore (1998) reminds us, “Orientation programs can have a tremendous impact on 
both academic and social integration into the institution and thereby provide the foundation 
for improvement in student retention” (p. 5). Given the importance of orientation to future 

student success, the case for college-wide collaboration among disparate units that contribute to 
the program and among competing institutional priorities is clear. Effective orientation and first-
year programs are not isolated, single-unit programs; instead, they are institution-wide endeavors 
requiring an investment of time and energy from myriad campus constituents. In fact, “active 
involvement by faculty, staff, administrators, and students is a prime factor in creating a com-
munity environment where entering students want to belong, perform, and contribute” (Smith 
& Brackin, 2003, p. 40).

While the benefits are significant, there are also real challenges associated with this interde-
pendence. The various campus departments and external constituents may have competing needs 
and goals related to their involvement in transition programming, and orientation professionals 
must work with these entities to develop a shared vision and implementation strategy. In order 
to nurture relationships and maximize collaborative efforts, orientation professionals must have a 
deep understanding of organizational culture, as well as the influence of politics and power on their 
work. The ways in which these factors are recognized and negotiated may impact our ability to 
gain institutional support, increase collaboration, and ultimately, implement successful programs. 
This chapter summarizes the importance of collaboration; discusses the literature on organizational 
culture, politics, and power and the influence they have on our campuses and programs; highlights 
examples of effective collaboration in orientation programs; and offers strategies for enhancing 
campus partnerships.  

The Importance of Collaboration
While collaboration is essential for the work of orientation and other transition programs, its 

importance is not limited to these areas. In fact, developing positive relationships for collaboration 
is central to all student affairs work. In their joint statement, Principles of Good Practice for Student 
Affairs, ACPA and NASPA (1997) assert that good practice “initiates educational partnerships 
and develops structures that support collaboration [which] involves all aspects of the community 
in the development and implementation of institutional goals and reminds participants of their 
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common commitment to students and their learning” (p. 5). More recently, Woodard and Komives 
(2003) suggested that collaborative work will be even more important in the future, as complex 
issues such as first-year student retention require cooperation among various campus service and 
academic units.

Sandeen (2000) further posits that the effectiveness of student affairs professionals is heavily 
dependent upon the degree to which they have cultivated mutually beneficial relationships within 
the campus and community. Those who are most effective are active within the campus and com-
munity and involve others in policies, programs, staffing, and evaluation. Conversely, Sandeen 
frankly states that “the best way to fail is for student affairs leaders to isolate themselves, thinking 
that they can do their jobs without involving others” (p. 378). 

The benefits of collaborative campus relationships are numerous and may include improved 
understanding and support of initiatives by stakeholders, a greater sense of community on cam-
pus, and better problem solving (Sandeen, 2000). When trusting relationships exist among those 
involved in a program, there is also a greater likelihood that difficult decisions, policy changes, 
and new initiatives will be accepted and supported (Sandeen). Moreover, relationships devel-
oped across campus units “demonstrate a healthy institutional approach to learning by fostering 
inclusiveness” (ACPA & NASPA, 1997, p. 5), thereby contributing to the sense of community 
(Sandeen). Finally, collaboration brings together the multiple perspectives and unique contribu-
tions of diverse constituents, leading to stronger, more campus-wide interventions; higher quality 
cocurricular programs; and ultimately, better educational opportunities for students (ACPA & 
NASPA; Sandeen; Woodard & Komives, 2003).

In order to forge these robust relationships for effective collaboration, it is helpful to understand 
the institutional context and factors that may influence those relationships and/or their develop-
ment. While an in-depth review of organizational theory is beyond the scope of this chapter, an 
overview of key tenets—including campus culture, politics, and power—as they relate to designing, 
implementing, and improving orientation programs, is warranted. 

Understanding Campus Culture
The culture of our campuses serves as an important backdrop for the work of orientation and 

transition professionals, and understanding its impact is critical for success. According to Farmer 
(1990), “failure to understand the way in which an organization’s culture will interact with vari-
ous contemplated change strategies… may mean the failure of the strategies themselves” (p. 8). On 
the other hand, work that intentionally takes into account cultural characteristics may “facilitate 
the development of trust, can help develop institutional ‘buy-in,’ and reflect the proper scope for 
innovative and transformational change efforts” (Farmer, p. 8).

Kuh and Hall (1993) define culture as 

the collective, mutually shaping patterns of institutional history, mission, physical settings, 
norms, traditions, values, practices, beliefs, and assumptions, all of which guide the behavior 
of individuals and groups in an institution of higher education, and which provide frames of 
reference for interpreting the meanings of events and actions on and off campus. (p. 2)  
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Understandably, the definition of culture is campus-specific and must be actively created by the 
campus community. When attempting to define campus culture with regard to orientation pro-
gramming, program planners may ask the following questions:

What basic assumptions exist among the campus constituents?1.	
What do campus constituents value in the orientation process?2.	
What organizational cultural values and beliefs are perpetuated through the institutional 3.	
traditions?
How are problems solved within the process?4.	
How is change or adversity in programming managed?5.	

 The ability to answer these questions can lead to increased cultural understanding, which is critical 
to successful program implementation.  

Schein (1992) suggests, “These dynamic processes of culture creation and management are the 
essence of leadership and make one realize that leadership and culture are two sides of the same 
coin” (p. 1). To this end, Schein outlines three levels of culture, which orientation professionals 
can use as both a framework for defining campus culture and as a guide for leadership within that 
culture. The first level involves identifying the visible organizational structures and processes called 
artifacts (e.g., the structure of academic advising in each college, as well as expectations and specific 
requirements involved with the advisement process). Investing time reaching out to the academic 
units and engaging them in conversations in an effort to increase understanding of their specific 
structures and processes will allow program planners to look at the orientation program through 
the lens of faculty and academic affairs administrators and identify their role with orientation. 
Examining these structures and processes provides more objectivity, a greater understanding, and 
acknowledgment of the challenges other units face while offering an opportunity to meet in the 
middle and reach a common ground where requests for orientation programming are concerned. This 
should also assist in creating a more meaningful orientation experience for the new students.

The second level of culture deals with espoused values by identifying the organizational strate-
gies, goals, and philosophies that drive the campus organization and are usually supported by the 
individuals in the organization (Schein, 1992). More specifically, this level of culture may explain 
how orientation programming fits into the institutional mission, as well as the extent to which 
operational philosophies focus on student success and retention through interdepartmental coop-
eration. When developing orientation programs, there are often differences of opinion on how to 
approach a process or change content. After discussing possible alternatives, the orientation director 
may offer a solution that the larger group agrees to adopt. If this solution is successful, then the 
larger group has a shared perception of accomplishment. Schein refers to this as the beginning of 
the cognitive transformation process. If the success continues, then the group moves from a shared 
value to a shared assumption. If the solution is not successful, then the process will be challenged 
and questioned. Being aware of this transformational process enhances the ability of orientation 
professionals to manage challenges and use a shared decision-making process more effectively.

The third and final level of culture involves identifying the unconscious, taken-for-granted 
beliefs, perceptions, thoughts, and feelings, or the basic underlying assumptions (Schein, 1992). 
These underlying assumptions guide the behavior of individuals in a department or group. There 
are many strategies that orientation professionals can implement to bring the assumptions into the 
open and involve departments in the decision-making process. One strategy involves establishing 
an Orientation Advisory Committee, inviting key departmental constituents including academic 
advisors, admissions, financial aid, housing, ID card office, international programs, and the honors 
program to discuss orientation goals, challenges, and decisions. Identifying key constituents is 
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an important part of the process. While some departments may not be on the formal organizing 
committee (i.e., campus police or parking), it may be important to meet with them individually to 
share program goals and plans and to gain their perspective on how they can best support orienta-
tion programs. Such meetings emphasize the importance of the working relationship; provide an 
opportunity to learn individual thoughts, feelings, and perceptions while involving them in the 
decision-making process; and prevent miscommunications and faulty assumptions, thereby building 
trust. As Farmer (1990) notes, “Trust is also enhanced when there is a history of making decisions 
in a way that reflects a clear and sensitive understanding of the culture of a campus” (p. 10).  

Analyzing the three levels of campus culture by answering the basic questions provided above 
can assist practitioners in understanding the institutional context and identifying strategies to 
assist with orientation program development and implementation. Leading the orientation plan-
ning process by investing the time with key constituents and developing effective partnerships can 
provide clarity in decision making and drive program changes and improvements.  

Campus Politics and Power
In addition to examining the institutional context from a cultural perspective, it is also im-

portant for orientation and transition professionals to view their campus through a political lens. 
As they strive to build collaborative partnerships to support student transition programs, under-
standing the role politics and power play on college and university campuses and in orientation 
programming becomes essential.

Moore (2000) argues that the political dimensions of institutional life are omnipresent and 
that politics is a necessary and ubiquitous process by which decisions are made. Similarly, Bess and 
Dee (2008) posit that colleges and universities are combinations of rational organizations, which 
rely upon hierarchical authority to accomplish goals, and polities, where political behaviors are used 
to advance goals. Although it may invoke negative sentiments for some, politics is not necessarily 
a negative. Rather, it is “part of the process of democratic conflict resolution in a community that 
involves persons and units with different goals and interests” (Bess & Dee, p. 545).  

