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1

1
R E T E N T I O N ,  P E R S I S T E N C E , 

A N D  S U C C E S S

Clarifying the Challenge

Education r emains the key to both economic and political empowerment.

—Barbara Jordan (1936–1996)

Introduction

Every fall, with high hopes, millions of new students in the United States 
begin the daunting journey of attending college in pursuit of a college 
degree. However, only about half will achieve this mission. For more than 
30 years, colleges and universities have struggled to improve their graduation 
rates while maintaining their academic standards. Yet, graduation rates have 
essentially remained stagnant (Habley, Bloom, & Robbins, 2012; Seidman, 
2012; Tinto, 2012).

To make improvements for students, colleges and universities have 
examined and reformed various aspects of college life including housing, 
fi nancial support, student affairs services, academic support, and advisory 
services (Seidman, 2012). However, the vital role that professors play in 
impacting graduation results often receives less attention. The fact is that 
students’ success and, ultimately, their graduation are directly tied to their 
academic records.

As professors, we can have a tremendous impact on students’ engage-
ment, learning, and academic success. The purpose of this book is therefore 
to examine numerous ways we can create pathways for success in our classes 
and classrooms, especially for those who, traditionally, have had the lowest 
success rates in college: minority, fi rst-generation (including low-income), 
and academically unprepared students. By examining our teaching methods 
and the impact we have on our students’ learning and involvement in our 
courses, we can actively participate in students’ academic performance in 
college, which is a major indicator of student success (Perna & Thomas, 
2006).
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2  CREATING THE PATH TO SUCCESS IN THE CLASSROOM

The Impact of Education, Especially Higher Education

The importance of “getting an education” has been an integral part of our 
American heritage. Our second president, John Adams, wrote in 1785, 

The Whole People must take upon themselvs [sic] the Education of the 
Whole People and be willing to bear the expenses of it. There should not be 
a district of one Mile Square without a school in it, not founded by a Chari-
table individual but maintained at the expense of the People themselvs [sic]. 

Thomas Jefferson also noted that people needed to be educated in order to 
have a democratic, self-governed society. In 1787, he advised, “Educate and 
inform the whole mass of the people . . . . They are the only sure reliance 
for the preservation of our liberty.” While our forefathers lived at a time 
when higher education institutions were not available for most people other 
than the affl uent, they supported and promoted the widespread availability 
of public education for elementary and secondary students.

By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, high schools 
became a very important part of the educational landscape, and the num-
ber of young people attending colleges was growing. By this time, higher 
education opportunities were far greater in the United States than in any 
European country (Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003). In keep-
ing with what our founding fathers believed about the importance of edu-
cation, President Franklin D. Roosevelt (1938) noted, “Democracy cannot 
succeed unless those who express their choice are prepared to choose wisely. 
The real safeguard of democracy, therefore, is education.”

Recognizing education’s vital role in the preparation of citizens in a 
democratic society, Astin (1999a) clarifi es that “our colleges and universi-
ties educate each new generation of leaders in government, business, sci-
ence, law, medicine, the clergy, and other advanced professions, and train 
the personnel who will educate the entire citizenry at the precollegiate level” 
(p. 8). Therefore, what we do as professors in “educating” our students is of 
utmost importance not just for students’ personal welfare, but also for our 
democratic society.

The term professors does not refer to only those who teach at four-year 
colleges and universities. Community colleges are also educating students 
and offering job training to assist them in contributing to their communi-
ties. Higher education is fundamental for “providing effective learning expe-
riences [that are] critical for both the students themselves and our society, 
which increasingly relies on every individual to participate productively in our 
economy, our democracy, and the global village” (McClenney, 2004, p. 3).
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RETENTION, PERSISTENCE, AND SUCCESS  3

