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Abstract
Georgia Gwinnett College opened its doors to students in August 2006. GGC is the first new four-year public college in the United States this century. GGC is the only open access institution in the University System of Georgia (USG) that offers only four year degrees. The College serves a diverse population that can be viewed as a microcosm of the United States twenty five years from now. GGC has successfully pursued two primary thrusts to improve postsecondary success. One thrust has been to increase access, particularly for students who are often difficult for higher education institutions to serve. The College has grown to over 8,000 students and expects to grow to 15,000 by 2015. The student population is diverse: over 50% are non-white, over 40% of entering freshmen can be considered “first-generation” college students as neither of their parents graduated from college, a third have both parents born outside the US, and over 40% are underprepared for college and require at least one learning support course. Their average high school GPA is among the lowest of any of the four-year institutions in the USG. Additionally 85% of the entering class works, 25% at least twenty hours a week, and half has significant family obligations. GGC’s second thrust has been to establish strong retention rates, the first step leading to strong graduation rates. The College’s retention rates consistently exceed those of the other state colleges in Georgia by over twenty percent. When academic preparation is taken into account, GGC’s retention is among the best of all 35 University System of Georgia institutions. The success of the many programs implemented to attract and retain students is due in no small part to three factors: 1. Laser-focus, continuously, on the College’s vision, mission and these specific goals, starting with the President’s office and systematically spread throughout the College; 2. Developing and executing well thought-through multifaceted programs and processes quickly (in “GGC time”) with broad-based involvement; and 3. Rigorous, timely and on-going assessment of results with a willingness to change what is not working well enough and to enhance what is working.
President Obama’s goal for the United States to regain by 2020 its position as the nation with the highest percentage of population holding post-secondary degrees and credentials requires success in two areas:
1. Increasing access to, and participation in, higher education, particularly for students who traditionally have had difficulty accessing it, and

2. Improving retention, progression and graduation rates so that those students who enroll successfully complete their education. 

In its brief six year history, GGC has implemented a variety of practical strategies and programs to address both of these goals with substantial success.
For each of these goals, this report provides outcome data and describes the strategies and programs, including challenges during implementation and changes/enhancements made.  The report also discusses the most important factors for success and provides suggestions on how others could replicate the efforts. 

INCREASING ACCESS

In August 2006 GGC opened its doors to 118 “brave souls” who were willing to help create the first new four-year public college in the U. S. this century. Enrollment has grown to over 8,000 students, all involved in face-to face instruction; GGC does not offer on-line courses. Enrollment is projected to grow to 15,000 students in 2015.
While GGC serves students throughout Georgia and will increasingly serve students throughout the U. S. and internationally, the College began by concentrating efforts to serve students in the Northeast area of metro Atlanta.  Gwinnett County had been the largest county east of the Mississippi without a four-year public college. GGC has also been designed as a college for all students who have successfully completed high school. Because of these two initial focuses, GGC has been able to serve a student body that is rapidly growing, very diverse and in many cases in need of additional help academically.  Data shows the College’s success to data.

Increasing access outcomes data:

Strong and diverse enrollment growth
	
	GGC Enrollment: Total and by demographics

	
	2006-07
	2007-08
	2008-09
	2009-10
	2010-11
	2011-12

	Total
	118
	867
	1,608
	3,230
	5,736
	8,051

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Hispanic
	1
	7
	6
	8
	10
	11

	Black
	14
	11
	12
	15
	24
	31

	Asian
	9
	13
	11
	10
	9
	8

	2 + races
	3
	2
	3
	3
	3
	3

	White
	66
	58
	56
	48
	50
	45


Many students have the “toughest hills to climb” and are in need of support

	Fall 2011 New Students at GGC

	Receive Financial Aid (Fall 2010)
Work 11 to 19 hours/week 
	85%
38%
	Require learning support  

   (remedial) courses
	47%

	Work 20+ hours/week
	27%
	High school GPA average (GGC)
	2.72

	Significant family obligations
	50%
	High school GPA average 
	3.08

	1st generation college
	44% total
	   (University System of Georgia)
	

	· (Father and mother at most both high school graduates)
	22%
	
	

