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Though the study is now in its fourth year, the overarching purpose has 
remain unchanged: learning about how colleges and universities 
support student success from a stakeholder perspective. This 
perspective was originally just that of student affairs and services staff 
members but has expanded to include students, faculty and senior 
administrators. In the study, there are two primary constructs. The first 
is organizational structure. Organizational structure includes the 
formal reporting lines of who reports to who; what academic 
programs and student support services are aligned. Organizational 
structure is also informed by aspects which are largely related to the 
institutional culture. The approach to leadership, the styles and forms 
of communication and coordination and a look at who (again outside 
of formal lines) works with whom, as well as the assumptions and 
values that undergird our work --- these contribute to the 
development of an institutional culture.  
 
The second construct is student success. In our work, we use a broad 
and holistic notion of student success; one that includes academic, 
personal, social and professional.  
To learn more about the study, the research team, and the 
participating institutions please visit: 
http://supportingstudentsuccess.wordpress.com/overview/ 
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This project is part of the larger Supporting Student Success research 
study. “Student success,” as a phrase, has become a buzzword in 
higher education circles. And yet, despite the phrase being used by 
people across the sector, it is not clear what people mean by the term. 
The purpose of this analysis was to better understand how the 
stakeholders that we interviewed defined student success. Our aim is 
to contribute to the body of literature that examines and defines 
student success. 
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These are examples of definitions that we have come across from our 
review of the literature, policy reports, education agencies, and 
through our interviews with the participants of the study. This list is 
not exhaustive, it is only intended to highlight the varying spectrum of 
how student success is defined.  
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This is the theoretical framework we explored for this paper. It 
exemplifies the various pathways and factors that can influence 
student success.  
If you would like to learn more about this framework please visit: 
http://nces.ed.gov/npec/pdf/kuh_team_report.pdf 
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During interviews and focus groups we asked participants to provide 
us with their definition of student success. Participants described 
student success broadly, ranging from traditional definitions (e.g. 
retention and graduation) to micro successes (e.g. day-to-day 
successes).  From their responses, we developed 18 categories to 
capture the variation in their definitions of student success.  
 
In addition to these individual notions of “student success,” many 
respondents defined student success using a combination of concepts 
which we termed holistic success (achieving academic /personal, 
finding yourself, contributing to community ).  Some respondents also 
used “holistic” to capture the multi-faceted nature of student success.  
 
It was common for our respondents to begin defining “student 
success” by stating that it “varies by student.” The individual nature of 
what it means to be “successful” was understood to depend largely on 
each student’s definition. Some  staff and faculty described “student 
success” not only in terms of what students would do or become but 
what the institution did to facilitate success. These categories include: 
engaging/motivating students, communicating/providing support 
services and relatedly, students’ access and knowledge of institutional 
support. In some cases, respondents talked about the success in terms  
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of “pushing students through.” 
 

10 



These two quotes capture how a large proportion of faculty members 
in our sample  defined student success. The first quote highlights the 
importance of focusing on retention. Retention and graduation were 
often captured in the definitions shared by faculty members. For 
faculty members in our study, retention and graduation were closely 
aligned with academic performance, students mastering academic 
content, and ongoing academic progress.  
 
The second quote exemplifies a more detailed definition of student 
success. While this definition still encapsulates “academic well-being,” 
it incorporates support for students that will enable them to succeed 
at the institution. This definition takes a more active approach at 
supporting student success – it is not only what the student does to be 
”successful” but also what various stakeholders (e.g. faculty) can do to 
help them navigate support services to “do well.” 
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Senior administrators shared a common definition of student success 
as faculty members. There was a consensus about  the importance of 
“metrics” in defining student success, such as  retention rates, 
graduation rates, and often employment rates after graduation 
(particularly for the colleges).  Administrators spoke about the 
importance of metrics to define student success because these 
outcomes were often tied to funding, rankings, reputation, and quality 
and success of the overall institution. It was evident in reviewing 
institutional documents, institutions’ websites, brochures etc. that 
institutions took great pride in highlighting these outcomes. 
 
However, underneath the layer of metrics, administrators spoke 
passionately about student success in broader terms. In the second 
quote the administrator speaks about student development  and the 
importance of providing students with the mechanisms to broaden 
their understanding of the world. We could not fit the entire quote on 
the slide, but this administrator expanded his definition to “it is 
important to consider the curricular aspects and the extra curricular or 
the other life lessons that are part of being 17, 18, 20 years and 
learning how to become, how to adapt to this new stage of your life. 
Both are important.” 
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This quote reflects how staff members at both colleges and universities 
generally described student success. On the one side, staff members spoke 
about the messages they received  from “the top” about student success 
relating to retention and graduation rates. For staff, retention and graduation 
rates only related the tip of an iceberg when defining student success. For 
staff who work closely with students, student success looked different, often 
from student to student. What defined student success for one student was 
not necessarily the same for another. One story (not included in this 
presentation) that keeps bringing us back to the notion of “success varies by 
student” is an account by a staff member who was working with a student 
that had become very ill. The staff member shared that the student decided 
to leave the institution because his health was deteriorating and staying in 
school was causing him more stress. The staff member highlighted that if 
success was measured only on the basis of retention rates, even graduation 
rates, that this case would be seen as a “failure” –someone who had dropped 
out/stepped out. However, for this student, success was leaving the 
institution to take time to heal and hopefully return and complete his studies 
in the future.  
 