In today’s society, many believe that a college education is also necessary 
for a person “to be economically self-suffi cient and deal effectively with the 
increasingly complex social, political, and cultural issues of the twenty-fi rst 
century” (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2007, p. 1). Kuh, Kinzie, 
and colleagues (2007) add, “Earning a baccalaureate degree is the most 
important rung in the economic ladder” (p. 1). Regarding future employ-
ment, according to the American Association of Community Colleges 
(2012), “by 2018, nearly two-thirds of all American jobs will require a post-
secondary certifi cate or degree” (p. viii). In addition to fulfi lling job require-
ments, having a degree signifi cantly increases earning potential. The Social 
Security Administration’s (2015) Offi ce of Retirement Policy reports that 
“men with bachelor’s degrees earn approximately $900,000 more in median 
lifetime earnings than high school graduates. Women with bachelor’s degrees 
earn $630,000 more.” Tinto (2012) points out that those who earn an asso-
ciate’s degree from a two-year college will have a lifetime working income 
that is “about $354,000 more than people who only complete high school” 
(p. 1). Thus, there are many benefi ts from earning a college degree, and eco-
nomic empowerment is only one of them (Lee, 1999).

Every year, more and more students are enrolling in four-year colleges 
and universities, and the student population is more diverse than ever before 
in terms of socioeconomic backgrounds and ethnicities (Habley et al., 2012; 
National Center for Education Statistics, 2012b; Seidman, 2005a). This 
is also true for community colleges. “In 2000, about 5.5 million degree-
seeking students attended two-year colleges. In the 2010–2011 school year, 
that number jumped to more than 8 million” (Koebler, 2012, p. 1). Despite 
recognizing the need for and importance of higher education for economic, 
political, and social reasons, too many of those who enroll in a college do not 
obtain a certifi cate or degree, or even complete more than a semester or two 
of college courses. Seidman (2012) notes, “Even though access to higher edu-
cation is becoming universally available, many students who start in a higher 
education program drop out prior to completing a degree or achieving their 
individual academic and/or social goals” (p. 3).

These early exits come with “fi nancial consequences . . . both for the student 
and for the college” (Seidman, 2012, p. 2). For many students, college loans 
are still looming, not to mention costs spent on tuition, books, housing, and 
so forth. Seidman (2012) found that for colleges the lost tuition revenue and 
monies spent on auxiliary services is also substantial. Beyond the monetary con-
sequences that colleges, students, and their families might face when a student 
leaves, drops out, or is dismissed (fl unks out), “on a broader societal level . . . we 
all have an interest promoting student success” (Gabriel, 2016, p. 178). Having 
an educated citizenship is vital to our democracy, our economy, and our culture.
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4  CREATING THE PATH TO SUCCESS IN THE CLASSROOM

Graduation Rates and Gaps Revealed

Across the nation, college graduation rates were not reported in a stand-
ardized way until 1990 when Congress passed Public Law (P.L.) 101-542, 
commonly known as the Student Right-to-Know Act. This law created a 
standardized way for colleges and universities to report their graduation 
rates and mandates that all institutions eligible for Title IV funding “cal-
culate completion or graduation rates of certifi cate- or degree-seeking, full-
time students entering that institution” (National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2012a). The federal formula is based on the number of full-time 
freshman students who ultimately graduated from the institution where 
they initially enrolled within six years of initial enrollment. Now, even 
though there are critics of this basic formula, it does provide a consist-
ent and standardized mechanism to compare graduation rates at different 
colleges and universities.