	· (Father and mother at most both only some college)
	22%
	
	


Strategies and programs to increase access
Since GGC was first created, the College has focused on ensuring that the academic and student life experience was designed to enable its students to be prepared to succeed. The quality of the programs was never in doubt. But, reaching out to and convincing prospective students who had never heard of GGC and its quality was a major task. The “theory of action” that provided the basis for GGC’s efforts to attract students was based in large part in marketing theory:  know the rules, create compelling reasons, reach out to create initial awareness and generate deep interest in the College, and constantly monitor to ensure the reasons remain compelling and issues are quickly addressed.
· “Play by the rules.” Becoming an accredited institution was absolutely critical. Prospective students are not interested in attending non-accredited institutions. Obtaining candidacy for membership and accreditation are daunting, time consuming and exacting challenges. GGC met accreditation head on, established it as a key priority and established processes and accountabilities to attain accreditation as quickly as possibly. Rather than wring its collective hands at the daunting requirements of accreditation, GGC simply accepted these as “the rules” and met them. Indeed, the College received accreditation from its accrediting agency the fastest on record, with no findings, and has been called “the poster child of accreditation.” 
· Create compelling reasons for students to attend. Given the target student population, teaching, student engagement, small classes and affordability are major drivers in student interest. In terms of teaching and student engagement, when hiring faculty GGC concentrated on ensuring all faculty were not only experts in their fields, but also were dedicated to teaching and mentoring, and working with many students who did not have rigorous academic preparation.  GGC consistently has made budget decisions to support teaching and student success, at the expense of administrative staff and structures. To address affordability, GGC’s tuition was established at the state college rate of about $100/credit hour, substantially less than the cost of other four year USG institutions.  Student satisfaction data indicate that GGC is delivering to its promise: over 90% of graduating seniors in Spring 2011 rated their entire educational experience as excellent/good, and were well satisfied (4 or 5 on 5 point scale) with their major courses and class size. 
· Aggressively reach out to students and their families. GGC has had a strong outreach and recruiting program since it was created, including programs to reach minority students and non-traditional students. Innovative efforts to create awareness and interest helped to establish GGC as a “real” college quickly. Examples include staffing a booth at the largest mall in the southeast, high school counselor and principal breakfasts, sending out the President and Vice President for Academic and Student Affairs to meet one-on-one with principals and counselors, minority outreach in churches, and frequent on-going communications via social media, the web, mail and telephone.
· Monitor, remain relevant, and modify as needed.  GGC has established an Enrollment Management Committee charged with increasing access and enrollment as well as retention. The committee has broad-based representation and is chaired by members of the President’s office. It meets monthly to monitor progress, discuss issues and develop concrete actions to address issues as they arise. Without exception, concrete actions are developed every month. Broad-based participation has been key, with action ideas coming from the offices of enrollment management, student success, business and finance, an academic dean, student affairs and others. A spring 2012 example is one that addresses the unintended consequences of a new University System of Georgia policy that requires testing results before decisions can be made on applications. Prospective students are not aware of this policy or have not taken action. Consequently a strong communications effort, including postcards, personal telephone calls and calling posts has been implemented. The office of testing services has extended its hours and has been qualified to accept payment on the spot rather than require students to go elsewhere to pay.  These actions help the access student population in particular apply to GGC.
In terms of difficulties and challenges, or what did not work, GGC has been remarkably successful at sustaining rapid growth of this diverse population since 2006. In fact, the College has been at capacity every year in terms of faculty to support student learning, and fall 2011 and 2012 are at capacity in terms of facilities, even with modifications being made this summer. The difficulty is in accommodating the students, not in enrolling them. The greater difficulty, as discussed below, is retaining and progressing them. 

IMPROVING RETENTION, PROGRESSION AND GRADUATION RATES
As the only open access institution in the USG offering only four-year degrees, a disproportionate number of GGC students are not as prepared academically as those of other institutions. Therefore, extensive retention efforts are necessary to enable these students to retain and progress. Because GGC is such a new institution, representative graduation rates are not available yet, so this report focuses on retention, which is the first step towards graduation.  Data show the College’s strong success to-date. 