In essence, politics refers to the use of influence to shape institutional direction and policy, as 
well as the allocation of resources (Moore, 2000). Politics is most likely to come into play under 
conditions of uncertainty and dissensus (Bess & Dee, 2008); for example, when clear lines of 
authority do not exist or when institutional priorities are ambiguous or in conflict. Thus, politics 
is a common reality for those directing orientation and transition programs that rely on several 
campus units with a variety of reporting structures and with a range of priorities. For example, 
an orientation director may report to student affairs, while the academic advisors with whom he 
or she works closely may report to academic affairs. As such, different priorities or work practices 
may become apparent when these partners come together to make decisions about the orientation 
program, such as the best procedures to register students for first-semester courses. With several 
options available and no clear “best” method, and without a single supervisor to offer guidance, 
politics will likely be involved in the decision-making process. 

The political model recognizes differing levels of power within a college or university (Kuh, 
2003) and “assumes that the power of the various participants will determine the outcome” (Moore, 
2000, p. 181). Thus, successful student affairs administrators possess the political skills necessary 
to understand who the stakeholders are, the factors that determine their stand on an issue, and 
how much relative power they hold (Dickerson, 2001; Moore).

Power may be defined as the ability or potential to influence others in such a way that they will 
do something that they would not otherwise do (Bess & Dee, 2008; Moore, 2000). It shapes and 
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modifies the desires and beliefs of others in ways that are contrary to, or not directly in line with, 
their interests (Bess & Dee). For example, an orientation director may exert power to get campus 
stakeholders to participate in an additional orientation session due to larger-than-expected enroll-
ment, when the stakeholders’ original intentions were to use that time to work on other projects 
important to their respective offices.  

Authority is a specific type of power that exists through a formal hierarchical relationship 
(Bess & Dee, 2008). An orientation coordinator exercises his or her authority—or legitimized, 
positional power—when he or she directs staff members to perform tasks or to act in ways they 
would not otherwise do. For example, while orientation leaders may be inclined to take the shortest 
route when escorting incoming students from one campus location to another, their supervisor 
may direct them to take a more circuitous route in order to provide the new students with a more 
comprehensive tour and with more experience navigating the campus.  

However, this chain-of-command view of power is limited; “the challenging, changing, and 
dynamic nature of higher education makes this traditional view of leadership ineffective and obsolete” 
(Schroeder, 1999, p. 139). Moreover, because orientation and first-year programs professionals rely 
on so many other campus constituents who do not report to them, the remainder of this discussion 
focuses on power that is not a result of hierarchical reporting relationships.  

Such power may be revealed through political situations—that is, through conflicts of interest 
for which there is no clear priority or authority (Bess & Dee, 2008). When conflict arises as a result 
of competition for limited resources or different views on important issues, alternative policies or 
solutions may be proposed and often lobbying and debating among stakeholders take place (Kuh, 
2003). Decisions in these cases are usually determined through consensus-building, majority vote, 
or by a formal pronouncement from institutional leaders. Power may also be revealed in more subtle 
ways. One exercise of power is the ability to control what is—and what is not—brought up for 
discussion. For example, as chair of the campus-wide orientation planning committee, the director 
may choose whether or not to initiate conversation regarding alternative orientation models or 
programs (e.g., summer programs, welcome week programs, tradition camps, outdoor/wilderness 
experiences). The director is exerting power by controlling the agenda. These types of power and 
uses of power are prevalent for orientation professionals, and in fact all higher education profes-
sionals, as “wishes for power, the exercise of power, and the results of using power pervade higher 
education” (Bess & Dee, p. 540).

The strategic contingencies theory of power is particularly relevant for orientation and transi-
tion professionals, as they often depend on other (horizontally positioned) campus units, that are, 
in turn, dependent on them. Briefly, this theory suggests that units or subunits that are relied upon 
for critical information, services, or resources hold organizational power (Bess & Dee, 2008). In 
particular, units that control scarce resources, that help others predict and deal with the uncertain 
future, and whose work is central to the organizational mission and difficult or impossible to replace 
will have greater power. Understanding the campus culture assists in the decision-making process 
when politics are involved. If there is trust and buy-in with the program, then all can approach the 
political situation as a unified group identifying alternatives to solve the conflict.   

 Much like understanding campus culture, the importance of understanding politics and 
power lies in the ability of orientation and transition professionals to build collaborative relation-
ships and influence others to affect change, ultimately improving the quality of transition and 
retention programs. As Dickerson (2001) noted, student affairs professionals at all levels believe 
that change—including new program development and improvement to current programs—is a 
political process, and importantly, that practitioners at all levels can be influential in the politics 
of change at an institution. Kuh (2003) calls collaboration and partnerships—marked by trust 
and good will—key to such organizational improvement and suggests that limited understanding 
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of power and politics can perpetuate misunderstandings. Dickerson further argued that manag-
ing the politics associated with change and ensuring the planned change responds to identifiable 
organizational needs reduces negative resistance.

Understanding politics and power is also “particularly useful for identifying those who are 
most likely to be influential in the process” of program development or improvement “and for 
maximizing the potential benefits of conflict management and collaborative policy making” (Kuh, 
2003, p. 275). In other words, it is critical to include colleagues who will be affected by the outcome 
in the decision-making process. If not, commitment and enthusiasm may be lacking, feelings of 
alienation may arise, and difficulty implementing the decision or program changes may result. At 
the same time, it is also important to understand that constituents are not equally invested in all 
decisions. If the issue is not important to particular participants, they are not likely to invest their 
limited time and energy in the decision-making process. Thus, examining the institutional context 
from a political view helps orientation professionals maximize efforts to build partnerships and 
develop collaborative relationships. Further, understanding campus culture, politics, and power 
helps orientation professionals make the most of those collaborative relationships to provide the 
best programming to incoming students.  

Models for Effective Practice
There are countless examples of effective collaboration in orientation programs at every type 

and size of institution. Two such dynamic programs are described here. These programs have devel-
oped, evolved, and improved through planned change and transformation as a result of continual 
assessment and evaluation of program effectiveness and participant satisfaction. They have also 
succeeded in part because of their leaders’ understanding and competently managing the culture, 
politics, and power relationships that provide the institutional context for the programs, allowing 
for effective collaboration and program transformation (Keup, Walker, Astin, & Lindholm, 2001; 
Kuh, 2003). Their champions appreciate that trust and open communication are conditions that 
contribute to productive change (Keup et al.) and that “meaningful involvement and participa-
tion [by campus stakeholders] are needed when diagnosing what is going on, figuring out what to 
do, and actually doing it” (Schein, 1992, p. 392). They understand program planning as a social 
activity involving the “negotiation of interests within relationships of power” (Cervero & Wilson, 
1994, p. 185).

While many examples of effective collaboration exist, the following two highlight deliberative 
efforts to infuse an understanding of campus culture, politics, and power into work with valued 
constituents. This proactive approach to building relationships for the good of orientation and 
transition programs may reduce the number and severity of conflicts and issues that arise in planning 
and implementing first-year programs. Examples of conflicts may include: miscommunications, 
decisions made by an individual unit without considering the entire process, misinterpretation of 
policies or procedures, inconsistencies in messages to the student, and little to no buy-in from key 
campus stakeholders such as academic advisors. The two examples are provided to demonstrate 
how involving people early, communicating often, and planning processes collaboratively within the 
context of campus political and power structures can prevent or minimize adversity and conflict. 

University of Minnesota
At the University of Minnesota-Twin Cities campus, many strategies are used to understand 

campus culture, increase collaboration, and balance politics and power. The staff members in the 
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Orientation & First-Year Programs (OFYP) office spend a tremendous amount of time and energy 
obtaining institutional buy-in. Contributing to this campus-wide buy-in is the clear connection of 
orientation programming, welcome week programming, and other first-year initiatives to the overall 
institutional mission. Additionally, the University has strategic priorities and student learning and 
development outcomes, to which all OFYP programming is also linked. Clearly identifying how 
the programs and initiatives contribute to institutional priorities is essential in obtaining campus 
resources and support. Moreover, multiple committees are established where program goals are 
set, challenges are identified, solutions are offered, and decisions are made. There are times when 
OFYP staff members will ultimately have to make the decision, but it is not done without consult-
ing these committees. This extensive committee work is supplemented by meeting frequently with 
key departmental partners individually. 

Constant communication among campus constituents is also an important strategy for col-
laboration. Asking constituents to help set the agenda for meetings and provide input on decisions 
and following up with them after decisions have been made are important elements for effective 
communication. The constituents value this communication and involvement in the process and 
feel empowered to contribute to the success of the programs. Understanding what the institution 
values, how traditions influence programming, and how behavior and attitudes are formed, allow 
program planners to manage change for greater program success.

Northern Illinois University
The First-Year Connections program at Northern Illinois University (NIU) consists of an 

extended orientation course and mentoring program, as well as faculty and staff training sessions 
designed to help first-year students make a successful transition to college life (Kuchynka, Rode, & 
Reeves, 1998; Peska & Young, 2007). The program is a collaborative effort of NIU’s academic and 
student affairs divisions; and it involves faculty, staff, and students from across campus (Kuchynka 
et al.; Peska & Young). The program started in the mid-1980s as a single pilot course offered by an 
academic counselor, and over the next two decades grew to more than 90 sections serving more 
than 1,800 first-year students (Kuchynka et al.; Peska & Young). Early partners in the program’s 
evolution included an academic dean (who negotiated financial support for faculty and staff train-
ing workshops) and institutional researchers (who compiled data showing higher retention rates 
and grade point averages for course participants than nonparticipants). Support grew to include 
others in university administration; well-respected, tenured faculty; a campus-wide committee that 
oversaw the undergraduate academic environment; and student affairs staff, among others (Refer 
to Kuchynka et al. for a more extensive description of the program’s development.). 