After P.L. 101-542 came into effect and graduation data were made pub-
lic, early reports revealed that “at the typical institution, less than 40 percent 
of students earn their four-year degree in four years. Extending the time frame 
to six years brings the average institutional graduation rate up to roughly 57 
percent” (Carey, 2008, p. 2). In the 1990s, for many educators and parents, 
this information was alarming. Yet, since that time, the overall graduation 
rates have stayed more or less the same. Hess, Schneider, Carey, and Kelly 
(2009) point out that the latest statistics reveal “on average, four-year colleges 
graduate fewer than 60 percent of their freshmen within six years. At many 
institutions, graduation rates are far worse” (p. 3). Specifi cally, in 2009,

The University of Louisville . . . has a 44 percent six-year graduation rate. 
At the University of Memphis, the rate is 34 percent. The University of 
Alaska, Fairbanks, graduates only 25 percent of students within six years. 
Graduation rates below 50, 40, and even 30 percent are distressingly easy 
to fi nd, even when the measure is the percentage of students graduating 
within six years. (Hess et al., 2009, p. 8)

As for community colleges, graduation rates are even lower. For 2-year 
public institutions, only 25% of those entering school “in 1995–96 with a 
goal of earning a degree or certifi cate had obtained . . . [a degree or a certifi -
cate] at that institution by 2001, six years later” (McClenney, 2004, p. 5). 
Overall, whether examining 2- or 4-year colleges, the number of students 
starting college has increased but the percentage of those being able to stay, 
persist, and graduate has “remained relatively constant over the past fi ve dec-
ades” (Habley et al., 2012, p. 6).
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RETENTION, PERSISTENCE, AND SUCCESS  5

The Right-to-Know data reports have also exposed the “graduation gap” 
among different ethnic and socioeconomic status (SES) groups. Throughout 
the country, “low-income students and students of color . . . complete col-
lege at especially low rates” (Offenstein, Moore, & Shulock, 2010, p. 1). 
When investigating the educational pipeline for low-income, African 
American, Latino, and Native American students, the “bad news” is that 
enrollment and persistence for these students and for students with disa-
bilities “continues to lag behind [that of ] White and Asian students” (Kuh, 
Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2006, p. 1). For example, after 6 years, 
the graduation rates of the freshman cohort of 1995–2007 at 4-year Title 
IV institutions were as follows: 35.6% for American Indian/Alaska Native 
students, 38.5% for Black (non-Hispanic) students, and 43.5% for Hispanic 
students. However, the White (non-Hispanic) students had a much higher 
rate, 57.3%, and the rate for Asian/Pacifi c Islander students was even higher, 
63% (Seidman, 2005b, p. 30).

The “gap” is similar when examining two-year community colleges. 
Opp (2002) found that “Hispanics, American Indians, Blacks, and Asian 
Americans were underrepresented in their Associate degree completion rates 
in comparison to their enrollment in the two-year college sector” (p. 148). 
In addition, Gabriel (2016) states, “Many did not even get close to earning 
a degree” (p. 177). Furthermore, according to the American Association of 
Community Colleges (2012), “For Hispanic, Black, Native American, and 
low-income students . . . nearly half of all community college students enter-
ing in the fall term drop out before the second fall term begins” (p. 9).

College professors, administrators, and researchers have also identifi ed 
another category of students who have struggled in college. This group is 
often referred to as those who are academically unprepared or underpre-
pared.1 (This category can include students from other identifi ed subgroups 
including minority, nonminority, and high to low income.) The retention 
and success “often translates into students failing to meet the academic chal-
lenges of adjusting to college life, especially those encountered during their 
freshman year. The adjustment is particularly diffi cult for underprepared 
freshmen—those who require remedial classes” (Grunder & Hellmich, 1996, 
p. 21). Engstrom (2008) also notes that the urban two- and four-year col-
leges that “serve large numbers of working-class and underrepresented stu-
dents” (p. 6) have the greatest challenge of providing academic support for 
these students. “In those institutions, it is estimated that approximately 45 
percent of beginning students participate in some form of academic sup-
port or basic skills courses” (Engstrom, 2008, p. 6). When studying the 
impact of students taking remedial classes, Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, and 
Associates (2005) found that “seventy percent of students who took at least 
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6  CREATING THE PATH TO SUCCESS IN THE CLASSROOM

one remedial reading course in college do not obtain a degree or certifi cate 
within eight years of enrollment” (p. 1). Thus, not only do many colleges 
have low graduation rates overall, but there are also signifi cant disparities in 
retention and graduation rates among different groups, including ethnic and 
SES groups, within numerous colleges.