Retention outcomes data:

Strong retention particularly given the student population
With regard to overall retention, the impact of actively accepting students who are less prepared academically is significant. Using high school GPA as an indicator of college readiness, GGC students have a substantially lower mean high school GPA than do those attending other state colleges and state universities. An analysis that relates first year retention with high school GPA shows that the GGC relative retention rate is dramatically better than that of state colleges and even state and regional universities. In fact, retention relative to high school GPA is equal to that of USG’s flagship research universities.  

	First Year Retention  Relative to Mean High School GPA

	Comparison group
	1st year retention
(%)
	HS GPA
	GGC performance vs.  comparison group

	GGC
	68
	2.69
	

	State Colleges
	56
	2.83
	+28%

	State Universities
	72
	3.11
	+9%

	Regional Universities
	74
	3.14
	+6%

	Research Universities
	91
	3.62
	=

	USG total
	70
	3.07
	+10%


GGC has also succeeded in retaining sub-populations at a rate equal to the majority population. Performance among Hispanic and Asian students, each of whom make up close to 10% of the College’s student population, is particularly encouraging, as is the retention data for African-Americans, who constitute over 30% of the student body.

	First Year Retention by Sub-populations 

	
	

	
	2010
	2011

	White
	78%
	67%

	African-American
	77%
	65%

	Hispanic
	79%
	73%

	Asian
	89%
	78%

	Fall 2010 and Fall 2011 data


Additionally, retention among students who required remedial coursework is as good as overall retention indicating learning support programs are helping poorly prepared students make the transition into college. 
In terms of pure percentages, not taking into account incoming capabilities of students, GGC consistently outperforms other state colleges, and performs much more like state universities, none of which are access institutions.


[image: image1]
Strategies and programs to increase retention
Improving retention is not a small task, evidenced by the fact that retention levels in the entire USG (35 institutions) have not improved in the last decade, despite board level emphasis. The “theory of action” that has guided GGC’s retention efforts is that the efforts must be all encompassing, addressing students with different needs throughout their college career, must be based on data-driven decisions, and must have visible and consistent commitment from the most senior levels and throughout the organization. Additionally, quick enhancements (in “GGC time”) are fundamental to GGC’s retention efforts.
· Embed in the College’s strategic plan. Retention and progression have been an integral part of GGC’s strategic plan, communicated throughout the College on an on-going basis. In the 2012-16 strategic plan, currently under development, retention and progression “student success” has been singled out and is one of the College’s four strategic priorities, clearly indicating its importance. 

· “Put our money where our mouth is.” Budget decisions clearly reflect the priority of retention and progression. In a period when USG and state budgets have decreased, the College has invested over four million dollars this school year in learning support programs, diverting it from other areas of need. The College has continued to hire faculty, reducing the student faculty ratio from 28.2 to 25.6, at the expense of other positions, due to the faculty’s key roles in mentoring as well as teaching. GGC has maintained small class sizes, and in fact facilities plans call for classrooms with capacity in the mid-20s to ensure class size creep cannot occur. Funding for the Academic Enhancement Center, where tutoring and additional support take place, remains a priority.

· Ensure focused, high level, and cross functional commitment. Two college-wide committees led by the Vice President for Academic and Student Affairs and representatives from the President’s Office address retention. They both meet monthly.  The Enrollment Management Committee is discussed in the previous section. The First Year Matters Committee is a comprehensive effort made up of representatives from all areas of the College. The committee devoted a full year to analysis, review of best practices, and planning. The visual below shows the scope of the plan.

[image: image2]
Major efforts have resulted from this plan. A mentoring program, in which all students are assigned mentors, with processes to provide mentors with easy access to key information on their mentees (on-line mentee picture pages [see image below]), mentor training, and mentor-mentee activities is an underpinning of First Year Matters. For an entire semester, all faculty professional development programs related to mentoring. Enhanced orientation helps to ensure new students have the right start to college. Specific orientation elements are tailored for students identified as high-risk. An early warning system flags students who need quick intervention. Analysis, such as looking at specific courses where there is a high DFWI rate (indicating students are not succeeding) has resulted in changes in, and recommendations for, those courses and activities. Examples include creating more detailed templates for instructors in these courses, especially for new or part-time faculty, and more one-on-one counseling with students when they are performing poorly.  The committee is “brutally honest” (in a collaborative way) in its analysis in identifying what is or is not working.
	Mentee Picture Page
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· Realize that a broad array of programs and activities are needed; there is no single solution. As evidenced by the number of different programs and activities discussed in this section, retention and progression are addressed in many different ways. 