The administrators leading the development and growth of this extended orientation course 
emphasized the importance of understanding issues of politics and power in the planning process. 
“The course could not have matured and developed without nurturing campus relationships among 
faculty and student affairs staff. Moreover, understanding the curricular process, the influences of 
decision-making power, and the political structure of campus committees played a critical role” 
(Kuchynka et al., 1998, p. 11). Specifically, champions of the course recognized that the university 
curriculum committee held the exclusive power to officially develop the university-wide course. 
As such, they garnered support from key faculty and academic administrators and participated 
in extensive collaborative work to develop and discuss course objectives, content, and instructor 
qualifications, among other matters, ultimately resulting in official approval of the course. Their 
planning involved “negotiating, mediating, and shaping the needs and values of the campus com-
munity to collectively create the desired program and hence successful outcomes” (Kuchynka et 
al., p. 8).
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Conclusions and Recommendations
The need for orientation professionals to establish collaborative relationships with a variety 

of campus constituents, in order to develop, implement, and improve transition programs is clear. 
Comprehensive programs require more than single-office or single-division support; they require 
a campus-wide commitment to welcoming new students and helping them succeed in college. 
Understanding the institutional context, including the campus culture, politics, and power, will 
help educators build and maintain these partnerships more effectively and efficiently. Fried (1999) 
supports this contention, writing that “the most powerful educational interventions connect us 
rather than divide us” (p. 18).  

Knowing the importance of collaboration, however, is not enough. Orientation profession-
als would be well-served to learn continuously about and practice the skills necessary to develop 
these effective partnerships. Cawthon and Ward-Roof (1999) found that orientation professionals 
ranked human relations skills among the top skills necessary for effective practice in the field. These 
include the ability and willingness (a) to establish cooperative relationships, (b) coordinate diverse 
groups involved in the implementation of a university-wide program, (c) listen to and work with 
those wanting input into the orientation program, and (d) negotiate and exercise diplomacy. Sev-
eral scholars have offered tips and suggestions for establishing effective collaborative relationships 
against the backdrop of campus culture, as well as dealing with campus politics and power (c.f., 
Fried, 1999; Kuh, 2003; Moore, 2000; Sandeen, 2000; Schroeder, 1999). Following is a synthesis 
of those ideas as they relate to orientation and transition programs.

1.	 Spend time actively cultivating, managing, and supporting relationships. While relationship 
building may not appear on an orientation professional’s job description, it is absolutely 
vital to accomplish the goals and objectives associated with the position. This may include 
hosting orientation kick-off events with all those involved in the program; scheduling 
individual or group meetings with stakeholders in order to gather feedback about the 
program; or attending informal lunch or coffee meetings to stay connected with colleagues 
and to stay abreast of potential issues, trends, and ideas. It may also include participating 
in committees or other work that might not otherwise be a priority, in order to increase 
visibility and position oneself to influence decisions. As Moore (2000) suggests, political 
activity “is not our work, but it affects our work” (p. 189).  

2.	 Understand program priorities and the priorities of various stakeholders, anticipate conflict 
over those priorities, and be prepared to handle conflict constructively (Moore, 2000). Conflict 
is inevitable (and often healthy) in relatively decentralized organizations where multiple 
priorities exist. Orientation professionals should be prepared to learn about stakeholders 
who have differing priorities and reporting structures in order to predict and be prepared 
for conflict. Such knowledge also increases the capacity for empathetic understanding. 
Taking into account the campus culture and subcultures, politics, and power will allow 
orientation professionals to propose reasonable and realistic solutions that may benefit all 
stakeholders. Such resolutions may not always match up with program priorities, so orien-
tation professionals should be prepared to debate when important principles are at stake. 
They must also be prepared to compromise when it contributes to the common good. 

3.	 Learn to speak a common language. Fried (1999) suggests that the gap between subcultures 
on campus, particularly those between academic and student affairs can be significant. Each 
group thinks about their work, describes the outcomes of that work, and measures account-
ability differently. However, “student learning should be of profound interest to [all] groups” 
(Fried, p. 13). Creating a common language to talk about issues that all stakeholders care 
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about, in a way that all can understand, is essential to effective collaboration. Student affairs 
administrators and faculty may have very different ideas about the purpose, content, and 
delivery methods of orientation programs; however, both are keenly interested in student 
success. Creating a common language to discuss orientation—with the ultimate goal being 
to maximize the chances for student success—may allow for deeper conversations among 
disparate constituents, ultimately resulting in stronger programs.

4.	 Value multiple perspectives. Chairing orientation planning meetings, inviting others to share 
ideas and feedback, and otherwise striving for collaboration are effective only when these 
diverse perspectives are actually valued. Stakeholders quickly learn the difference between 
an orientation director who goes through the motions of inviting others to be at the table 
and an orientation director who listens, supports, challenges, and incorporates others’ ideas 
into transition programs. Further, while it is sometimes easier to partner and seek relation-
ships with others who generally hold similar views or approaches, participation by those 
with divergent views may be more effective. Not only is it likely to produce original ideas 
and critiques, it may also help both sides understand the real constraints and consequences 
involved in a political situation and “have a tempering effect” (Moore, 2000, p. 191). Finally, 
effectively meeting the needs of the dramatically changing student body requires thinking 
and planning in ways that value and affirm multiple perspectives—those of the diverse 
incoming students and those of the various campus constituents. Now, more than ever, 
higher education professionals must construct communities that embrace diversity—of 
background, culture, thought, and worldview—and develop programs, policies, strategies, 
and interventions that enhance this diversity (Pope, Miklitsch, & Weigand, 2005).        

5.	 Be the type of professional and person with whom others want to partner. Establishing effec-
tive relationships requires being trustworthy and honest, being competent and following 
through on promises, maintaining confidentiality, and maintaining integrity (Moore, 2000; 
Sandeen, 2000). Further, directing successful orientation programs with demonstrated 
results in a way that also advances the goals of other units or in a way that other units come 
to rely upon makes orientation professionals valuable to (and thus more powerful on) the 
campus.

By incorporating these strategies into everyday practice, orientation professionals will improve 
current collaborative relationships and lay the foundation for broader and deeper collaborations to 
come. These relationships also ensure the continued success of orientation programs. Intentionally 
studying the context in which these mutually beneficial relationships exist—that is, the campus 
culture and the power and politics involved—will provide practitioners with the knowledge nec-
essary to maximize these partnerships to improve transition programs and ultimately contribute 
to student success. 

References
American College Personnel Association (ACPA), & National Association of Student Personnel 

Administrators (NASPA). (1997). Principles of good practice for student affairs. Washington, 
DC: Authors.

Bess, J. L., & Dee, J. R. (2008). Understanding college and university organization: Theories for ef-
fective policy and practice (Vol. 2). Sterling, VA: Stylus.

Cawthon, T. W., & Ward-Roof, J. A. (1999). A survey on the skills necessary for effective orienta-
tion professionals.  The Journal of College Orientation and Transition, 6(2), 15-19.



216	 Clark & Weigand

Cervero, R. M., & Wilson, A. L. (1994). Planning responsibly for adult education.  San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass.

Dickerson, J. C. (2001). Perceptions of organizational change by different levels of student affairs 
administrators. The Journal of College Orientation and Transition, 9(1), 13-23.

Farmer, D. W. (1990). Strategies for change. In D. W. Steeples (Ed.), Managing change in higher 
education (New Directions for Higher Education No. 71, pp. 7-18). San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass.

Fried, J. (1999). Steps to creative campus collaboration. The Journal of College Orientation and 
Transition, 7(1), 11-19.

Keup, J., Walker, A., Astin, H. S., & Lindholm, J. A. (2001). Organizational culture and institutional 
transformation. Washington, DC:  ERIC Clearinghouse on Higher Education.

Kuchynka, S. J., Rode, D. L., & Reeves, K. (1998). The dynamics of creating a freshman year pro-
gram: A decade of reflection. The Journal of College Orientation and Transition, 5(2), 7-13.

Kuh, G. D. (2003). Organizational theory. In S. R. Komives & D. B. Woodard, Jr. (Eds.), 
	 Student services: A handbook for the profession (4th ed., pp. 269-296). San Francisco: 
	 Jossey-Bass. 
Kuh, G. D., & Hall, J. (1993). Cultural perspectives in student affairs. Lanham, MD: University 

Press of America & American College Personnel Association.
Moore, P. L. (2000). The political dimensions of decision making. In M. J. Barr & M. K. Desler 

(Eds.), The handbook of student affairs administration (2nd ed., pp. 178-196). San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass. 

Mullendore, R. H. (1998). Orientation as a component of institutional retention efforts. In R. H. 
Mullendore (Ed.), NODA orientation planning manual. Bloomington, IN:  National Orienta-
tion Directors Association. 