Institutional Response and Increased Expectations

The focus on retention and graduation rates did not come about just from 
the Right-to-Know law. From the 1960s to 1980s, college and university 
campuses were increasingly interested in student retention as an early sign 
and predictor of eventual graduation (Berger, Ramírez, & Lyons, 2012). 
Intervention programs, retention specialists, and tutoring centers were cre-
ated in hopes of decreasing academic dismissals and student dropout or 
withdrawal numbers, especially during the 1980s and 1990s. Within the 
last 30 years “the number of retention interventions has expanded dramati-
cally” (Habley et al., 2012, p. 214). Nevertheless, “substantial gains in stu-
dent retention have been hard to come by . . . . The national rate of student 
persistence and graduation has shown disappointingly little change” (Tinto, 
2006–2007, p. 2).2 When examining the data from 1983 to 2011, Habley and 
colleagues (2012) also found graduation rates basically “stagnant” (p. 230). 
Thus, improving these rates remains on the forefront of institutional chal-
lenges (Braxton, 2006; Tinto, 2006–2007).

Part of the recent focus has come from the fact that retention and gradu-
ation rates are now part of how colleges and universities are judged, ranked, 
and even evaluated. Furthermore, “retention is used as a key indicator of 
institutional effectiveness” (Seidman, 2012, p. 28). Many state legislatures 
now have regulations that “use some measure of institutional retention and/
or graduation rates in their accountability programs for state sponsored or 
supported institutions . . . . Even the Federal government is considering 
using institutional retention rates in a national system of higher educational 
accountability” (Tinto, 2006–2007, p. 5). The state of Florida provides an 
example where “accountability measures mandate, among other things, spe-
cifi c information about enrollment, persistence, and completion of degree 
programs. The state’s newly implemented performance-based budgeting 
measures also appropriate monetary rewards to community colleges largely 
based on student degree completions” (Grunder & Hellmich, 1996, p. 28). 
Overall, because the data are accessible to students, parents, and the general 
public, the response has been strong. “Increasing student retention matters 
more now than ever” (Tinto, 2006–2007, p. 5).
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RETENTION, PERSISTENCE, AND SUCCESS  7

Hess and colleagues (2009) point out that one easy way “to pad gradu-
ation rates is to drop standards and hand a diploma to every student who 
walks through the door” (p. 4). They (along with others) are also quick to 
indicate that this is a tactic that no college should take. Lowering standards 
is not a valid or sound option. Another approach that would most likely 
guarantee higher graduation rates is for institutions to be very selective and 
limitative in their admission process. After all, most universities that have 
highly selective admissions (e.g., Harvard, Yale, Stanford) have much higher 
than average graduation rates (Hess et al., 2009). However, these colleges and 
universities also offer limited access and have much less socioeconomic and 
ethnic diversity than other types of institutions (Tinto, 2006–2007).

Most other colleges and universities have a broader admission policy 
and believe that it is imperative for institutions of higher education to be 
accessible. First-generation students, low-income students, and those who are 
unprepared must have a chance to earn degrees or certifi cates because “pro-
moting the cause of equity and maximizing the development of talent are 
fundamental purposes for all higher education institutions” (Astin, 1984, 
1993, as cited in Opp, 2002, p. 161). Furthermore, having a diverse student 
population “is imperative to cultivate multiple perspectives and aid individu-
als’ growth” (Lee, 1999, p. 10).

