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1
T H E  W H O L E  S T U D E N T 

A P P R O A C H  A S  A  R E T E N T I O N 
M O D E L

Jerry A. Pattengale

My fi rst major public address on whole person student development 
was an indication of the battle ahead with the academy’s retention 
status quo. Though I was barely through my introduction, not 

even 10 minutes into my presentation, an older professor interrupted the 
packed room when she stood up, about four rows back, just off to my right. 
Before I could even register a response, she cussed me out. Not a mild curse, 
but a bitter harangue. She lambasted me and assumed to speak for the masses 
by asking what in the Sam Hill my research had to do with resolving the 
acute retention issues on campuses (three expletives omitted).

Her question was a modifi ed and vulgar rendition of Tertullian’s “What 
does Jerusalem have to do with Athens?” Or, restated, “What is a humanities 
professor doing in a behaviorists’ world?” For her, all was vacuous without 
measurable results, such as learning or living environmental interventions 
with offi cial retention or graduation correlations.

As an ancient historian, mentored by the esteemed philologist Edwin 
Yamauchi, I found myself in foreign and often stale territory—conferences 
dominated by behaviorists. A new language was required: retention-ese. At 
fi rst, I wanted someone to hit me with a frozen salmon and awaken me from 
what seemed to be educational drudgery. Presentations with no regression 
studies, however solidly based in classical thought and humanities notions, 
regardless of their resonance with retention reality, were discarded as specu-
lation. No T-factor analysis, no convincing leverage. Conversely,  educators 
with brilliant data analysis on secondary or remotely connected questions 
were applauded (Elmore & Pattengale, 2009).
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18  WHOLE STUDENT LEARNING APPROACHES

Nonetheless, I kept receiving invitations to retention conferences because 
of our software invention, the Virtual Advising Link System (VAL). It was a 
ticket to some of the nation’s largest colleges and conferences. Everett Webber 
of Indiana Wesleyan University (IWU) and I led the development of VAL, 
the fi rst web application that allowed professors to globally link entire rosters 
to e-mails, photos, and so on. Now, 20 years later, everyone has it, but at the 
time this simple data dump seemed like rocket science (and it was, based 
on then-slick technology and detailed assessments of faculty time-on-task in 
retention efforts). We globe-trotted and gave it away to countless institutions 
(though a major educational fi rm, having signed nondisclosure agreements, 
pilfered it and sold an adapted version under a different name—basic version 
for only $35,000 and advanced for $70,000). Our solid data sets showed 
that VAL saved faculty members considerable time. If they were being asked 
to put more energy into retention efforts, even with handy tools such as the 
 College Learning Assessment or Student Satisfaction Inventory (SSI) and, later, 
StrengthsQuest, faculty time was the key variable.

During these dozens of engagements, I included a stipulation for key-
noting—to give a sidebar session on whole person development.  During 
a 1997 session in Cincinnati with Michigan State’s Philip Garner, I 
also introduced a particular strategy within whole person development: 
“purpose- guided education” (Pattengale & Gardner, 2000). Although the 
technology sessions were fun and lively and included conscripted audiences, 
the purpose- guided education sessions were placed alongside a long list of 
other options—and yet packed. Eventually, extensive research, funded with 
millions of dollars from the Lilly Endowment and the Lumina Foundation, 
led to a robust collaboration with many behaviorists and to my priority of 
helping students fi nd their “Life Wedge” (Pattengale, 2010a). Extensive 
research found that most often students dealt with the “purpose” question in 
their sophomore year, and a wave of books and articles launched from our 
research (Hunter et al., 2010; Reynolds, Gross, Millard, & Pattengale, 2010; 
Schreiner &  Pattengale, 2000).

Disillusionment With Student Satisfaction as Starting Points

What I had fi rst viewed as stale I soon came to understand as necessary—
but the primary questions being researched needed changing. From the 
start of my new (and lasting) relationships with the behaviorist network, the 
educational matrix of “knowledge, skills, and dispositions” always struck 
me as an obvious beacon that most retention approaches avoided. Instead, 
they focused almost entirely on skills or “at-risk” aspects of the students’ 
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THE WHOLE STUDENT APPROACH AS A RETENTION MODEL  19

profi le as determined by behaviorists’ instruments. Though important, 
these research items rarely connected with intrinsic motivational factors—
the very aspects of student success and retention—that, because of their 
emphasis on connecting real-world experience and students’ identity and 
values to course content, engaged learning and integrative pedagogies are 
likely to enhance.

Next came my disillusionment with student satisfaction approaches, 
the fulcrum of most responses to attrition woes. For a few years, I gave lec-
tures nationally on the question “Do you have an offi ce of student success 
or student nondissatisfaction?” The CPA Inventory is my simple survey used 
for years with more than 400 institutions to determine the nature of their 
retention efforts. It simply helps to categorize institutional efforts by looking 
at the “commitment of resources” to student success efforts, “ philosophical 
 commitment” behind the institution’s expenditures, and “assessment” 
choices. An “Assessment of Assessment Tool” helps with the latter area to 
determine overall  program objectives. The basic categories within the CPA 
Inventory are as follows:

1. Academic Content (foundational facts and/or principles in an academic 
discipline, e.g., literature, philosophy, history)

2. Ultimate Questions (questions of purpose, life meaning and/or value, 
and related assignments)

3. The Learning Process (assisting with learning challenges, introducing 
creative pedagogy, skill sets, etc.)

4. The Learning Environment (dorm, extracurricular, library services, class 
size, cohort groups, structure of orientation and/or fi rst-year courses, 
security, parking, etc.)