Peska, S. F., & Young, K. N. (2007). First-year connections 2007 annual report. Retrieved June 
22, 2008, from http://www.orientation.niu.edu/orientation/firstyear_conn/2007%20 An-
nual%20Report.pdf

Pope, R. L., Miklitsch, T. A., & Weigand, M. J. (2005). First-year students: Embracing their diver-
sity, enhancing our practice. In R. S. Feldman (Ed.), Improving the first year of college: Research 
and practice (pp. 51-71). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Sandeen, C. A. (2000). Developing effective campus and community relationships. In M. J. Barr 
& M. K. Desler (Eds.), The handbook of student affairs administration (2nd ed., pp. 377-392). 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Schein, E. H. (1992). Organizational culture and leadership (2nd ed.). San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass.

Schroeder, C. C. (1999). Forging educational partnerships that advance student learning. In G. 
S. Blimling & E. J. Whitt (Eds.), Good practice in student affairs: Principles to foster student 
learning (pp. 133-156). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Smith, R. F., & Brackin, R. K. (2003). Components of a comprehensive orientation program. In J. A. 
Ward-Roof & C. Hatch (Eds.), Designing successful transitions: A guide for orienting students to 
college (Monograph No. 13, 2nd ed., pp. 39-53). Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina, 
National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience and Students in Transition.

Woodard, D. B., Jr., & Komives, S. R. (2003). Shaping the future. In S. R. Komives & D. B. 
Woodard, Jr. (Eds.), Student services: A handbook for the profession (4th ed., pp. 637-655). San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.



217

Chapter 15
Assessment and Evaluation in 
Orientation
Robert Schwartz and Dennis Wiese

Higher education has come under increasing scrutiny at the local, state, and federal levels. As 
costs for tuition and fees, books, room and board, and even entertainment have gone up, more 
and more students, parents, legislators, and agencies have asked for greater accountability. 

Why does it cost so much? What are students and parents getting for their money? Who benefits 
from these programs and activities? These are now common questions heard on most campuses 
and even more so from off campus. The challenge is to answer these questions effectively and in a 
timely manner. Assessment and evaluation, as discussed below, offer a variety of good answers to 
these tough questions. 

Orientation and related programs that help students to transition to campus life and persist to 
graduation would seem to be necessary on any campus. However, a sound assessment and evaluation 
of such programs can help to demonstrate their vital contributions to student and institutional 
success for both internal and external audiences. Orientation directors and their staffs should view 
assessment and evaluation as a natural and important part of their jobs. By gathering responses 
from students and parents who participate in orientation as well as information from student lead-
ers and professional staff in orientation and other participating offices, orientation professionals 
have the opportunity to assess existing programming and evaluate their efforts overall. New ideas, 
innovations, and the effective delivery of services to students are the results of a sound assessment 
and evaluation effort.    

What Is Assessment and Evaluation?
The difference between assessment and evaluation can be confusing; however, a simple example 

from daily life helps clear this up. A person who gets up in the morning and looks in the mirror 
is making an assessment (i.e., How do I look? Is what I am wearing appropriate? Do these shoes 
match my outfit?) However, evaluation typically involves a decision based on the assessment. For 
example, the person who looks in the mirror might see that his tie does not match his shirt and, 
based on that assessment, decide not to wear it. 

Healy (2000) argued that evaluation is intended to give an administrator the information 
needed to make decisions. Upcraft and Schuh (1996) described evaluation as any effort to use 
evidence to improve effectiveness. Thus, evaluation is a process of using enough information and 
evidence to implement change and make decisions. A useful working definition of evaluation for 
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an orientation program includes a review of any and all available information gathered through 
a process of assessment and then using that information to reach a conclusion (evaluation) or to 
justify a modification to the program.

Astin (1996) stated that assessment is the gathering of information. More specifically, it is 
the means of gathering the needed evidence for the evaluation process. Erwin (1996) described 
assessment more comprehensively and included defining, measuring, and analyzing in the infor-
mation-gathering process. Upcraft and Schuh (1996) also provide a wide-ranging definition of 
assessment and concluded that assessment includes not only evidence collection but also analysis 
and interpretation. A useful working definition of assessment for an orientation program is the 
continuous practice of collecting, analyzing, interpreting, and disseminating information about 
the program.  

Evaluation has the word “value” built into it (Bhola, 1989). Evaluations often come at the end 
of a process and attempt to place a value on the activity and motivate a decision as to the worth of 
a program or action. Assessment is often an ongoing process, typically reviewed on a regular basis, 
to provide a measure of performance. For the orientation professional, the assessment process is the 
means by which one learns about the performance of the planned program; whereas, evaluation is 
the means of determining the quality and worthiness of a set of activities.

The Assessment and Evaluation of Orientation Programs
In a practical sense, the answer to, “Why assess and evaluate orientation programs?” can be 

summarized into the following categories: (a) habit, (b) requirement/expectation, (c) conformity, 
(d) politics, (e) accreditation, (f ) planning, and (g) improvement and development (Schuh & 
Upcraft, 2001). The rewards of a rigorous assessment, evaluation, and reporting practices apply 
regardless of the impetus of their actions.

The practical benefits of assessment within orientation are greatest in two areas— politics and 
programmatic improvement and development. The methods associated with achieving success in 
each are not dissimilar; however, each requires specific attention. The political nature of assessment 
is well documented (Schuh & Upcraft, 1998; 2000; 2001). In 2000, Schuh and Upcraft cautioned 
student affairs professionals to be politically astute before diving into an assessment process—one 
must realize and accept that all assessment is political. Similarly, assessment can and should facilitate 
quality improvements and program development. The focus on quality allows for improvement 
through an examination of current practice and future planning (Schuh & Upcraft, 2001).

The current culture of assessment is an outgrowth of the intersection of external competition 
and accountability (Schuh & Upcraft, 2001; Upcraft & Schuh, 1996; Walvoord, 2004). These 
authors argue against the perpetuation of the status quo and poorly executed assessment practices 
(Walvoord). The benefits of assessment for orientation directors are to be found in meeting the 
demands of competition and accountability and the ability to answer several common questions. 
First, are the goals of the program aligned with those of the institution and the administrative 
unit where orientation is housed (Pike, 2000)? Second, is the program achieving the intended 
outcomes, provided those outcomes have been clearly identified (Barham & Scott, 2006)? Third, 
is the program effective and efficient (Healy, 2000)? Finally, are decisions grounded in program 
assessment and evaluation (Healy)?

For the orientation professional, the ability to answer the questions of external and internal 
constituents with rigorous assessment and evaluation data is essential, providing a strong founda-
tion for a better orientation program. By addressing those four essential questions, orientation 
directors can ensure their position within the administrative unit and the institution, manage 
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political pressures, and justify resource requests and/or current allocations. By addressing these 
issues, others can be assured that the orientation program is meeting—or exceeding—the needs 
and expectations of the orientation participants as well as those inside and outside the institution 
who demand accountability.

The need for assessment and evaluation is recognized, and in many cases demanded, by accredit-
ing bodies and professional associations. The Council for the Advancement of Standards (CAS) as 
well as the National Orientation Directors Association (NODA) argue that assessment and evalu-
ation are integral elements of a high-quality orientation program (CAS, 2008; Wiese, 2004). Many 
of the accrediting agencies, such as the Southern Association for Colleges and Schools (SACS), 
now require that institutions assess and demonstrate the use of outcomes measures as a part of the 
accreditation process (SACS, 2008). Outcomes, as will be discussed later, should be tied directly 
to assessment and evaluation and vice versa. Outcomes demand assessment and evaluation, and 
assessment and evaluation need outcomes as guides. When conducting assessment and evaluation, 
translating measures into an outcomes evaluation should be a smooth transition.

Quantitative, Qualitative, and Mixed-Method Assessment
Modern orientation programs provide opportunities to use a variety of assessment techniques. 

Yet, the selection of the most appropriate assessment method can be challenging. While orientation 
professionals may be able to collect large amounts of data, the use of that data and the overall needs 
of the program must be the driving factors in selecting the optimal assessment technique.

.The Council for the Advancement of Standards (2008) concluded that orientation programs 
should employ both qualitative and quantitative methods in assessment plans. Creswell (2003) 
defined quantitative methods as involving numerical data, variables, analytical tests, hypotheses, 
and experimental and nonexperimental data collection practices. These methods yield data that 
can be counted and manipulated statistically. Qualitative data, on the other hand, usually seeks to 
capture participants’ experiences from their own perspectives. To do so, it is often important to 
record the participants own words or perceptions through open-ended questions, in transcripts 
from interviews or focus groups, through observations, or even photographs (Creswell, 2003). 
Such data can then be analyzed to reveal themes or patterns of responses.

.Historically, quantitative methods such as statistical testing and general “number crunching” 
were thought more objective and thus better suited to decision making (Creswell, 2003; Schuh & 
Upcraft, 1998; 2000; Upcraft & Schuh, 1996). However, qualitative methods such as interviews, 
focus groups, and the like have gained in popularity and value. Integrating the two methods can 
provide orientation professionals with a richer understanding of program performance and a more 
nuanced set of data to guide decision making. 