In today’s society, some ask, “Must everyone go to college?” As a public 
middle and high school educator for 17 of my 35-plus years in teaching, my 
answer is, “Of course not.” Some people simply have no desire to go to col-
lege, and some do not want to put in the time or incur the expense. Others 
fi nd careers or employment that do not require a 4-year college degree. There 
are even some who are not willing to handle or are not capable of handling 
college-level work. Although it is still possible in our society—albeit much 
more diffi cult—for one to have a worthwhile career or job that does not 
require a certifi cate or college degree, we should not assume who can and 
cannot be successful in college, nor should struggling students be left to “fi g-
ure out” on their own how to make it in college. Certainly, improving the 
college preparation students receive in high school is important, but we can-
not (and should not) have a laissez-faire attitude about what happens after 
students enter college. Colleges and universities must continue to seek ways 
to create and support “conditions that foster student success” (Kuh, Kinzie, 
et al., 2007, p. 1).

When considering the many different factors that can affect student suc-
cess, there are still “many unresolved issues” (Berger et al., 2012, p. 28). 
Carey (2008) summarizes the main difference between the colleges and uni-
versities that have improved retention and graduation rates and closed the gap 
among different student groups and those that have not. He believes failure 
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8  CREATING THE PATH TO SUCCESS IN THE CLASSROOM

prevails “because at many institutions the success of undergraduates, particu-
larly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, is not the priority it should be” 
(p. 1). Among all of our colleges and universities, we can and must do bet-
ter. Tinto and Pusser (2006) suggest that we need research on “more effec-
tive ways of addressing the academic needs of academically under-prepared 
students, especially those from low-income and underserved backgrounds” 
(p. 3). Although continued research on this topic is vital, equally important 
is to incorporate and/or implement what we already know about ways to 
improve student success.

What Does Teaching Have To Do With This?

Kuh, Kinzie, and colleagues (2007) defi ne student success in college as 
“ academic achievement, engagement in educationally purposeful activities, 
satisfaction, acquisition of desired knowledge, skills, and competencies, per-
sistence, and attainment of educational objectives” (p. vii). This defi nition 
contains broad and various accomplishments. As a campus community of 
educators, it is therefore vital that we recognize that everyone on a college 
campus has (or should have) a role in contributing to student success and in 
improving our campus climate. “Recent trends have seen retention increas-
ingly recognized as the responsibility of all educators on campus—faculty 
and staff—even when there are specialized staff members solely dedicated to 
improving retention on campus” (Berger et al., 2012, p. 9).

Paramount to student success, Tinto (2006–2007) notes that we now 
have “a widely accepted notion that the actions of the faculty, especially in 
the classroom, are key to institutional efforts to enhance student retention” 
(p. 5). Yet, as colleges and universities have added programs to promote stu-
dent retention and success, “regrettably, faculty involvement is still more lim-
ited than it should be” (Tinto, 2006–2007, p. 5). When it comes to content 
subject matter, most college professors are considered to be experts, but “sim-
ply having the expert’s knowledge is not enough to be able to teach others” 
(Cox, 2009, p. 168). When examining the research on pedagogy methods 
and techniques, “expertise in a particular domain does not guarantee that 
one is good at helping others learn it” (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000, 
p. 44). If we, as professors, are to play a major role in student retention and 
success, then it is imperative that we, as part of our preparation for teaching, 
continue to explore and use teaching methods that promote student engage-
ment and learning.

Tinto (2006–2007) suggested that “while most faculty are willing to 
publicly proclaim the importance of retaining each and every student, they 
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RETENTION, PERSISTENCE, AND SUCCESS  9

typically do not see retaining students as their job” (p. 9). Yet, we know that 
effective teaching variables have a high correlation with student achievement 
(Feldman, 1996, 2007; Marsh & Roche, 1997) and that student achieve-
ment is closely correlated to students remaining in college and graduating. 
Thus, we must remain vigilant to include faculty (and faculty development 
programs) as we seek ways to improve student success.

Finally, it is noteworthy that “in two separate surveys on what matters 
the most for student success—quality of teaching and a caring faculty and 
staff were at the top of the list (Habley et al., 2012: 219)” (Gabriel, 2016, 
p. 181). I believe professors are eager to have students be engaged in their 
courses and have success in achieving the intended learning outcomes for 
their courses. This book focuses on teaching techniques, but it also includes 
some suggestions on how faculty and student affairs personnel can support 
each other when it comes to serving students.