After listing their institution’s top-fi ve retention (or student success) pro-
grams based on expenditures, participants were then asked to list which of 
the four areas most closely aligned with those programs. Ninety-fi ve percent 
of all campuses represented the third and fourth areas, those related more 
closely with external factors and not intrinsic motivation. When participants 
were asked to rank the programs on the basis of faculty or student involve-
ment, the numbers showed little variance on their intrinsic focus (a steady 
5%). During various presentations on this subject, we used the slide shown 
in Box 1.1.

The Assessment of Assessment Tool asks participants to list the top three 
tools used to measure their programs’ effectiveness in assisting with student 
success, then to list the purpose of each assessment, and once again to see if 
it’s targeting intrinsic or extrinsic factors.
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20  WHOLE STUDENT LEARNING APPROACHES

Of the 95% of institutions noted here, the most common basis for reten-
tion strategies was an SSI of some type. The results from the 1998–1999 SSI 
survey of 23,848 sophomores revealed that for public and private schools, 
content ranked the highest in importance from among dozens of choices. 
The results also placed three content issues among the top fi ve in importance, 
similar to the ranking results of 100,000 students from all grade levels. The 
actual SSI content item the sophomores rated most important was “The con-
tent of courses within my major is valuable.” Three other content questions 
rated very important related to the quality of instruction and faculty’s subject 
knowledge.

Based on the SSI grid (see Figure 1.1), these high-importance ratings for 
content would place it and faculty’s abilities and subject knowledge at the 
top. However, if these areas never surface among the areas of least satisfac-
tion, then they are placed in quadrant 2 (top right)—and are never a priority 
in student success planning. The SSI rationale, which is similar to numerous 
student satisfaction tools, and very logical prima facie, is to focus an institu-
tion’s top retention (or student success) efforts on those SSI items that end 
up in quadrant 1 (top left). It seems sensible: If these items are rated high in 
importance but low in satisfaction, then we should prioritize these items. In 
other words, these become our top retention priorities (and often our only 
ones for years one and two of new retention programs). The SSI protocol 
next uses focus groups to help reveal more about the issues and how best to 
address these campus shortcomings.

Any hope that answers for retention woes would come from Maynard 
Hutchins’s (1952) Great Books of the Western World list in this schema is 
rather bleak. Use of values clarifi cation in fueling intrinsic motivation seemed 
especially unlikely.1 Colleges and universities seemed reluctant to consider 
the potential of an approach to student retention that acknowledged the 

BOX 1.1

Is your “Student Success” philosophy

1. a Student Success model (intrinsic)?
• Begins with the student’s goals in mind
•  Attempts to link student’s life passion (purpose) with a vocational 

path

2. a Student Satisfaction model (extrinsic)?
• Uses satisfaction surveys to determine the main issues to address
• Interventions and preventions are focused on satisfaction scales
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THE WHOLE STUDENT APPROACH AS A RETENTION MODEL  21

importance of engaged learning and integrative pedagogies for connecting 
students’ values with their course of study.

Educating Faculty Nationally About the Role of Purpose in 
Retention

My main audience on college campuses was liberal arts faculty members, 
among most of whom even the defi nition of retention was unknown and, 
when known, was usually associated in their minds with water. With little 
knowledge of the issues, many of us are understandably attracted like lem-
mings to a very user-friendly tool like SSI. I eventually produced a basic 
quiz simply to help clarify some of this retention-ese for a crowd that often 
had been conscripted by administration to attend sessions (Pattengale, 
2008b).

When asked by staff at The Teaching Professor (Magna Publications) to 
share my list of basic retention principles for faculty internationally through 
its broadcasts, the basic session set viewership records: “What Faculty Need 
to Know About Retention” (Pattengale, 2008c). The number-one reten-
tion principle, based on years of research with collaborators such as Ed 
St. John and others represented in this chapter’s citations and decided by 
my  colleagues at IWU who had immersed themselves in this fi eld for many 
years, refl ected the key role of “purpose.” Their full list follows and varies 
from other lists but has many items in common with most lists. You will fi nd 
that our faculty list several principles with purposeful and/or intrinsic moti-
vation aspects, many of which also can be supported by engaged  learning and 
integrative pedagogies.

VERY IMPORTANT

1 2

NOT AT
ALL SATISFIED

VERY
SATISFIED

3 4

NOT AT ALL IMPORTANT

Figure 1.1. Student Satisfaction Inventory diagram.
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22  WHOLE STUDENT LEARNING APPROACHES

1. Life purpose: Students with an articulated sense of life purpose, or a major 
life goal, are more likely to succeed in college.

2. SAT, ACT, and GPA scores: Students entering with higher normed aca-
demic scores are more likely to succeed in college.