While qualitative methods use words, quantitative methods require numerical data collec-
tion. Most often, these numbers are collected from items in a survey administered at the end of 
an orientation experience. These surveys are often composed of satisfaction questions related to 
the length of the program, the usefulness of the activities, and so on (Wiese, 2004). Some surveys 
may also inquire about the amount of time required to complete certain tasks or the number of 
students served by a particular program element. The finite and limited nature of quantitative data 
collection allows for quick statistical analysis and the use of descriptive and inferential analysis 
techniques, all of which provide an expedient means of assessment.  

Instead of numbers, qualitative techniques use words or images derived from broad and general 
open-ended questions, observations, and similar methods (Creswell, 2008; Upcraft & Schuh, 1996). 
Instead of asking respondents to assess their satisfaction using a forced-choice tool such as a Likert 
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scale, open-ended surveys or interviews allow students to share their experiences by inviting them 
to respond to statements such as, “Tell me about your orientation experience.” 

Just as the analysis of the quantitative data follow standardized statistical techniques, the 
analysis of the qualitative data uses rigorous techniques (Creswell, 2008). The qualitative ap-
proach requires the use of more resources per assessment participant (Upcraft & Schuh, 1996) in 
data collection and analysis. For example, qualitative analysis can be more labor-intensive because 
each response must be examined individually rather than collectively as in the statistical analysis 
(Upcraft & Schuh). There is no “mean” or average answer in qualitative data collection. Results 
that represent the comprehensive and holistic experience of a small number of respondents may 
not be generalizable to the whole (Creswell, 2008).  

To thoroughly assess a campus-wide orientation program, the most vigorous approach would 
be to combine both quantitative and qualitative methods. This approach is referred to as mixed-
method approach, and it maximizes the benefits of the individual techniques while minimizing 
the limitations and drawbacks (Creswell, 2003). Such approaches have proven especially effective 
following the implementation of significant changes or modifications to the orientation experience. 
The use of a mixed-method approach provides a measure of what participants think while allow-
ing them to elaborate on their opinions. In such instances, a mixed-method assessment approach 
may provide a more accurate picture of an orientation program’s success than employing only one 
approach, as the use of a single technique may exclude essential information (Creswell, 2003). 

The choice among quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods may be difficult to make. Many 
factors influence the decision (e.g., time, money, resources, campus culture, personnel, and prefer-
ences). The most important deciding factor should be the problems or needs for which the data are 
being collected (Creswell, 2003). For example, quantitative assessment can be appealing because 
it tends to be expedient, allowing for the collection and analysis of a large number of responses 
in a short time. However, it does not provide an in-depth perspective. A valid and reliable survey 
provides a narrowly focused and specific snapshot pertaining only to the preconceived questions 
designed by the assessment team.  

A well-constructed qualitative interview or focus group is limited in the number of participants, 
but each allows for a more in-depth probe of specific information and deeper, richer understanding 
of participants’ experiences (Creswell, 2008). In a face-to-face qualitative setting, additional infor-
mation beyond the spoken responses is often collected, and participants’ non-verbal responses are 
observed (e.g., tone and facial expressions). These behaviors can spur unscripted follow-up questions 
if needed. Areas of inexperience or uncertainty are best served by the use of both quantitative and 
qualitative measures through a mixed-method approach; thus orientation professionals are able 
to examine both the what and the why related to the program or orientation element in question. 
Regardless of the technique, orientation professionals are best served by placing the problem or 
need at the forefront of the decision-making process, thus increasing the likelihood of selecting 
the most suitable assessment technique.

Establishing an Orientation Assessment Program
Orientation professionals are often called on to supply feedback and assessment information to 

many constituents (Wiese, 2004). Such a program need not rest solely with the orientation office; 
in many cases, there are other professionals on campus who can help with this process, such as in a 
student affairs research office or the institutional research office (Upcraft & Schuh, 1996). Upcraft 
and Schuh also found that graduate students and faculty members in sociology, psychology, edu-
cational research, or any number of other related areas may have the time and skills to be helpful. 
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Irrespective of the primary job function of the identified individuals, there are distinct benefits to 
recruiting these individuals to assist with the design and implementation of the assessment and 
evaluation plan. They can provide invaluable expertise and may also increase the credibility of the 
findings as they bring both their own campus reputation and professional rigor to the assessment 
process (Posavac & Carey, 2007; Schuh & Upcraft, 2001; Upcraft & Schuh).

Developing an Assessment Plan
High-quality assessment begins with a defined question or problem (Creswell, 2008; Posavac & 

Carey, 2007; Schuh & Upcraft, 2001; Upcraft & Schuh, 1996). The Council for the Advancement 
of Standards (2008) has advocated that orientation programs be guided by a set of primary goals 
and objectives, and that these goals and objectives be in compliance with the mission statement 
of the host institution. Since most institutions are engaged in some form of regular assessment, 
whether for accreditation, fulfillment of a legislative mandate, or a prescribed internal evaluation, 
orientation program coordinators should align their assessment initiatives with larger institutional 
goals (Schuh & Upcraft, 2001). The coordination of the orientation assessment plan with the larger 
assessment needs of the institution also increases the likelihood that any assessment findings and 
conclusions will impact future decision making.

Practical steps can and should follow the establishment of an orientation assessment plan 
within the larger context. Leaders of orientation programs must identify who, what, when, where, 
and how the data will answer the previously defined questions and how that data will be collected 
(Wiese, 2004). In addition to these general questions, assessment plans are impacted by specific 
institution issues (e.g., What contribution does orientation make in meeting or exceeding insti-
tutional goals? Does the orientation program help with first- to second-year retention rates? Are 
there fewer academic or disciplinary difficulties with students who participated in orientation 
than those who did not? Are parents/family members who attend an orientation program more 
satisfied with their student’s education? Are parents/family members less concerned about their 
student’s safety than those who did not attend?) These questions and many others are critical to 
most institutions, and without an ongoing assessment and evaluation process, it will be difficult 
to provide good answers to them.  

Developing and Using an Outcomes-Based Assessment 
An outcome is the desired end result of a program or activity related to orientation. It is what 

students and, to a lesser degree, parents and family members of those students need to know, think, 
or be able to do as a result of their participation in orientation. Depending on the scope of the 
orientation program, several outcomes can be identified (e.g., New students will be familiar with 
and knowledgeable about college/university traditions, culture, and history.).

The next step after identifying and defining an outcome is to ensure that it is measurable. In 
the case of the outcome “New students will be familiar with and knowledgeable about college/
university traditions, culture, and history,” achievement can be measured by collecting student 
feedback through a survey, creating a competition to have students name as many college traditions 
as possible to see what they remember, or conducting interviews with randomly selected students 
to ask them about their knowledge of specific traditions and events.

Beyond specific program outcomes, there may also be some interest in looking at orientation 
activities as related to broader institutional outcomes (i.e., matriculation, retention, or attrition). 
Several research studies (Astin, 1970; 1993; Noel & Levitz, 2007) found that students who were 
connected to an institution through a high-quality orientation program and involved through 
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organizations and activities were less likely to leave the institution. Such arguments supported 
by extensive data are critical points to be made on behalf of an orientation program, especially 
in terms of maintaining or expanding resources for orientation (e.g., expanding staff, arguing for 
more in-depth programming).

Astin’s (1996) Input, Environment, and Outcomes (I-E-O) model provides a useful framework 
for conceptualizing the assessment plan. Inputs are those characteristics and attributes brought to 
an institution by the student. These variables may be anything from SAT or ACT scores to high 
school grades to race and gender and parental influences. Environment is the climate and culture 
that students experience once they are on the campus. The orientation program itself is often the 
first contact students have with the institutional environment, which is why it is so critical to new 
students’ adjustment to campus. Finally, the third leg of the model is outcomes, or the results of 
these interactions between inputs and environments. Outcomes are intentional and should reflect 
the goals and mission of the institution. Specific outcomes that result from a strong orientation 
program can include (a) retention of students; (b) greater involvement within the institution;  
(c) stronger attachment to the institution and to other students, faculty, and staff; and (d) an 
alumni commitment. By thinking in terms of the I-E-O model, connections between programs 
and activities and links to a broader view of how an orientation program fits into the institutional 
mission will emerge. 

Creating an Assessment Survey 
Clearly, it is important to know how the students who participate in orientation feel about the 

program and what they learn. In most cases, some sort of survey is the most efficient and effective 
means of gathering information from a large number of people. A good survey is well-constructed; 
includes questions that are easy to understand and respond to; and takes minutes, not hours, to 
complete. An excellent resource for understanding how to construct a good survey or to evaluate 
an existing survey is Suskie’s (1996) Questionnaire Survey Research: What Works. This monograph 
offers excellent suggestions and guidelines on everything from planning the survey to analysis of 
the data and reporting the results.  

Instead of creating a new survey, it may be possible to borrow a survey from another institu-
tion, especially if it is a survey that has been successfully piloted and has had reliability and valid-
ity measures calculated. Academic journals or presentations from conferences such as National 
Orientation Directors Association, National Association of Student Personnel Administrators, 
American College Personnel Association, and others can also be good resources to find existing 
surveys. Obviously, survey items will need to be rewritten for different campuses, and some ques-
tions may need to be added or deleted. Again, consulting Suskie (1996) on how to revise an existing 
survey will be helpful in this process.  