Going back to the quote on this slide, the notion of “keeping it general [the 
definition of student success]” encompassed a range of definitions, ranging 
from academic success, personal success, finding meaning, finding 
community and a sense of belonging, etc. 
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Students had very articulate and meaningful descriptions of what 
student success meant to them. Student success embodied an 
interrelated relationship between academic and personal 
development, getting involved on campus (either with student clubs, 
employment, research etc.), finding meaningful connections and 
building community with peers, staff, and faculty, and feeling like they 
“belonged” on their campus.  
 
This student quote exemplifies a shared perception about student 
success described by students. This students talks about the 
importance of thinking of success beyond good marks and highlights 
her involvement with various organizations on campus.  
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From the 18 categories we developed we tallied up the top three for 
each of the four groups. You can see that faculty and senior 
administrators both ranked retention and graduation as the main 
definition of student success, and that staff and students ranked 
personal success as their first choice. As you go down each of the lists 
you will notice some interesting similarities and differences among the 
groups.  
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From the 18 categories we utilized to characterize student success, we 
developed two domains that encompassed these categories; academic 
success and personal success. 
 
Academic success: categories that we embedded in academic success 
include retention and graduation, grade point averages, mastering 
academic content, students ability to find program fit, and students’ 
ability to engage academically (e.g. meeting with professors to discuss 
courses, class participation, being involved with research projects, 
studying abroad or taking part in experiential learning opportunities, 
and meeting with peers to study, work on projects, etc.). 
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Personal success: codes that were embedded in this domain reflect 
success at a more micro level. For example, we heard that student 
success did not have to be measured by long-term outcomes like 
graduation rates, but by how students coped day-to-day. This domain 
also includes students’ taking risks and coping with new challenges 
(both academic and personal challenges), finding and building a 
community on campus (not only with peers, but faculty and staff as 
well), and social engagement (e.g. participating in social events, 
starting or joining a club based on their personal interests, 
volunteering, etc.), and finally feeling like they belonged on their 
campus, whether this was because they had found an academic 
community or social community (or both).  
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This is the framework that we composed based on the categories we 
assigned definitions and the  two domains that were developed. 
Overall, for participants, student success really varied by student. A 
holistic definition links both academic and personal success. Part of 
the notion of being holistic was preparing students for their future. 
This included career-readiness (specific skills for the job), lifelong skills 
(respondents talked about students having the ability to “to make 
food, a living, pay my bills and get my work done”), and the 
development of self-agency (i.e., the ability to advocate for one’s self). 
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Student success can be described as all the answers posed in slide 1 
a) Retention and graduation 
b) Year-to-year persistence 
c) Employment after graduation 
d) Sense of belonging 
e) Student engagement 
f) Student satisfaction 
g) Community Building 
h) Taking risks 
 
While faculty and senior administrators primarily defined student success as 
retention and graduation, they understood that there was more to success 
than these two outcomes.  Staff and students defined student success as 
personal, but they also emphasized the importance of academic success and 
having a sense of belonging on campus.  
 
We noticed that definitions differed by the individual’s position within the 
institution (senior leader, faculty member, SAS staff). Through our document 
analysis and hearing people talk about influential institutional documents in 
terms of setting a mandate, we found these communications influence the 
culture of the institution and can influence the way that stakeholders 
interpret student success. Mission and vision statements for example may 
define student success in academic terms and outcomes but in so doing may 
leave out personal success. 
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It was fascinating for us to hear such broad definitions of student 
success and to learn how students, faculty, staff, and administrators 
aligned (or not) in their perceptions of student success. Like we 
mentioned earlier in the presentation, for participants, defining 
student success often varied by their position in the institution. For 
example, administrators often cited success as graduation, retention, 
employment because these benchmarks often have direct links to 
funding sources, rankings, reputation, and expectations from 
stakeholders (external and internal boards, parents, students, faculty) 
 
While external and internal mechanisms and one’s position on campus 
can impact how one defines student success, it is important to develop 
a shared vision and mission of what student success could mean at 
your institution. We spoke earlier about staff members often getting 
messages from administrators about student success meaning 
retention and graduation, and the disconnect between this definition 
and theirs. These disconnects often assigned a higher value to one 
definition vs. the other, when in reality we should be thinking of 
student success as a process that includes mechanisms at the micro 
and macro levels.  
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Clear communication about how students can be supported enhances 
people’s ability to collaborate on a wide range of programs, services, 
and initiatives that support students in a  holistic manner. When 
people have a clear understanding and share similar values about what 
student success could be, there are greater opportunities to work 
together towards a common goal.  
 
Students’ experiences are enhanced when they are supported and 
encouraged at various levels, different settings, and based on their 
unique needs and experiences. The realization that student success 
varies by student provides those who support them with a broader 
scope and starting point to provide comprehensive guidance, services, 
and support, both academically and personally.  
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