3. The fi rst six weeks: The fi rst six weeks are the most important in the reten-
tion of students to college, and the fi rst two weeks are critical to both 
their retention and their enthusiasm for a college.

4. First-year orientation classes: More than 90% of all colleges have a fi rst-
year seminar or class, and these correlate with higher retention.

5. Student profi les: Those with certain dispositions are more likely to 
 succeed (i.e., intrinsic motivation, welcoming of help, respect for 
authority).

6. Professor connection to orientation outcomes: Students connecting with at 
least one faculty or staff member during the fi rst two weeks of college are 
more likely to stay at that college.

7. “Intrusive” retention efforts: Students most at risk of leaving college are 
often unaware of or not receptive to help needed. Give it anyway.

8. Student motivation: Faculty need to learn how to help extrinsically moti-
vated students think about larger questions.

9. Early college commitments: Students committing early to a college are 
more likely to succeed; those committing late in the summer or enroll-
ment cycle are less likely to succeed.

10. Intentional programs: The more intentional the program for at-risk stu-
dents, the more likely they are to succeed.

11. A plan to persist: How students complete the phrase “When the going gets 
tough, I do the following” is highly predictive of students’ persistence 
rate.

12. Common learning experiences: Sharing experiences with other students 
builds needed community and correlates with higher retention.

13. Integration of the affective and cognitive: Experiential learning and service-
learning helps to build an emotive response to curriculum and also cor-
relates with higher retention.

14. Student satisfaction: This is important but is not a panacea or starting 
point. It’s helpful to know if students are satisfi ed, but this is only one 
dynamic of student success and not the best predictor.

15. The last-minute applicants: Late applicants are less likely to persist.
16. First-generation students: Students who do not have a parent or guardian 

with a college degree are less likely to persist.
17. Intentional student cohort: Conscripted groups for learning (and for resi-

dential living) directly correlate with persistence (IWU’s adult programs 
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THE WHOLE STUDENT APPROACH AS A RETENTION MODEL  23

have very high retention and graduation rates and all must be in cohort 
groups—same 15 students throughout their program).

18. New knowledge: New learning is inextricably linked to student motiva-
tion and persistence.

19. First-year seminars with liberal arts basis: Liberal arts courses assist with 
intrinsic motivation.

20. Mission fi t: Students with a connection to a school’s mission are more 
likely to persist.

The value of this list is accented by the selection of IWU into the 
 inaugural group of Foundations of Excellence institutions, a robust external 
validation process associated with the work of John Gardner, Betsy Barefoot, 
and Randy Swing.

Lessons in Developing Whole Person Retention Programs

After I gave my fi rst conference presentation on whole person development 
and key intersections with traditional college sophomores, John Gardner 
immediately asked me to consider writing a book on the subject in conjunc-
tion with the National Resource Center for the First-Year Experience and 
Students in Transition (University of South Carolina). His staff had real-
ized that many factors occurred within this year, and they were awaiting a 
researcher with data established. I accepted with the condition that Laurie 
Schreiner could coauthor or coedit it. This seems contrary to my opening 
comments about the frustration with behaviorists, and especially with the 
student  satisfaction emphasis, but I had grown to appreciate their skills in 
assessment. Schreiner is both a psychologist and the codeveloper of the popu-
lar SSI. She also was serving as a senior scientist for the Gallup organization 
(for the  StrengthsQuest project) and chair and professor of Azusa Pacifi c’s 
 doctoral studies in higher education.

I had realized that a key both to researching and to implementing whole 
person development approaches is for humanities professors to work closely 
with behaviorists. The collaboration continues to be fruitful and enjoyable on 
many fronts. The fi rst key lesson is that any major effort to address student suc-
cess issues by liberal arts faculty members needs to include professors steeped in 
behavioral studies, most likely from psychology or education. On most cam-
puses, the latter (or faculty from science, technology, engineering, and mathe-
matics areas) are critical to help generate often-overlooked empirical research 
expected by key university stakeholders determining retention programming 
effectiveness (Braxton, McKinney, & Reynolds, 2006; Patton, Morelon, 
Whitehead, & Hossler, 2006). One of the crucial early proponents of this 
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24  WHOLE STUDENT LEARNING APPROACHES

collaboration was Edward Zlotkowski, now emeritus professor of  English and 
media arts at Bentley University, and senior editor of the multivolume series 
on service-learning called Service Learning in the Disciplines, with a volume 
dedicated to most key disciplines. In developing its student success philosophy, 
IWU found  Zlotkowski’s work helpful, particularly his assertion that helping 
students believe their life’s work can improve others’ lives is key to  student 
success (Szymanski,  Hadlock, & Zlotkowski, 2012; Zlotkowski, 2002). His 
numerous volumes on service-learning help faculty in many fi elds, liberal arts 
and otherwise, fi nd connection with this premise. All of these efforts need 
benchmarking and assessing, and the collaboration between humanities profes-
sors and behaviorists  complements this process. In many cases, it’s a necessity.