Another option is to use a commercial instrument, such as the National Survey of Student 
Engagement (NSSE), the Cooperative Institutional Research Program’s (CIRP) Freshman Survey 
and Your First College Year Survey, and the Noel-Levitz Student Satisfaction Survey, among oth-
ers. One drawback is that commercial instruments must typically be purchased and scored by the 
company that owns them. However, the benefits are significant: Commercial surveys are readily 
available, provide a national norm for comparison to other institutions, and are typically reliable 
in terms of accuracy.   

A survey may also be a useful tool for understanding why students choose not to participate in 
orientation and for determining how they differ from participants in terms of entry characteristics 
and selected outcomes. Getting students who did not participate in orientation to complete a 
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survey may be a challenge as they may not feel compelled to respond. Nevertheless, their responses 
are important. 

Survey construction. The appearance of a survey can make a difference in the quality of the 
data collected. A good survey should be professional in appearance and easy to navigate. It must 
be carefully edited and then reviewed for mistakes. Once a survey instrument has been created, 
piloting the survey with students or colleagues will ensure that it is clear and easy to follow in terms 
of directions. Pilot survey participants can offer feedback on whether the questions are clear and 
easy to answer. Piloting the survey will also give the survey administrator an idea of how long it 
takes to complete. 

“Talking” as Assessment - Qualitative Approaches
While much of the discussion so far has focused on quantitative approaches such as surveys, 

there is much to be said for using qualitative measures. Specifically, interviews or focus groups are 
an excellent means of collecting very valuable information about students’ experiences. Individual 
interviews with students who participate in orientation activities can be extremely enlightening. 
However, the amount of time involved in sitting with an individual student can be very time-
consuming. A more effective approach may be to use focus groups. A focus group gathers 8 to 10 
students together at one time and leads them through a structured interview process. The focus 
group requires advance preparation and planning, but excellent guides, such as Krueger and Casey’s 
(2000) Focus Groups: A Guide to Applied Research, are available to assist with this.   

Focus groups allow students to share and express their responses to an orientation activity or 
the entire program in a structured setting. It is useful to have one person facilitate the discussion 
from prepared questions and another person take notes and keep track of responses, including non-
verbal cues. It can also be useful for both facilitators to be prepared to alternate asking questions 
and taking notes. Video and/or audio recording can be useful in capturing the data as well.  

Focus groups are a very useful way to gather reactions, responses, and more complete informa-
tion from students. Because responses between participants in a focus group can spark reactions 
across the group, a great deal of information can be generated quickly. A response from one student 
will often generate several other responses from others. For example, in response to the question, 
“Did your parents make you come to orientation?” a student might say, “Oh, yeah, and I really 
didn’t want to,” which causes others to share their initial reactions as well.  

Data from focus groups or interviews can be transcribed and then grouped into categories or 
themes. Transcription can be time consuming and even expensive. While these may be drawbacks 
to qualitative research, reading the actual words from a focus group or a set of interviews can be 
very illuminating and powerful. 

Once results from a survey(s), interviews, or focus groups are collected and analyzed, they can 
be compared to previous data collected about the program or used to establish a baseline of data 
for the future. From data collection and analysis, the process moves from assessment to evaluation. 
As noted earlier, evaluation relates to the value of the program. Are there goals for the program, 
and do they fit with the mission of the institution? Does the program meet its goals? Is the pro-
gram long enough or is it too long? What areas that aim to assist students in their transition to 
the institution are not being addressed, if any? Additional means of conducting an evaluation may 
come from other staff, faculty, or students at the institution, so sharing the results of the process 
may be very helpful.   
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Following the Student Cohort
A key element of the assessment and evaluation process is to keep track of the students who 

participated in orientation activities and have progressed in their college career. While orientation 
programs and other transition to college activities may end after a few weeks or an academic term, 
the assessment and evaluation process does not. It is important to ask the question:  Do students 
who participate in orientation and its related programs and activities stay in school longer? Are 
their grades better than students who do not participate? Are they more likely to take advantage of 
and use institutional resources than students who do not participate? These are key elements that 
a good orientation and transition to college program should be addressing. These goals are critical 
not just to the orientation program but to the entire institution. If orientation and related programs 
can be shown to make a difference in retention and academic success, additional resources and 
support will be much more readily available. It is important to follow the cohort of students who 
participated in orientation (and to some extent, those who did not) through the first year of college, 
at a minimum, to see who stays, who does well, and who really benefits from orientation. 

Sharing the Success and Correcting the Problems
The full potential of assessment is not met if the data are not used to drive future decisions. 

Schuh and Upcraft (1998) argued strongly for the importance of reporting and the use of assess-
ment studies, saying, “A study that goes unread will not bring about change” (p. 8). The Council 
for the Advancement of Standards (2008) furthers the point, emphasizing that “assessment data 
must be used in revising and improving programs and services and in recognizing staff perfor-
mance” (p. 238).

The high-profile nature of orientation programs means that most, if not all, other student 
services programs are interested in the success of their efforts. More and more, academic programs 
are realizing the importance of a good orientation program as well. The effective reporting of as-
sessment that results from the orientation process helps to ensure that orientation programs are 
meeting the needs of the students they serve as well as the interests of the institution. By making 
the assessment and evaluation data available to a wide range of individuals, all interested parties 
can see how valuable the orientation program is and how much it benefits the college or university. 
Orientation directors should be able to celebrate their successes but also be willing to work on areas 
that may need improvement based on the results of the assessment and evaluation process.  

Discussing and sharing assessment data among the orientation staff and with other institutional 
programs can help to generate greater support for orientation activities and programs. Good assess-
ment and evaluation efforts allow the orientation program to reach out to supervisors and campus 
partners in a “let’s solve this issue together” approach that can be very appealing and productive. 
For example, if the data indicate that more time is needed for orientation activities, it is likely 
that others will be willing to work on extending the program if it is clear from the assessment and 
evaluation process that those changes are necessary. 

The challenges faced by orientation directors are numerous. Assessment allows directors to 
identify and meet current and future challenges with both short- and long-term strategies. By hav-
ing a plan based on an ongoing assessment and evaluation process, orientation directors are able 
to indicate both attentiveness to their responsibilities and demonstrate an understanding of the 
ongoing and changing needs of their constituents.  

As many orientation directors know, the profession as a whole can benefit from effective 
assessment and evaluation practices. By reporting findings from assessment and evaluations at 
regional and annual conferences, professionals can expand their knowledge and learn from each 
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other’s good work. Reporting on data collected at one institution often facilitates broad regional 
and even national changes to programs, thus benefiting many others beyond the boundaries of 
the reporting institution. 

Reporting to Stakeholders
Having a solid and comprehensive assessment and evaluation process embedded in an orienta-

tion program is a very effective way to address the many constituencies (e.g., parents, administrators/
supervisors, legislators, and accrediting agencies) who may want to review the program. Having 
such information readily available is impressive, as it demonstrates competence and a thorough 
knowledge of the program. It also allows orientation professionals to quickly demonstrate how 
efficiently the program is working, what areas need attention, and the efforts being made to ad-
dress problems.

Conclusion and Implications
As noted earlier, once the basics of assessment and evaluation are put in place, for example, by 

using a survey at the end of each orientation program, it becomes a part of the orientation program. 
It is important to understand that assessment and evaluation are not one-time events. Assessment 
and evaluation should be conducted every year and be a continuous process. The assessment process 
may be enhanced by doing a survey at the beginning of the program and repeating the same survey 
at the end of the program. The pre- and post-survey method is very powerful way to demonstrate 
how much students have learned through orientation. 

Another important step to consider is doing an assessment with the orientation staff, includ-
ing student orientation leaders. Student orientation leaders have invested heavily in working with 
orientation and often observe a great deal in terms of their interactions with students and parents. 
They are a valuable resource for assessment and evaluation purposes. Again, a survey can be used for 
this purpose. However, using focus groups with orientation leaders at the end of the program may 
be very helpful in gathering information. Sometimes it can be helpful to do a survey first and then 
use the results in a focus group to extend the data collection by talking about the survey results. 

By conducting a regular process of assessment and evaluation, a very valuable set of data and 
information about the orientation program will be generated. Having a steady stream of informa-
tion about the program allows those who work with orientation programs and related areas to 
answer any inquiries about the value and benefits of the program. It also allows orientation staff 
to be able to quickly and confidently describe how and why an orientation program or individual 
activities within orientation are important to the institution. Planning for the future of the orien-
tation program cannot be successful without good assessment and evaluation. Through the use of 
effective assessment and evaluation, the value of an orientation program will be clear and evident 
to both the orientation professional and to stakeholders in and outside the institution.  
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Chapter 16
Reflections on the History and 
Future of Orientation, Transition, 
and Retention Programs
Jeanine A. Ward-Roof and Kathy L. Guthrie

Throughout the past 20 years, there have been a number of articles written and many research 
studies conducted on orientation, transition, and retention, and the contributors to this 
monograph have collaboratively offered readers a wealth of insights about these resources. The 

final chapter moves away from the literature to focus on what we have learned through practice and 
provides readers with anecdotal thoughts on changes in the field. Experienced professionals were 
asked to respond to a series of questions sent via e-mail, which asked them to reflect on trends in 
the field; predictions about the future; the role of orientation, transition, and retention profession-
als; and advice for today’s professionals.1 The combined experience in the field of student affairs 
of the nine professionals who responded totaled close to 300 years, and together they have held 
positions in orientation, admissions, alumni relations, residence life, enrollment management, and 
instruction. Their responses were analyzed and organized thematically. The chapter opens with a 
brief examination of the history of the field before turning to a discussion of current and future 
trends.