Significance of the Teaching Professor

To improve teaching and learning at the college level, we, as professors, have 
numerous opportunities to investigate, expand, and analyze our pedagogy. 
We need to recognize that it is important to take the time to plan and pre-
pare so that we can do our best when we are in the classroom. What happens 
in our classroom is not the only factor to consider, but it is one that has a 
signifi cant impact on students’ retention, persistence, and success at a college 
or university. The entire campus community should take on the challenge 
of increasing the retention, persistence, and overall success of all students, in 
particular, the students who struggle and/or are underserved.

Faculty are uniquely situated to effectuate these goals on a daily basis, 
because those who are teaching typically have more direct interaction with 
students than any other persons employed by the college or university. Yet, 
the role of the faculty in this mission is not always specifi c, especially when 
it comes to their teaching or instructional approaches and classroom interac-
tions with students. In this book, which is a continuation of my previous 
book, I attempt to address that lack of specifi city by examining additional 
teaching methods and techniques, especially evidence-based instructional 
practices, geared toward reaching all the students in our classrooms, includ-
ing those who traditionally have been underrepresented and the least success-
ful in staying in college and reaching the ultimate goal of earning a degree 
or certifi cate. And, of course, we need to reach out to our most vulnera-
ble students “without sacrifi cing high standards or expectations” (Gabriel, 
2008, p. 5).
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10  CREATING THE PATH TO SUCCESS IN THE CLASSROOM

While this book is not a panacea, my hope is that it will contribute to 
supporting your teaching methods and your efforts to improve student learn-
ing and engagement in your courses. “Take the ideas you like, and tweak 
the ones that don’t quite fi t your teaching styles, but above all, realize that 
you can make a difference in helping at-risk students learn how to become 
successful college students” (Gabriel, 2008, p. 8).

Overview of the Chapters

Chapter 2, “Class Climate,” discusses many different ways we can incorpo-
rate and promote student interaction as part of our teaching practices. By 
setting up situations so that students can make connections and meet people 
from different backgrounds, we can also promote a positive classroom cli-
mate that embraces diversity. As part of our college or university culture, we 
can not only purposefully help our diverse students be engaged in our course 
material but also foster student interaction across social barriers that may 
exist on our campuses. By developing a “community of learners” where stu-
dents can work together on the course content and do so with students from 
all walks of life, we can “widen” our classroom circle to include all.

Chapter 3, “The First Month of the Semester,” considers classroom pro-
tocols and how our policies can impact student engagement and learning. In 
addition, I discuss the importance of students connecting with class content, 
which, in turn, will increase their learning. To accomplish this goal, I address 
several techniques, from activiting prior knowledge to nurturing students’ 
commitment to the course. Having real-world issues can also help students 
recognize the relevancy of the course, and the value of continuing the practice 
of incorporating culturally relevant material is discussed as well.

Chapter 4, “Motivation and Attitudes,” examines the different dispositions, 
attitudes, or outlooks that students may have toward their own ability to learn 
and how such views can impact their motivation and dedication to their stud-
ies. This chapter also discusses the research on mental toughness and what we 
can do to promote growth mindsets and resilience to complete one’s course of 
study in college. As professors, we often observe students displaying behaviors 
that are not conducive to learning. Having ways to respond to such students 
can be benefi cial.

Chapter 5, “Interactive Lectures,” is about making our lectures more 
productive for student learning. This chapter also addresses the bias effect 
that traditional lectures can have. Still, lectures have a vital role, and for most 
professors they continue to be a major component of their pedagogy tool-
box. Thus, having ways to improve and transform the “traditional” lectures 
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RETENTION, PERSISTENCE, AND SUCCESS  11

so that our lectures stimulate and encourage active learning is essential. This 
chapter also discusses the use of PowerPoints and handouts, as well as the 
importance of students taking notes.