The second key lesson is placing philosophy before logistics. If indeed 
my philosophical notion is correct that “the dream needs to be stronger than 
the struggle,” then it would take a mélange of discipline experts to help estab-
lish both perspective and valid data to test this theory. The questions are 
different when you begin looking at philosophical starting points, and the 
logistics refl ect how to measure them. As we saw previously in the survey that 
helps determine intrinsic or extrinsic student success programs, the former 
starts with students’ goals and passions, and the latter tends to put logistics in 
place for changing environmental issues. These “student satisfaction” items 
nearly always relate to issues secondary to student goal setting, and yet entire 
programs become structured around such student satisfaction survey results. 
Related to this is the important lesson that for people to embrace an idea, 
they need to be able to get their mind around it. We discovered early on 
that “whole person” involved many dispositional questions and applications, 
and many professors simply are not equipped to engage such areas. Nor do 
many want to. With the increasing pressure by administrators and accredi-
tors to improve retention, uninterested or unprepared faculty are conscripted 
to assist—often atop other duties. Simple tools are strongly recommended to 
assist novice retention faculty in both learning and applying effective student 
success principles, such as the Life Wedge diagram, list of top-20 retention 
principles, and student retention IQ quiz.

The third key lesson is that campuses endorse a student success philos-
ophy by either design or default. If there is not an expressed and articulated 
philosophy used by the programs’ framers, then the leaders default to the phi-
losophy manifest in their selected tools. There is philosophical underpinning 
in all retention approaches, including Schreiner’s SSI. Campuses employing 
the SSI as the starting point for retention efforts are likely imbibing its envi-
ronmental emphasis. It’s not a new approach at all but status quo. However, 
it is a brilliant way to categorize a predetermined list of items and visualize 
them. Schreiner’s emphasis on satisfaction accented some of the most vener-
ated scholars on student success. Upcraft and Schuh (2001) stated, 
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THE WHOLE STUDENT APPROACH AS A RETENTION MODEL  25

A third component [of their eight key ones] is assessing fi rst-year  student 
satisfaction, which is the cornerstone of maintaining and improving the 
quality of services and programs targeted to fi rst-year students. . . . If 
 students are dissatisfi ed, they will not reuse what we offer, and they will 
not recommend our services and programs to other students. (p. 9; see also 
Upcraft & Schuh, 1996)

Really? Is satisfaction with parking as important for a student as excite-
ment for a cause he’s come to endorse? Is the dining hall’s food really going to 
trump a student’s passion to help change the lives of disenfranchised young 
men by teaching them the fi nancial literacy practices learned in her major? Is 
tweaking the options for intramural sports actually going to help a student 
passionate about national security more than enhancing classroom experi-
ences on the subject?

It took years of robust studies in collaboration with Edward St. John 
and his colleagues (fi rst at Indiana University and then at the University of 
Michigan) to collect data and assess this notion of prioritizing purpose over 
student satisfaction. This is challenging the usefulness of the SSI not as a tool 
but as the fulcrum of a student success strategy.

As outlined in my Growth Journal article, “Student Success or Student 
Non-dissatisfaction” (Pattengale, 2006), this student satisfaction (or, rather, 
student non-dissatisfaction) approach uses student satisfaction surveys, quan-
tifi es the results, qualifi es them through focus group follow-up sessions, and 
then addresses the specifi c areas of dissatisfaction. The overarching theory is 
to remove dissatisfi ed areas, especially in areas deemed most important to the 
student (chosen from a preset list on the survey), in order to retain students 
to graduation.

Addressing student dissatisfaction may nudge retention rates a bit higher, 
but this approach targets second-rate causes of student attrition. Campuses that 
begin their retention efforts with student satisfaction surveys often focus on 
areas of dissatisfaction—aspects of the college experience rarely tied to student 
motivation. Therein is the main problem facing many well-oiled student suc-
cess efforts. The removal of dissatisfaction neither guarantees satisfaction nor 
addresses motivation, an observation popularized by psychologist Frederick 
Herzberg (Accel Team Development, 2005; Herzberg, 1991; Pattengale, 2006).

At the end of IWU’s inaugural year of implementing its retention plan 
based on the SSI results, we were holding focus groups with a group repre-
senting a large cohort of nursing students. The key item that surfaced in the 
SSI’s quadrant 1 (very important and not at all satisfi ed ) was library services. 
From all other assessments, our students’ library experiences were positive. 
Keep in mind that we were trying to determine the best intervention based 
on the SSI’s philosophy that would keep these students in school. Turns out, 
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26  WHOLE STUDENT LEARNING APPROACHES

they were frustrated that at high homework times there weren’t enough Xerox 
machines, and the ones present were coin operated. That was the smoking 
gun we had paid big bucks for, and the number-one intervention accord-
ing to SSI that would help these students. It was helpful, and we changed 
the machines immediately. The learning experience for all of us was good. 
But were the Xerox machines a game changer for any of the students? No. 
Rather, our hunches (and later research tracking 1,700 students over four 
years) were that these students were intrinsically motivated at some point 
to enter nursing. They wanted to help people in times of pain. To bring joy. 
To assist families on the mission fi eld with basic medical needs. And a host 
of altruistic notions, of humanitarian goodwill, of their life making a differ-
ence. Their life purpose was, in their mind at that point in their journey, tied 
to nursing. Enhancing that motivation was key. There were still challenges, 
from learning disabilities to fi rst-generation adjustments, and attentive pro-
grams were needed to address them. But the key to persistence was apart from 
this scaffolding approach. Even when the scaffolding is removed, intrinsically 
motivated students are more likely to persist than those who are not. And a 
key correlate with an intrinsic motivation, central to a whole person, inte-
grative approach to student retention, is discovering one’s life purpose (see 
Figure 1.2).