History
Higher education in the United States has transitioned from a model once heavily dominated 

by English education to one Thelin (2003) described as the “American Way,” with a strong focus 
on undergraduate education. Roles have changed from the early years of education when many 
of the duties currently performed by student affairs professionals were the province of faculty 
(Horowitz, 1987; Lucas, 1994). During this transition, one might assume there has always been 
some sort of campus induction or orientation programming to help students (specifically under-
graduate students) understand the institutional expectations and environment. Strumpf, Sharer, 
and Wawrzynski (2003) identify the earliest such effort at Harvard University in 1888, while Drake 
(1966) reports the origin at Boston University during the same year. The literature focusing on the 
impact and expectations of orientation programs was not established for quite some time, but early 
works can be found in a review of the literature by Drake. More contemporary research provides 
a comprehensive view of how orientation programs have changed during the history of higher 
education ( Johnson, 1998). Because the history has been covered elsewhere in the monograph, 
highlights are summarized in Table 16.1.
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Table 16.1

Milestones in the History of the Orientation, Transition, and Retention Field

Year(s) Activity

1888 Earliest documentation of orientation-type activity at Harvard 
(Strumpf et al., 2003) and Boston University (Drake, 1966)

1920-1940 Freshmen courses and freshmen weeks were the primary method 
for orientating first-year students (Drake; Johnson, 1998).

1948 First meeting of orientation directors to discuss issues germane to their roles 
on campus. This event was the precursor for NODA (Fabich, 2008).

1950s More structure emerged in orientation-type programs, freshmen weeks 
became less popular, and interest in first-year courses increased (Drake). 

1960s Pre-college programs began to emerge and small groups and peer mentors 
were introduced to assist with transitional issues (Drake; Johnson).

1970s Diversity among the student populations increased (Barefoot & Gardner, 1993).

1976-1977 NODA’s first Board of Directors was established, and NODA 
was chartered as a professional organization (Fabich).

1980s Orientation became an established common practice on college 
and university campuses ( Johnson). Student retention became an 
important part of orientation as accountability increased among 
campuses across the nation (Mann, 1998; Grantham, 1999).   

1982 - 1986 In 1982, John Gardner hosted 175 people at the University of South Carolina to 
discuss freshmen seminars. The National Center for The Study of the Freshmen Year 
Experience (currently the National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience 
and Students in Transition) was founded in 1986 (National Resource Center, n.d.).

1990s-2000s Increase in hybrid orientation programs focused on orientation, 
transition, and retention issues. Students attending programs were 
more consumer-minded, and programs had a strong focus on inclusion 
of parents and family members. Greater variety of programming 
enabled students to choose more than one type of interaction. 

Reflections on Evolution of Program and Profession
The NODA Databank (2008; Strumpf, 2000; Strumpf & Sharer, 1993; 1996; Strumpf et al., 

2003) is a useful resource for examining the evolution of this field. Two trends, in particular, are of 
note: (a) academic preparation of orientation professionals and (b) an expansion of job functions. 
Although the total number of respondents is low, the authors are confident that these responses are 
reflective of the larger orientation, transition, and retention field. It is also important to note that 
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because the participants for each Databank administration are different, it is difficult to comment 
on trends. Nevertheless, these data highlight some interesting possibilities for how the field may 
be evolving. Most professionals in the field hold a master’s degree, though it appears that those 
holding doctoral degrees may be decreasing (Table 16.2). While the majority of those responding 
to the Databank have orientation as their primary job function, there has been a slight increase 
in those who handle additional responsibilities (Table 16.3). Based on conference presentations, 
networking with professionals, and changes on our own campuses, we conclude that orientation 
has expanded beyond traditional offerings to include outdoor initiatives, camps, college- or major-
centered first-year courses, transfer services, and parent programming. It may be reasonable to 
expect that this expansion will become increasingly apparent in the number of professionals asked 
to take on more than the orientation program.

Table 16.2

Academic Preparation of Orientation Professionals

Databank Collection Period

Highest Degree Earned 1993-1995 1995-1997 2000 2008

Bachelor’s 14% 14% 16% 11%

Master’s 87% 73% 76% 77%

Doctoral 14% 11% 9% 3%

Table 16.3

Orientation as Primary Job Function

Databank Collection Period

1993-1995 1995-1997 2000

Orientation is primary job function 87% 83% 79%

Manage orientation in addition 
to other functions

13% 16% 20%

To gain a more comprehensive understanding of how the orientation, transition and retention 
profession has changed over the years, we consulted professionals who have spent time in the field. 
These professionals provided reflections on numerous changes they have experienced throughout 
their careers. From the responses, four major themes emerged, including (a) the use of technol-
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ogy, (b) the expansion of programs’ role to reach wider audiences, (c) the addition of an academic 
component to programming, and (d) the shift in funding. 

The use of technology has increased and evolved, as has the delivery of educational programs 
and services. In fact, technology has permeated and changed almost every aspect of orientation, 
transition, and retention programming including how we connect with today’s students. From the 
proliferation of cell phones during programs providing students with constant and direct contact 
with parents/families/friends to including additional types of electronic media during programs, 
technology has evolved the entire field and will continue to do so. Although the traditional pro-
gram models are still prevalent on many campuses, there is an increasing student population who 
are served by online programs. Additionally, electronic media such as web-based interactions and 
listservs have helped professionals deliver more timely resources. This approach to information 
dissemination ensures that resources are available when students need them—sometimes weeks or 
months after a brief, on-campus orientation program. Chapter 8 offers a broader discussion about 
the influence of technology in orientation, transition, and retention.

Orientation programs have also evolved to serve a wider audience including parents and a more 
diverse student body. The overall influence and involvement of parents in orientation, transition, 
and retention programs has increased dramatically with parent and family programs growing in 
length and depth. Because parents may be more ready to absorb vast amounts of information, 
different expectations for content and delivery are placed on parent orientation programs than 
on student programs. There is also a greater need to spend more time clearly defining the relation-
ship between the parent and college/university. Chapter 6 addresses how parental involvement is 
important for student success. Working with a more diverse student body creates a rich learning 
environment; however, programming appropriately for these diverse groups’ needs is challenging. 
As such, there is an increased presence of more focused orientation, transition, and retention pro-
grams for identified cohorts such as students of color, nontraditional or returning adult students, 
international students, honors students, and intercollegiate athletes. 

Another aspect of the evolving role of programs is the emergence of more long-term student 
success initiatives. Ultimately, many programs are now designed to help students transition through 
their life cycle from prospective students to alumni. In some instances, such programs have trans-
formed orientation from a stand-alone program to one component of an intentionally designed 
collection of programs and services for new students. This has led to an overall increase in the 
credibility of orientation programs as a whole. Another aspect of this role expansion is developing 
assessment tools to track cohorts and to contribute to retention research.  

The third major theme emerging from professionals’ responses is the increase of academic 
components in orientation, transition, and retention programs. Faculty have become more involved 
in broader first-year programming enabling the development of a more comprehensive approach, 
which includes first year seminars, convocations, workshops and experiential based courses. 

Funding for orientation has shifted from institutional budget allocations to fee-based models. 
A positive outcome of this shift is that staff can better predict revenue; however, programs may also 
lose any vestiges of institutional support (e.g., salary lines) and be expected to cover their entire 
operating cost during tight budget times. Orientation, transition, and retention programs have also 
become more influenced by external forces such as parents and legislators. Some state governments 
even regulate costs and mandate specific program components. Due to some of these legislative 
mandates, even the orientation leader role has become much more complex. 

Because of the evolution in technology, content, and populations served, there has also been 
a significant change in how orientation, transition, and retention professionals view themselves. In 
the past, many professionals in this field were seen as generalists, but now due to the complexities 
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of campus life, their roles are much more specialized. Along with this change, staff members also 
have become more research-oriented and committed to developing future professionals.

Changes in the Student Population
While there have been significant changes in the profession of orientation, transition, and 

retention, there have also been significant changes in the student populations being served. Pro-
fessionals provided reflections on the significant changes in students over the years. Three major 
themes emerged including students’ unrealistic expectations of programs and services, an increased 
need for socialization and counseling support, and a more diverse student population attending 
college.  

Students’ expectations about the programs and services being offered have changed dramati-
cally. There has been an increase in second- and third-generation college students attending col-
lege. Both parents and students possess higher levels of expectations for campus resources and 
service, which are often unrealistic. Along with unrealistic expectations, a sense of consumerism 
often arises. In prior years a college education was viewed as a privilege, but increasing numbers of 
college students believe they are entitled to receive an education, especially as the price they pay 
for that education increases.

Another theme to emerge in relation to changes in the student population includes an increased 
need for socialization and counseling support. While overall students’ academic preparedness and 
quality have increased, their coping skills are often lacking. Students come to campus with more 
college credits and are able to achieve high grades in their courses; however, they have difficulty 
coping with relationship issues, negative interactions, policies, and procedures. Additionally, as 
technology continues to offer all people more access to information, students arrive on campus with 
a greater sophistication, but poorly developed social and interpersonal skills and less independence 
and autonomy. As a result, students are less able to navigate organizations and systems. In addition 
to the increased need for socialization, there has also been an increase in students with significant 
mental health challenges arriving on campuses. Many of these students’ use of psychotropic drugs 
require corresponding treatment plans. During orientation, many professionals are challenged with 
how to address issues of care and support while communicating the limits of campus resources in 
these areas.

