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Introduction
Scott E. Evenbeck & Dorothy Ward

For decades, colleges and universities have paid increasing attention to entering students be-
cause their success has a profound effect on the bottom line. Simply stated, entering students 
who receive such targeted attention are more likely to succeed academically and persist in 

education. The focus on entering students is also the result of external mandates to increase reten-
tion and graduation rates. In the United States, research confirms the relationship between the 
number of baccalaureate degree holders and the vitality of regions (Cortright, n.d.). As such, leaders 
in the United States and from around the world are calling for increasing the number of citizens 
with college degrees. In the United Kingdom, a key goal has been widening participation in higher 
education. In Japan, population trends mandate increased participation in higher education and 
enhanced success for those who do matriculate in college. Rather than focus only on educating the 
financially or intellectually elite minority of students who traditionally have had access to higher 
education, campuses now serve students with diverse ethnic, racial, and cultural backgrounds; 
secondary school experiences; and goals for postsecondary education.

This widening participation in higher education has resulted in attention to transitions for 
students moving through the educational system, and much of this attention has focused on the 
transition of entering students. Few movements in higher education have had more success with 
colleges and universities around the world than that of the first-year experience, which advocates 
putting first-year seminars and other curricular innovations in place to serve entering students. 
Coupled with the learning community movement and with evolving understandings of general 
education, the first-year experience is now seen as foundational for transforming campuses from 
sink-or-swim environments for entering students to environments where increasingly diverse 
students will be successful.

As campuses have adopted such programs to serve entering students, faculty, administrators, 
and staff have come up with varying strategies for conducting this work, from highly organized 
structures to loosely connected working groups. This has most often been new work for campuses, 
and identifying the locus for that work has been an evolving process since many campus units have 
responsibility for entering students. The admissions office serves as the point of initial contact for 
new students, who on many campuses are then handed off to the orientation office, which serves 
students before they attend their first classes. Academic advisors are generally the first people with 
whom entering students have meaningful conversations and sort out their options for beginning 
study. On some campuses, faculty who work with students enrolled in developmental courses have 
special relationships with and/or knowledge of entering students. And, where the first-year seminar, 
learning communities, or other components of the first-year experience are in place, someone has 
responsibility and authority for those initiatives. Often, that someone is an assistant provost or 
director of undergraduate studies or other faculty member with administrative responsibility for 
developing, implementing, and assessing these efforts to serve entering students. On an increas-
ing number of campuses, the university college model has been adopted to bring all these offices 
and individuals under a single roof and to provide a coherent context for supporting the success 
of entering students.
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The University College Model
Wenger, McDermott, and Snyder (2002) describe communities of practice as “groups of people 

who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge 
and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” (p. 4). On campuses, there are many 
communities of practice. Persons within admissions offices or English departments share common 
assumptions about their work. Central to the definition of a university college is this concept 
of a community of practice. It is persons with authority and responsibility for serving entering 
students gathered together in an organizational structure to do this work. These structures, with 
at least minimal resources, offer students an academic home or an organizational unit to provide 
services and to advocate for their benefit. Such a unit, over time, becomes a community of practice, 
articulating its assumptions and best practices for serving entering students. 

In Portals of Entry, Strommer (1993) argued that “administrative structures matter” (p. 5). 
We agree, especially as these structures provide the context within which communities of practice 
emerge. To that end, we present the following principles as undergirding our understanding of the 
university college model: 

Entering students warrant contexts (i.e., policies and programs) that will enhance their 1. 
academic success and persistence.
All entering students have the capacity for success, and the articulation and support of high 2. 
expectations are central to the success of entering students.
A structure that will make a difference is necessary for the work with entering students. 3. 
The university college is often a catalyst for creating institutional change, a place grounded 
in teaching and learning where the institution provides focus on students and their success 
in ways that impact the entire campus. 
Students are always changing, as is society. The faculty and staff of the transitional unit 4. 
serving entering students must live out the call to be reflective practitioners, supporting 
students in the development of successful habits and helping them move on to their majors 
and graduation. As a result, work with entering students mandates continual assessment 
and improvement. 
Large-scale collaboration is required to impact student success. Yet, if this is not some-5. 
one’s work, then it is no one’s work. A university college structure provides institutional 
ownership for work with entering students, ensuring that someone takes responsibility for 
student success on the campus. 

Student Outcomes Driving the University College Model
A university college model provides a context for the campus to organize its work to serve 

students in an era where there are accelerating changes in the culture and among incoming students. 
Rather than seeking to increase student performance simply by recruiting better-prepared students, 
as is the approach taken by too many colleges and universities, many campuses adopt the univer-
sity college model to organize their work and to improve the institution so that students succeed. 
Conley’s (2008) research, while focused on the supports students need to make the transition to 
successful university study, suggests four key areas for institutional improvement:

Key cognitive strategies.  ë These range from problem formation and problem solving to interpre-
tation. Conley states that these “are at the heart of the intellectual endeavor of the university 
. . . [and] necessary to discern truth and meaning as well as to pursue them” (p. 25).
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Key content ë  knowledge This includes foundational knowledge in English, mathematics, 
science, social studies, world languages, and the arts.
Academic behaviors  ë These include self-awareness, self-monitoring, and self-control of processes 
and actions necessary for academic success, including study skills and time management.
Contextual skills and knowledge. ë  Students need information to apply for college and finan-
cial aid and then the ability to interact “with a diverse cross-section of academicians and 
peers” (p. 26).