An Unusual Setting for the Formation of Student Success’s 
Success

Halfway between Indianapolis and Fort Wayne, IWU is “the Marion mira-
cle.” It’s one of the largest Christian universities in the nation, with around 
15,000 full-time students, 17 branch campuses, no debt, $10–$20 million 
revenue over expenses annually, and a gorgeous neo-Georgian campus in the 
nondescript city of Marion (population 27,000). The endowment has also 
increased by more than $100 million in the past few years, during a down 
economy.

Accenting the miracle is the socioeconomic setting. Marion is riddled 
with urban blight and hundreds of homes on the demolition list. It was for-
tunate not to have been highlighted in Roger and Me (Moore, 1989) instead 
of Flint, Michigan. It’s the site of America’s last public lynching in 1930 and 
an infamous photograph that haunts the great gains in race relations. Suffi ce 
it to say, the Marion setting is unlike my graduate alma mater in Oxford, 
Ohio, where a long tradition of greatness, occasional celebrity alumni, brick 
streets, and rolling hills rival other college settings like Samford, Hope, and 
Virginia. Rather, somehow IWU has fl ourished in a declining city with seri-
ous cyclical poverty.
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THE WHOLE STUDENT APPROACH AS A RETENTION MODEL  27

The miracle is that on the southern side of town, a picturesque, vibrant 
campus continues to draw 4,000 traditional students annually and 11,000 
students in various other programs. It has become a founding institution in 
a purpose-guided approach to student success—a rather intentional mani-
festation of whole person development, which places a priority on engaged 
learning to help students integrate their values with their vocational goals.

You don’t have to walk very far on the main campus to see thematic 
signs that begin to tell a remarkable story. From bricks and mortar, literally, 
to monikers for theaters, majors, programs, and mission statements, whole 
person attention abounds. The Purpose-Guided Student: Dream to Succeed 
(Pattengale, 2010a) is my college textbook that captures the undergirding 
philosophy imbibed in these various facets of IWU and refl ects the cur-
riculum underpinning IWU’s 20% retention and graduation rate increases.2 
IWU’s purposeful programming attracted national research projects, tens of 
millions of dollars in grants, and the inherently good result of the students’ 
success as top priority (Pattengale, 2010a). Why I Teach: And Why It Matters 

Figure 1.2. Finding Purpose by Ron Mazellan. 

Note. This illustration is the image associated with the purpose-guided education implemented on IWU’s 
campus. It hangs in the entryway of IWU’s Center for Life Calling and Leadership, which was formed as 
a result of the student success research noted in this chapter. Ron Mazellan is a New York Times best-selling 
author, illustrator, and fi ne arts professor at Indiana Wesleyan University.
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to My Students (Pattengale, 2008d) is my short introduction of this purpose-
ful approach for faculty members. Bill Millard (2012), founder of IWU’s 
Center for Life Calling and Leadership, also has a  student text used by thou-
sands espousing this same whole student approach: Explorer’s Guide: Starting 
Your College Journey With a Sense of Purpose.

And there’s the fi rst glimpse of the visual reminder of this approach, a 
state-of-the-art facility in our massive student center boasting an unmistak-
able mission, the Center for Life Calling and Leadership. All fi rst-year stu-
dents take the LDR150 course, assisting them with fi nding and articulating 
their life purpose. Other universities, such as the University of Alabama, have 
benefi ted from this work (Robinson, 2015).

Across the mall’s corridor that parses this modernish interior is the 
neon sign above the door of the Globe Theatre, one of the main lecture 
halls that for years housed the fi rst-year course, that says, “Becoming World 
Changers.”

A short walk from the student center is the residence hall village fl anked 
by two extraordinary ventures: the mentor halls. Based on this whole person 
philosophy, and longevity studies showing their retention effectiveness, are 
two 300-bed halls that house mentors on one side and protégés on the other 
(Pattengale, Sprowl, Parker, & Thompson, 2008). And in various corners 
of academic and residential buildings are “life coaches” (affi liate liberal arts 
faculty) meeting with protégés.

The Whole Campus and the Whole Person

Upon arriving at IWU 20 years ago, I found a school celebrating a decade 
of being the state’s fastest growing university, which continued for another 
decade. The president hired me as an internal consultant of sorts to help the 
university reach higher levels of performance in key dashboard areas (and to 
create a viable dashboard). Our world seemed to screech to a halt after our 
fi rst comprehensive self-study, along with a barrage of professional opinions. 
Although we had an amazing recruiting machine for all programs, we dis-
covered that on the traditional campus, the four-year graduation rates were 
abysmal, around 36%, and that retention rates were also pitiful for such a 
remarkable campus and staff, around only 68%.