Chapter 6, “Reading Assignments and Class Discussions,” explores 
aspects of choosing and using textbooks, journal articles, and other types of 
reading assignments. Many students struggle with reading assignments, and 
it often appears that they did not complete the readings, especially when 
they are unable to answer questions or make comments about the material. 
Perhaps they did read but are having comprehension or expression problems. 
Thus, I discuss ways to address these diffi culties as well as methods for getting 
students to read the assigned reading and then to refl ect, apply, and analyze 
those readings. In addition, I tackle ways to cultivate students’ critical think-
ing skills.

Chapter 7, “Writing Assignments,” discusses how we can use both low-
stakes and substantive papers to help students master the learning outcomes 
and goals for our courses. In their research on writing, Graham and Hebert 
(2010) found that writing is a powerful tool for improving students’ reading 
comprehension and critical thinking skills; however, fi nding a way to have 
students write without the grading of such assignments overwhelming us can 
be diffi cult. By using short writing exercises during class and giving corrective 
feedback, we can prepare our students for substantive longer assignments and 
research papers. I also address steps for preventing plagiarism and improving 
students' skills at evaluating sources.

In Chapter 8, “Resilience, Habits, and Persistence,” I discuss vital 
concepts that can have a positive impact on student retention and can 
also stimulate hope and confi dence for those who are facing academic 
struggles. As professors, we can introduce concepts of academic resilience 
to all of our students. We can also help students establish constructive 
habits and routines that will help them be successful in college and in 
their future careers. Additionally, I discuss the positive impact of the 
Productive Persistence project for struggling students. As we reach out to 
minority, low-income, fi rst-generation, and academically at-risk students, 
we can support and encourage them to overcome obstacles as they pursue 
a college degree.

Conclusion

Faculty should not play a minor role in moving the needle on student reten-
tion, persistence, and graduation rates; rather, they should be major con-
tributors. Knowing the importance of excellent teaching and the powerful 
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infl uence that professors can have on students, we should strive to continu-
ally develop and improve our own teaching methods and techniques that will 
promote student learning, commitment, and responsibility. In short, we can 
boost student engagement and motivate students to be enthusiastic about 
their learning by using learner-centered teaching methods that can maximize 
the college experience.

This task is not an easy one, and there are no easy answers. “No single 
intervention strategy will adequately prevent all students from departing col-
lege” (Seidman, 2012, p. 77). Still, reaching out to struggling students in 
order to close the graduation gap among student groups without lowering 
standards not only is possible, but is worthy of our attention. Furthermore, 
I believe we have a responsibility to these students

both as members of an institution and as individuals . . . [to] use a myriad 
of actions that will provide unprepared [and/or struggling] students with 
real opportunities for success. If we do not, we are simply setting these stu-
dents up for failure and, at the same time, only pretending we have some-
how fulfi lled a moral obligation of providing opportunities to our diverse 
population in today’s society. (Gabriel, 2008, p. 4)

Ultimately, we can have a positive impact on student retention and grad-
uation rates. It takes time and commitment from us and from our students. 
By having a “can-do” attitude, we, as professors (no matter how long one has 
been teaching), can address the challenges and help close the graduation gap 
that exists at most of our institutions. When we do that, both individuals and 
society as a whole will benefi t.

Notes

1. In the literature, the terms unprepared, underprepared, and at risk are used. 
Yet, at risk can also refer to a variety of problems that might be classifi ed as social or 
student affairs issues (e.g., fi nancial problems, housing issues, emotional problems). 
In this book, I address assisting students who are academically unprepared for col-
lege. That is, they do not have college-level academic skills when they start college.

2. Although defi nitions can vary somewhat throughout the literature, in this 
text, retention is defi ned as returning students who stay at the same institution where 
they initially enrolled; persistence is defi ned as students staying in higher education 
even if they transfer or go to more than one institution.
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