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The 3 R’s to Student Success and Retention: 
Roles, Responsibilities, and Relationships 

 
 
Purpose Statement   

The purpose of this roundtable is to present a theoretical framework to meet the 
changing demographics in our schools of higher education.  The framework offers a model 
detailing the roles and responsibilities that the university and its faculty have in promoting 
student success and retention.  Roundtable participants will have the opportunity to engage 
in a case study of their own programs and/or institutions through application of the 
framework and collaborative discussion. 
 

 

 
 
 
The Framework 

Universities of the 21st century have a new majority in the non-traditional student.  
Today, the non-traditional student represents 73% of all undergraduate students (CAEL, 
2005), making this group the new-traditional student.   Yet, many of our own institutions do 
not know if we mirror those statistics, or deviate substantially from this national trend. 

Much of public higher education has allowed itself to become trapped by remaining 
unresponsive to the changing needs and demographics of our student population.  Public 
institutions have already sustained tremendous enrollment losses to private counterparts; 
this will continue unless our institutions embrace these changes. 

The framework has three components: relationships, foundational needs, and 
relevance.  Students, and particularly our new-traditionals, must have all three, and they 
must be sustained throughout the entire time the student is working towards the goal of 
degree completion.   
 
Relationships 
 Relationship is at the core of the framework and is consistent throughout the 
process.   The relationship begins with the first contact and continues after the attainment 
of the goal.  Relationship refers to every interaction the student has – this must be positive 
and intentional on all fronts.  Potential relationships between the institution and the 
prospective new traditional student occur in many departments across the institution 
including Admissions, Marketing, Student Services, Financial Aid, Registrar, Book Store. 
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Student Welfare, Maintenance, and Advising.  Relationships comprise a main pillar in the 
framework around which everything revolves.  

Admittedly, relationships are dynamic, in a constant state of flux.  While the 
framework would appear to suggest that the relationship is constant, it is constant in terms 
of the university’s role.  The student will access the services as needed, but the services 
must always be present with access never waiving. 
 
Foundational Needs 
     Foundational needs are the basic needs that will prevent students from entering and 
remaining in the program – especially early in the process.  Foundational needs represent 
the supportive system that must be in place to meet the basic needs of our students, and 
are greater at the beginning of the process where the responsibility falls heavily, but not 
exclusively, on the institution.  This requires a whole-institution reform in order to attract 
the new traditional student. 

Examples of foundational needs includes financial aid, scheduling options, offering of 
varying methods for delivery of instruction, safety, convenience, classroom discipline, 
childcare, flexible and available services, and location and schedule.  While the foundational 
needs do not diminish during the student’s academic career, the student’s confidence grows 
with the ability to negotiate those needs with greater ease. The student becomes 
increasingly self-directed over time.  
    
Relevance 

Relevance grows in importance as the student progresses and heads toward the 
attainment of the goal.  During this time, the faculty role increases.  The faculty and the 
institution have collective and independent roles and responsibilities to support the student, 
but relevance is largely the purview of faculty.  

Ten years ago, 50% of enrollees were motivated by a career related issue; today, 
more than 85% of the new traditional students are selecting a program because they need 
to enter, advance, or change their job or careers.  A potential student is very unlikely to 
register for courses if relevancy is absent.  As the student’s skills and subject matter 
understanding increases, so to does the desire for relevancy and application.  The role of 
faculty increases exponentially with regard to relevance, particularly with authentic learning 
and assessment.   

The implications for the institution are numerous, but must begin with the college or 
university embracing the change.  The degrees conferred must 
be responsive; fewer than 25% of new traditional students major in the liberal arts.  For 
liberal arts-based institutions, this will present a special challenge. 

Relevancy has significant implications for departments when creating programs and 
writing curricula.   There will be no reason for a student to begin, let alone remain, in a 
program if it is not relevant to the student’s goals and vision.  Does this mean that 
institutions must abandon missions as liberal arts institutions?  Certainly not, but the 
institution will need to give careful consideration in crafting its messages and developing the 
curricula so the potential student can clearly understand how it will be beneficial in meeting 
their personal and career goals.  

Admittedly, the initial motivation to enter a program comes from the potential 
student.  The encouragement to pursue – and continue pursuit – of the degree path must 
be supported by faculty at the institution.  Faculty will need to demonstrate that there are 
clear connections between that which is learned at the institution and that application of 
such to the student’s career goals.    
 
Conclusion 

Our future success depends upon our ability to meet the needs of today’s students 
while looking forward to tomorrow’s students.  It is hoped that the framework will prove 
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valuable in uncovering the institution’s role as the prospective student experience first 
contact with the institution through conferring of the degree.  It has attempted to show the 
importance of the role of the institution and its faculty and staff.  Most importantly, the 
model stresses the importance of relationships as the foundation upon which success is 
dependent. 

As public higher education considers the implications of the framework, institutions 
should consider three questions, each from the perspective a potential new traditional 
student. 

1. What exactly are my foundational needs and how will they be met? 
2. Will my relationships support my goals?   
3. Is the program relevant to my career goals?   

The framework can serve as the foundation for developing the institution's philosophy and 
direction, and should receive careful consideration in the preparation of marketing, 
recruitment, and retention campaigns. 

It is our hope that this integrative framework will set the context in which our new 
traditional students live their lives while acknowledging both the possibilities and constraints 
that they experience in their daily lives.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

About the Presenters: 
 

Amy Belcastro is an Assistant Professor and Coordinator of the Master of Teaching 
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