The president and board immediately demanded fi xes, especially realiz-
ing the cost of recruiting students only to put them into a revolving door—
and the inherently poor approach we were taking to address their needs. 
The main program targeting the traditionally at-risk students among the 
applicant pool was the Summer Success program, having fi nished its eighth 
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year. This intensive program brought these students to campus prior to 
the start of the semester and worked on skills and weaknesses. If students 
completed this intentional residential program, they were granted provi-
sional acceptance, and if they showed ability after the fi rst semester, but 
no later than the second, they were granted nonprobationary status. Our 
assessment uncovered an ethically gray area: students spending money for 
a chance that wasn’t materializing. After eight years, only one student had 
persisted past the fi rst college year. The only consolation was that the one 
student graduated and had a remarkable testimony, but nearly 200 others 
were out of college and saddled with debt. We closed our main retention 
program.

During the late 1990s, a confl uence of three key things occurred while 
IWU strategized to address retention woes: an interest in whole person devel-
opment, an emphasis on fi nding one’s life purpose, and a board of trustees 
passionate about a rearticulated university mission linked to both of these; 
that is, developing world changers.

The next fall, in 1999, the course UNV180, “Becoming World Chang-
ers: Christianity and Contemporary Issues,” became the required fi rst-year 
course for all students on the main campus (most were traditional-age stu-
dents). This three-credit liberal arts course met key university mission objec-
tives while addressing student success principles. One of its key integrative 
components was to help students identify worthwhile causes around their 
value systems and understand their life purpose and how it relates to their 
college decisions. The IWU faculty voted unanimously not only to imple-
ment this (much to the joy of the board of trustees) but also to make it the 
fulcrum of the entire traditional campus’s curriculum. Three years later, a 
version was added to the nontraditional curriculum (UNV111).

Simultaneously, the central student success committee, empowered with 
signifi cant Lilly Endowment funding, led the transition of the campus to 
outcomes-based assessment. The fulcrum for the campus remains “World 
Changer Objectives,” used to assess the entire campus mission. In short, 
UNV180 provides a common experience among all new students. It intro-
duces them to outstanding professors (selected from both academic and 
student development staff with appropriate degrees). And it places them in 
small sections and thereby they are guaranteed a smaller class and the oppor-
tunity to get to know a professor and a peer leader. Students learn the uni-
versity’s mission and how it drives the various academic areas. This includes 
the integration of faith and learning. One of the key components is to help 
students integrate their life purpose with their college decisions.

On IWU’s traditional campus from 1997 to 2002, our retention rates 
grew from 68% to 81%. The fi rst-year course was implemented in 1997 

9781620363034_Schoem et al_Teaching the Whole Student.indb   299781620363034_Schoem et al_Teaching the Whole Student.indb   29 5/12/2017   10:18:14 PM5/12/2017   10:18:14 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



30  WHOLE STUDENT LEARNING APPROACHES

and shows the strongest single correlation to this pronounced growth; that 
is, 8% in one year. Four-year graduation rates jumped as well, growing from 
36% to 54% with the introduction of this fi rst-year seminar. The sustained 
increases refl ect remarkable gains in light of the student profi le. Average SAT 
scores fl uctuated around 1090, and IWU’s fi rst-generation population was 
more than 30%. The implementation of the UNV180 course also correlated 
with a 30% drop in academic dismissals among fi rst-year students from fi rst 
to second semesters.

Among our battery of tools to get a handle on our issues were the NSSE, 
CIRP, SSI, and Hope Scale and in-house tools. However, in this process we 
realized a curricular area of inordinate success compared to the rest of the 
campus, with four-year graduation rates double that of many other cohorts. 
The outlier curricula focused on helping students fi nd their life passion. A 
huge boost came in 2002–2003 with our participation in the Foundations of 
Excellence program through the Policy Center on the First Year of College, 
now the John N. Gardner Institute for Excellence in Undergraduate Educa-
tion.

Numerous interventions and preventions were put in place, including 
but not limited to (a) the Center for Life Calling and Leadership, (b) a dean 
of mentoring, (c) assistant resident directors with special skills in addressing 
life purpose discussions, and (d) a central part of our fi rst-year seminar on 
fi nding one’s life purpose in the context of an introduction to the liberal arts.

The Life Wedge and the Hope Scale: Practical Tools for the 
Whole Person

Nearly two decades have passed since the professor cussed me out for sug-
gesting this alternative approach to addressing retention needs. The most 
common outburst I’ve heard since then is “You’re the Wedge guy!” and other 
such phrases. My concept of the Life Wedge resonated. From large color 
posters to little handouts, auxiliary items related to the Life Wedge concept 
had been shared with hundreds of colleges. While I was speaking at a con-
ference in Georgia, a professor from Southern Georgia Technical College 
brought me a set of heavy Life Wedges that her engineering students cut 
from metal. The visualization and implication of these whole person ideas 
remains crucial to its success.

As outlined in Why I Teach (Pattengale, 2008d) and The Purpose-Guided 
Student (Pattengale, 2010a), the Life Wedge operationalizes my maxim, 
based on the research noted in this chapter: “The dream needs to be stronger 
than the struggle.” Much of the curricular and advising efforts around The 
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Purpose-Guided Student are to help identify mature dreams and to self- 
identify key civic notions and classifi cation of noble and ignoble causes.