By linking faculty, academic advisors, and student affairs professionals in a unit with responsibil-
ity for entering students, the university college model provides a context that would not otherwise 
exist to serve new students. Moreover, the university college provides a catalyst for institutional 
improvement in the key areas identified by Conley. For example, support for the intellectual de-
velopment of entering students has historically been the province of the faculty who are seen as 
commanding the concepts and having the unique ability to demystify the college ethos for entering 
students. Yet, a university college model offers a framework that acknowledges the teaching and 
learning expertise of other campus professionals and encourages faculty to collaborate with those 
professionals to develop service-learning and other intentional, experiential learning opportuni-
ties that encourage student reflection and enhance student capacity. Foundational knowledge for 
college is largely impacted by the students’ secondary experiences and the articulation of learning 
across high school to college. As the gateway to university study, the university college helps bridge 
these educational experiences for entering students.

In terms of the key areas for improvement, academic behaviors and contextual skills and 
knowledge are the spheres where campuses have the most work to do, particularly in assisting 
low-income and first-generation students. First-year programming, through first-year seminars, 
learning communities, and other initiatives, has been helpful in supporting such students in these 
areas. Yet, too often, services, policies, and programs are not consistent or are implemented only 
in pockets of the campus. Consolidating efforts for entering students in one unit brings coherence 
and intentionality to the work. The university college model provides a structure for faculty, advi-
sors, student affairs professionals, students, and others to plan, implement, and assess an inclusive 
approach, drawing from across the institution to support entering students.

While first-year programs frequently address personal development and self-regulation, the 
fourth area—contextual skills and knowledge—is perhaps the least understood and least effectively 
addressed by colleges and universities. Many students bring little social capital and have very limited 
ability to navigate our systems. Campuses often announce that students are adults and therefore 
responsible for figuring this out, but what if their strengths do not include these skills? Rather than 
pronouncing them adults who will have to live with the consequences of their behavior, the uni-
versity college model provides a structure to help students gain the necessary skills and knowledge 
to navigate the institution. The university college introduces students to the roles and purposes of 
higher education and establishes their membership in this community.

Organization of the Monograph
In Portals of Entry, Strommer (1993) provided a portrait of the university college model as it 

was emerging in the last century. This monograph reports on the evolution of that model, using 
case studies from a variety of institutions to illustrate how the university college structure serves 
as an administrative home for innovative programs and effective collaborations that support the 
success of entering students. 
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Yet, at the start of the monograph project, the editors recognized the absence of comprehensive, 
systematic data on institutions practicing the university college model. At that point, data were 
anecdotal and collected informally by administrators discussing common goals and practices at 
gatherings such as the Annual Conference on The First-Year Experience and the annual meeting 
of the Association of Deans and Directors of University Colleges and Undergraduate Studies. The 
monograph editors wanted empirical data on both the number and type of institutions developing 
university colleges as well as the range of variation in implementing this model.

As a result, the editors began work on this project by asking campuses to report on their struc-
tures for serving entering students. The first step was a broadly cast survey to all two- and four-year 
institutions on the American Council on Education mailing list of chief academic officers. The 
initial survey was sent to 3,941 administrators under the sponsorship of John Gardner, executive 
director of the Policy Center on the First Year of College (now the John N. Gardner Institute for 
Excellence in Undergraduate Education) and simply asked each administrator to identify the type 
of structure the institution used to serve first-year students. The choices included

Comprehensive Single Unit/Administrative Structure— ë provides campus-wide oversight 
and alignment of first-year efforts, also appears on the campus organizational chart, has a 
director, and has a reoccurring operational budget
Single Unit/Administrative Structure— ë meets some, but not all, of the conditions listed 
above
Formal Coordinating Body— ë oversees a broad range of first-year efforts and has institutional 
authority for oversight and alignment of first-year initiatives; usually structure is a standing 
committee that provides campus-wide oversight for elements of the first year but does not 
provide daily administrative leadership to any one component
Multiple Administrative Structures— ë cooperates to administer and align first-year policies, 
practices, and programs
Discrete Structures— ë individually provides oversight for the distinct aspects of the first 
year (e.g., retention, orientation, advising, first-year seminars), but there is limited or no 
coordination among these structures

The next step of data collection was to gather more detailed information on programs, resources, 
and structures of institutions clearly committed to a comprehensive approach to first-year student 
success. A second instrument was sent to all respondents of the first survey who had indicated 
their institution had a comprehensive single unit or a single administrative structure. The second 
instrument resulted in 58 institutions being selected for analysis due to their intentional first-year 
initiatives, structures, and programming. A special effort was also made to secure information from 
all members of the Association of Deans and Directors of University Colleges and Undergradu-
ate Studies because these institutions clearly self-identified with the philosophy and approach of 
a comprehensive model.