Finally, the diversity of students continues to change. Although each campus is unique and 
often includes more homogenous populations, the overall diversity of college students across North 
America has increased. At the same time, students appreciate and expect differences in their peers 
especially in race, gender, sexual orientation, and religion more than ever before. Students are also 
more oriented toward social justice issues, more tolerant, and more service-oriented, and they 
expect to see these values mirrored in college programming. 

Predictions for the Future of Orientation, Transition, and  
Retention Programs

When asked about their predictions for the future of orientation, transition, and retention 
programs, professional responses echoed three themes: inclusiveness, technology, and account-
ability.

Those surveyed believe the future of orientation, transition, and retention programs will in-
clude a more comprehensive focus that sets a serious academic tone with opportunities to initiate 
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and nurture working relationships with academic advisors and faculty members. In addition, on 
campuses with higher numbers of international students, professionals will need to program more 
intentionally to help native and international students form more meaningful relationships. They 
also suggested it was highly likely programs would need to include more ongoing career components, 
especially when students are expected to select majors prior to or early in their college tenure. In 
addition, the professionals stated staff will be asked to develop more opportunities for students to 
engage during programs, and it was suggested that this might be particularly true where programs 
serve small groups of students. Lastly, the professionals stated that current programs will develop 
into processes that shepherd students through their college careers. These programs will be hybrid 
in nature including in-person, online, physical, and other resources and services.

The second theme that emerged was that of technology. Respondents believed that programs 
will include more online opportunities to connect students to campus support services staff at non-
traditional times. In addition, technology will continue to play a prominent role in the programs 
offered; developing online services and using such resources as online communities, social network-
ing sites, blogs, and downloadable files as a means to reach out to students and host information in 
places where they frequently spend time. Professionals will be challenged to maintain the human 
interaction aspects of programs using these media and determine when and if the interactions can 
be managed online or in person. In addition, students will continue to arrive on campus using 
and expecting the latest technology while staff may struggle to stay current and find resources to 
purchase and support the technology needed to meet those expectations.  

Lastly, the theme of increased accountability for the field emerged. Several respondents stated 
orientation, transition, and retention programs will be measured by their direct benefit to reten-
tion; this will be particularly important when first-generation students are welcomed to campus. 
As accountability levels continue to increase, several individuals predicted a potential for greater 
proliferation of orientation-like programs being offered well before students complete their high 
school experience. They indicated these types of programs will be designed to help students com-
mit to the institution. Due to the current and likely future budget climate, there is a potential for 
the loss of summer programs or mandates to shorten program length. These changes could result 
in a departure from student development-based content, forcing staff to think differently about 
how to meet the needs of incoming students.

Advice for Orientation, Transition, and Retention Professionals
When asked to offer advice for other professionals in the field, the respondents touched on a 

number of areas including campus partnerships, program development, and personal professional 
development.

1.	 Finding a voice and establishing a place at the table when administration gathers to discuss 
retention. It is particularly important that others begin to understand how vital orienta-
tion, transition, and retention programs are to fulfilling the institutional mission, but it 
is difficult to communicate that message when orientation professionals are not a part of 
the conversation. In order to make sure they are included, professionals in the field need 
to develop working relationships/partnerships with members of academic departments, 
finance personnel, and all aspects of campus. They can use these relationships as a way to 
help others on campus understand how the key elements associated with effective, compre-
hensive orientation, transition, and retention programs relate to student success. Soliciting 
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involvement from individuals across campus or at least meeting with them to discuss how 
orientation and transition programs may relate to programs and services in their units are 
critical first steps in building these relationships.  

2.	 Creating and implementing well-rounded, inclusive programming that meets the needs of the 
campus community and incoming students. It is critical that orientation programs maintain 
a balance between the social and academic aspects of college life. Moreover, orientation 
professionals should take time to learn the traditions and culture of the campus so that 
they can accurately reflect those foundations in programming. Helping new students learn 
about these aspects of campus life enables them to understand the origins of the campus 
community. While orientation and transition programs may sometimes become a catchall 
for a wide range of good ideas to help students make a successful transition, the orientation 
program cannot cover everything. Here again, relationships with units on campus that 
serve first-and second-year programs can help ensure that critical transition services are 
delivered in a timely and meaningful way to all students. 

3.	 Engaging students and challenging them in an atmosphere that is supportive but not always 
comfortable. As student development educators, we are charged with being role models and 
demonstrating that congruence and leadership, values-integration, and personal integrity 
are about acknowledging and accepting one’s blemishes and those of others. 

4.	 Using emerging technologies in innovative ways to connect students, faculty, and staff to 
learn and network. For the most part, orientation, transition, and retention programs are 
opportunities to help students and their families understand the expectations, offerings, 
and culture of an institution. Using technology can help professionals offer information 
in real time and at appropriate intervals throughout a student’s college career. Orientation 
professionals should take time to determine what needs to be offered in person and what 
can be offered online or through other media.   

5.	 Remaining engaged in orientation, transition, and retention work throughout the career. 
Many professionals spend their careers coordinating programs and thoroughly enjoy the 
work and outreach they are able to do on a daily basis. Others have aspirations to advance 
in their careers, yet want to stay connected with orientation, transition, and retention 
programs. Opportunities to supervise these programs, present during orientation events, 
serve on the planning committee, or facilitate training exist on every campus. The best 
programs are populated with staff and faculty who are kind, enthusiastic, and emphatic, 
who reach outward and look inward, and who share a wealth of information with their 
colleagues. Successful orientation, transition, and retention programs require professionals 
who provide daily oversight and guidance as well as a network of campus consultants and 
champions who offer resources and support at critical moments.

Conclusion
This chapter offered some observations on the history, evolution, and future of the orientation, 

transition, and retention field. We must use this information as a foundation for moving forward, 
embracing the changes that lead us to implement stronger programs and services. As professionals, 
we need to figure out how to continue meeting students where they are developmentally while 
supporting their growth. All of the programming and services that are developed should support 
the fundamental needs of students and their families throughout the college experience. Former 
NODA vice president Diane Austin reflected on how we might achieve this:  
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The renowned cellist, Yo Yo Ma is quoted as having said, “ I’ve tried to play a ‘perfect’ concert… 
and knew the music inside and out. While sitting there at the concert, playing the notes cor-
rectly, I started to wonder, ‘Why am I here? I’m doing everything as planned. So what’s at stake? 
Nothing. Not only is the audience bored, but I myself am bored. Perfection is not very commu-
nicative. However, when you subordinate your technique to the musical message you get really 
involved. Then you can take risks. It doesn’t matter if you fail. What does matter is that you tried.”   
 
In the same way, when a program transcends its component parts, students can be transformed. 
As professionals who design and deliver programs, we need to learn the scores, and understand 
the beats and rhythms and tonalities of our handicraft; and then we need to put the sheet music 
aside, and focus on the moment and what we are creating with, and for, our audiences. It is at 
that moment that programs realize their mission.    

As Austin eloquently stated, despite the type of institution, people involved, or students and 
families served, the ultimate goal of any orientation, transition, and retention professional is to 
know his or her institution and students and, therefore, develop programs and services that meet 
the needs of each while easing the transition of those involved. This is accomplished in similar 
and yet different ways at each institution. It is the role of the orientation, transition, and retention 
specialist to partner with others on campus and in the community to determine the best methods 
for this to occur at his or her institution.  

Those who contributed their insights to shape this chapter continue to express excitement about 
the challenges and opportunities that exist for those in the orientation, transition, and retention 
field. Although we cannot be certain what the future will offer, we do know change, fast-paced 
environments, overwhelming amounts of information and campuses full of potential partners 
will be a part of our lives. We are going to help incoming students and their family members make 
successful transitions to their new roles, use the latest technologies to facilitate that work, and col-
laborate with those around us. Professionals who master strategies for accomplishing these tasks 
will be successful regardless of the challenges they face.  

Notes
1We want to thank each of the professionals who offered their views on changes in the field that 
have affected our work and on how our work is likely to change in the future. They are listed below 
in alphabetical order along with their current affiliation and information on leadership roles they 
have held in this field.

Charlie Andrews
Director of Academic Advising at Florida International University; Former NODA President

Diane Austin
Vice President of Student Affairs at Lasell College; Former NODA Vice President

Dick Brackin
Retired Academic Advisor and Director of Orientation at Ohio University, Former NODA 
Director of Regions
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Dave Hansen
Retired Special Assistant to the Vice President for Student Services at the University of Nevada, 
Reno; Former NODA President

Pam Horne
Assistant Vice President for Enrollment Management and Dean of Admission at Purdue  
University; Past NODA Vice President

Jim Martin
President, Lee Campus of Edison State College; Former NODA Annual Conference Facilitator

Ray Passkiewicz
Director of Kent Regional 4C; Former NODA Executive Secretary Treasurer

Jack Rhodes
Associate Vice Provost for Enrollment Management at Indiana University; Former NODA Direc-
tor of Membership Services 

Jim Zakley
Director of the Center for Advisement and Student Achievement at Colorado State University; 
Former NODA President   
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