Two Life Wedge diagrams are used in this schema. Your Ideal Wedge is 
aspirational based on articulating your dream. Your Real Wedge refl ects an 
assessment of what you’re actually doing with your time and where such a 
path leads. 

Your Ideal Wedge is usually simple and clean and serves as an articula-
tion of students’ life purpose and their goals and dreams. It also provides “an 
uncluttered outline of the skills, activities, and experiences you should pur-
sue to keep your wedge sharp and narrow, and keep you moving toward those 
goals” (Pattengale, 2008d, p. 7). Figure 1.3 shows the Life Wedge diagram 
used by students to plan their top priorities. Although a series of steps helps 
them to do this, the basic formula begins with their focus on a life purpose 
(number 1 on the diagram). If that is not known, then they are asked to put 
a general cause that they fi nd appealing.

The difference between Your Ideal Wedge and Your Real Wedge is that 
of starting points. Your Real Wedge fi lls in the wedge (number 2 area on the 
diagram) based on actual time allotments from a self-study of time usage, 
and these activities drive the wedge (one’s life path) toward some (usually 

2

1

3

Ideal Wedge

The Life Wedge

Purpose

Figure 1.3. Your Ideal Wedge, where the goal or life purpose (number 1) drives 
one’s planning.

Note. The hash marks show the need for individuals to narrow their life wedge for more effectiveness in 
reaching their goal. From The Issues Affecting Sophomores: How to Help Students Make Successful Transitions 
From First to Second Year, by J. A. Pattengale, 2009b March, presentation at Southeast Missouri State 
University, Cape Gerardo, MO.
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haphazard) target (number 1) instead of the ideal philosophy that has the 
goal of determining the priority of activities.

Figure 1.4, on noble and ignoble causes, helps students self-select such 
commitments and begin thinking of worthy causes. On the Your Ideal Wedge 
diagram, number 2 (inside the wedge) are the top fi ve commitments needed 
to help get to number 1, which is the students’ key goal. Those activities in 
number 3 are helpful but not as high of a priority. Often, the process helps 
students discover that many items in number 3 of Your Ideal Wedge are actu-
ally in number 2 of Your Real Wedge, and vice versa.

Your Real Wedge refl ects more of what’s on your Outlook calendar and 
list of actual activities at day’s end. “Committee meetings, errands, social 
commitments, doctor appointments, grocery shopping, paying the bills, and 
all the other responsibilities of real life can easily fi ll up your wedge, dull-
ing and widening it. The challenge is to bring the two as close together as 
possible” (Pattengale, 2008d, p. 7). In Your Real Wedge, the starting point 
is not at the bottom of the wedge like in Your Ideal Wedge but often inside 
the diagramed wedge (number 2) or outside (number 3). Serendipitous or 
nonstrategic commitments often drive one’s Life Wedge and will likely lead 
to a target. In Your Real Wedge, students look at their actual commitments 
(taken from a time assessment exercise tracking the largest blocks of times 
outside of sleeping), then envision where their wedge is pointing and where 
they’ll likely end up by default (see Figure 1.5).

Of the battery of tools used, the one that most resonated with our work 
was the Hope Scale (Ihrke, 2000; Snyder, 1994; see also Curry, Snyder, 

Rating of Causes

A significant
waste of
resources

Definitely
unimportant 

Appears to be
unimportant

Somewhat
important

Definitely
important

An optimum
use of
resources

Only causes at least “definitely important” and “definitely positive” can also be “noble.”

Ignoble Definitely
negative

Somewhat
negative

Somewhat
positive

Definitely
positive

Noble

Only causes at least “definitely negative” and “definitely important” are usually
considered “ignoble.”

Figure 1.4. The student’s rating of causes.

Note. From The Purpose-Guided Student: Dream to Succeed, by J. A. Pattengale, 2010a, New York, NY: 
McGraw-Hill, p. 55.
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Cook, Ruby, & Rehm, 1997; Pattengale, 2003a, 2003b; Snyder, 1995, 1996, 
2002). The late C. R. Snyder, my friend through mutual research interests, 
expended much of his career looking at student motivation—a key to our 
whole person development interventions and preventions. Snyder (1995) 
noted that the common process among interventions promoting positive 
growth is that “they attempt to increase the sense of agency and pathways 
that people have for the goals in their lives” (p. 359). Our team found his 

Figure 1.5. Life Wedge concept adapted for fi rst-year student posters at Indiana 
Wesleyan University. 

Note. From The Purpose-Guided Student: Dream to Succeed, by J. A. Pattengale, 2010a, New York, NY: 
McGraw-Hill. Copyright Jerry Pattengale and Gary Philips.
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Hope Scale to be one of the simplest tools in targeting students who are at 
risk because of low motivation. Research has shown how students complete 
the following statement is an indicator of their success prospects: “When the 
going gets tough, I _________.” Snyder’s work sheds considerable light on 
this response. And he gave the Hope Scale free to help structure responses.

Underpinning his research was the notion that “high-hope individuals” 
typically

• clearly conceptualize their goals;
• envision one major pathway  to a desired goal and can generate 

alternative pathways, especially when the original one is blocked; and
• perceive that they will actively employ pathways in pursuit of their 

goals (Snyder, 1996).