The model that has emerged contains a number of essential features, including collaboration 
among and within units serving entering students; strong links to the undergraduate curriculum; 
holistic support for student learning and development; and a commitment to assessment. The 
chapters of this monograph describe these essential features. Yet, each of these features is uniquely 
defined within the contexts of individual campuses. Just as there is no single iteration for the units 
making up a liberal arts college or the college of science and math, there is no one definition or 
operationalization of the university college. As such, the examples offered here should be seen as 
possibilities, not prescriptions for organizing the university college.
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The monograph opens in chapter 1 with a discussion of the findings from the two surveys 
described above. Components that are “usual suspects” for being included in a university college 
are orientation, academic advising, academic support, first-year curriculum, first-year seminars, 
learning communities, and general education. These are common programs on nearly all campuses, 
and providing a sustained focus for such programs is generally the impetus for forming a university 
college or similar unit. Institutional history and context mandate that the university college be 
tailored to the circumstances on a particular campus. As a result, there does not appear to be a 
single model for serving entering students that incorporates all these elements. 

Chapters 2 through 5 focus on the essential elements of the university college model. Following 
each chapter is a series of case studies that illustrate some aspect of the element that is the focus of 
the chapter. Each case study offers a description of the institution and its students, an overview of 
the university college model with an emphasis on a unique feature of that model. Where applicable, 
case study authors describe efforts to assess specific elements of the university college and lessons 
learned. Together, these case studies offer a rich and compelling portrait of strategies for organizing 
the entering college experience. 

Collaboration, which is explored in chapter 2, is central to the university college model. If a 
university college comes to be a place apart or a silo, it will not succeed. It exists to move students 
from matriculation to success in the major and graduation. For many students, their primary 
engagement with the campus is in the classroom. As such, the university college unit should be a 
primary unit on campus celebrating a focus on learning (Barr & Tagg, 1995). Yet, collaboration 
across campus, especially in cocurricular experiences that support entering student engagement, 
is also critical. The characteristics of successful collaborations and the benefits of those collabora-
tions for entering students and for the institutions that serve them are described. Case studies in 
this chapter describe student and academic affairs partnerships and collaborations between the 
university college and local feeder institutions to ensure student success.

The curriculum for entering students is the focus of much work of the university college. 
Chapter 3 documents institutional commitment to a particular set of practices in the undergradu-
ate curriculum that create productive and sustainable bridges to engage faculty in first-year student 
learning. These include first-year seminars, learning communities, developmental education, and 
general education. Successful strategies and the necessary resources for faculty engagement and 
development are also examined. Case studies describe general education reform, first-year seminars, 
learning communities, and residential learning initiatives.

Chapter 4 examines how university colleges work to increase student learning through holistic 
support that addresses the academic and personal development of the student. Through the con-
nection of curricular and cocurricular, enhancement of instructional support, and development of 
students as teachers and learners, university colleges work to increase students’ opportunities for 
academic success, personal growth, and learning that extends beyond the classroom. Case studies 
offer descriptions of academic advising initiatives, leadership development programs, peer-led 
academic support, and the infusion of technology in a first-year seminar.

University colleges, often the youngest academic unit on a campus, are sometimes vulnerable 
to attacks from other campus departments, especially during periods of financial crises. Com-
prehensive assessment data on first-year programs can play a critical role in protecting university 
colleges from budget cuts during such times. Most importantly, collecting assessment data on an 
ongoing basis and distributing the results widely will ensure continuous improvement of entering 
student initiatives. Chapter 5 describes a three-pronged strategy for effective assessment focused 
on needs, processes, and outcomes. Case studies approach assessment from a variety of angles, in-
cluding comprehensive program review, a multimodal assessment plan, formative and summative 
assessment strategies, and a self-study model.
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As noted above, assessment data are often used to justify existing resources or to lobby for 
additional resources. Chapter 6 describes the range of resources needed to support the university 
college, including physical space, technology infrastructure, and staffing. The chapter also examines 
strategies for managing the resources of the university college along with potential internal and 
external sources of income. 

We conclude the monograph in chapter 7 by arguing that the university college is more than 
a framework for organizing programs and services for entering students. Through its emphasis on 
collaboration, the undergraduate curriculum, holistic support for students, and assessment, the 
university college serves as a catalyst for change on many campuses. 

Conclusion
Most campuses offer orientation, first-year seminars, bridge programs, learning communities, 

academic advising, and a host of other programs designed to support entering college students 
and ensure their success. However, it is our contention that such programs are most effective in 
achieving their goals when they are intentionally designed and administered through a single 
administrative unit. The university college—an administrative unit defined by collaboration, con-
nection to the undergraduate curriculum, attention to holistic student support, and assessment 
for improvement—is the ideal structure for organizing and delivering these programs for entering 
students. That said, the design and administration of a university college is most effective when 
it responds to its unique institutional context. This monograph offers readers a range of options 
for designing or refining university college structures, and we invite readers to consider how they 
might best adapt these to fit the needs of their students and the cultures of their institutions.
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