In my curriculum on motivation, I use the actions of heroes to help students 
understand the dynamics of their passion and direction (Pattengale, 2010a). 
Likewise, Snyder studied what high-hope people say and do.

The Hope Scale contains a total of 12 items, a fraction of the lengthy 
student surveys. The following eight items are the ones actually measured 
within the instrument. The designation of questions is in  parentheses. 
 Following the essence of Snyder’s (Snyder, 1995) philosophy, the questions 
related to willpower are labeled “agency,” and those related to waypower are 
labeled “pathways.”

1. I can think of many ways to get out of a jam. (Pathways)
2. I energetically pursue my goals. (Agency)
3. There are lots of ways around any problem. (Pathways)
4. I can think of many ways to get the things in life that are most important 

to me. (Pathways)
5. Even when others get discouraged, I know I can fi nd a way to solve the 

problem. (Pathways)
6. My past experiences have prepared me well for my future. (Agency)
7. I’ve been pretty successful in life. (Agency)
8. I meet the goals that I set for myself. (Agency)

Participants rate each item from 1 (defi nitely false) to 4 (defi nitely true) and 
are given a Hope Score. The Hope Scale’s simplicity, refl ecting one of the les-
sons noted about clarity, continues to be a valuable resource in this journey 
to assist students with their sense of life purpose, for the most part in our 
approach, by helping them visualize how they are going to stay with Your 
Ideal Wedge (see Figure 1.6).
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Conclusion

The interest in the whole person approach to student success continues to 
show measurable retention results at IWU, with its record retention rate set 
in fall 2014. The faculty continue to fi nd multiple ways to address the ques-
tions and issues noted in this chapter related to life purpose, particularly 
through the use of engaged learning and integrative pedagogies across the 
curriculum. Though this campus approach is complex and has 20 years’ 
worth of research and measured interventions, the philosophy is certainly 
transferable to any campus. Some of the tools, such as the Life Wedge and 
Hope Scale, may help, and some iteration of the Center for Life Calling and 
Leadership may be adaptable.

Any student success council (or board or steering committee) will likely 
read a wide swath of books and studies and hopefully will also consider the 
sources noted here. It is incumbent on these leaders to involve a healthy mix 

Figure 1.6. Michigan State University mural based on Jerry Pattengale’s mantra, 
“The dream needs to be stronger than the struggle.” 

Note. In an open competition for students involved in the programs of MSU’s Career and Placement 
Center, this mural won fi rst prize for visual representation of the center’s mission to help students visual-
ize and realize their dreams. It was hung in the center’s entryway, which was also home to the Collegiate 
Employment Research Institute under the directorship of Philip Gardner.
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of professors from both the humanities and the behavioral sciences. From 
benchmarking to tracking measurable aspects of objectives within the dis-
positions area, the purposeful philosophical approach noted in this chapter 
needs valid assessment measures—and this faculty collaboration can help 
ensure them. It’s imperative that a well-informed student success coun-
cil embraces a philosophy and doesn’t let logistics determine its course. By 
design or default, its plans will espouse a philosophy. And if it’s attached to 
aspects of the students’ journey that intersect with intrinsic motivation, with 
intentionality in helping them fi nd goals integrated with their passions, our 
research shows that such an approach has a viable chance of being successful.

Reflection Questions

1. What student success or retention strategies does your campus currently 
use? How has your campus assessed the effectiveness of these strategies?

2. As an instructor, in what ways have you seen the impact of students’ sense 
of life purpose on their ability to be successful in postsecondary educa-
tion? What other dispositions, in your view, seem to make a difference 
in student success?

3. As an instructor, what opportunities do you provide students to integrate 
course materials and their interests and values into a larger sense of life 
calling or vocation? In what ways have you found such integration to be 
valuable to students?

4. How might faculty in the liberal arts and faculty from the behavioral 
sciences collaborate on your campus to develop and, just as important, 
assess your student retention efforts? What promising opportunities exist 
for these efforts? What are potential barriers or obstacles to them?

5. What is the difference between student satisfaction models of reten-
tion and whole person development models? How might these models 
enhance or compete with each other?

Notes

1. For more of my thoughts on this matter, see “What Are Universities For? 
The Contested Terrain of Moral Education” (Pattengale, 2010b) and “The Big 
Questions: Have Our Colleges and Universities Lost Sight of Their Purpose?” 
 (Pattengale, 2009a), a review of Anthony Kronman’s Education’s End: Why Our 
 Colleges and Universities Have Given Up on the Meaning of Life (Yale University Press, 
2008). See also Pattengale (2008a), “Motivating Millennials and Digital Natives,” 
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and Pattengale (2008c), “What Faculty Need to Know About Retention.” See more 
at www. facultyfocus.com/articles/teaching-and-learning/the-student-retention-iq-
quiz/#sthash.CdT8zgIE.dpuf.

2. This is well documented at IWU and is also discussed in Exploring the 
 Evidence volumes (Millard, Garner, & Pattengale, 2007), the Indiana Project on 
 Academic Success reports and presentations (Bloomington, IN: Education Depart-
ment, 2004–2006, funded by the Lumina Foundation), and regular grant reports to 
the Lilly Endowment, Inc. (2000–2007).
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