	· Faculty hiring considerations
	· Student: faculty ratio
	· Academic Enhancement Center

	· Orientation
	· Small class sizes
	· 

	· Early warning system
	· Tutoring
	· Mentoring

	· Work study programs
	· Peer tutoring
	· Easy access mentee information

· Student information surveys

· Combined remedial and entry level college course

	· Faculty cell phones so students can reach them “24/7”
	· Hybrid courses 

· Technology enhanced classrooms
	· 

	· State-of-the-art Library and Learning Center
	· Faculty professional development
	· 


· Continually improve. While GGC’s retention results show the College is performing above expectations and better than other institutions within the system, GGC’s aggressive goals require it to improve continually. Identifying students who are most at-risk is difficult. The College knows factors that relate to lower retention, such as lower high school GPA and late appliers, but adds to its knowledge basis yearly. A Student Information Survey is given to all new students when they register to provide additional factual and subjective information (parents’ education, hours planning to work, attitude and confidence toward college, amount of outside obligations, etc.). This information is analyzed with performance and retention metrics to better identify students most at-risk. The mentoring process is improved yearly based on analysis of the impact of activities the previous year. For example, a series of planned encounters in fall 2011 did not generate the participation desired; for fall 2012 a different approach that addresses the issues is being planned. Orientation is improved yearly, for fall 2012 the orientation will be longer and will address stumbling blocks more directly.
In terms of difficulties and challenges, or what did not work, the rapidly growing student population base has made it difficult to provide sufficient hands-on support to students. For example, in fall 2011, the College enrolled 2,640 new students. Additionally, identifying those students most at risk has been difficult because it is not a question of simple demographics or high school performance. Continuous enhancements, discussed above, will enable GGC to make progress in this area. Budget limitations have had a major impact on the College’s ability to adequately fund success efforts. The University System of Georgia’s budget is down 27% on a per student basis since GGC opened its doors. The funding formula used by the system has a three year lag, meaning that base funding for GGC this year, with enrollment of 8,000 students is based on fall 2008 enrollment of less than 1,600 students. 
THE MOST IMPORTANT FACTORS FOR SUCCESS
To a large degree, the strategies and programs GGC has implemented to impact student success are not brand new. For example, many institutions have targeted recruiting efforts, orientations, remedial courses and tutoring centers. The keys to success are not the general strategies themselves, but the execution of the strategies and the innovative aspects of specific elements of programs. This is accomplished by:
1. GGC adheres to its “first principles.” The College’s leaders, faculty and staff are laser-focused on the College’s vision, mission and strategic priorities, one of which specifically relates to these student success goals. The importance of GGC’s reaching out to students not easily served by higher education, and then helping them succeed and stay in college is continuously reinforced throughout the College. Everyone at GGC knows this is GGC’s niche.
2. Structures have been put in place that enable execution and assessment. Committees or task forces, with broad-based involvement of faculty, staff and senior leadership address student success. The president’s office representatives either lead or co-lead these efforts, along with the Vice President for Academic and Student Affairs. In monthly meetings, with expectations based on the previous month’s decisions, progress is reviewed, issues are raised, and corrective actions or enhancements are identified. Key information is posted on dedicated websites for each committee. “Pinning the rose,” a concept that is embedded in GGC’s culture, ensures that specific assignments result from decisions. Few things are worse than good decisions not being implemented because no one had the clear responsibility to do so. “GGC time” is also a culturally embedded concept and refers to implementing decisions post-haste, without sacrificing quality. It can be argued that the academy in general has a history of endless discussion with slow, at best, implementation. GGC does not adhere to this unwritten philosophy.
3. A multi-faceted approach addresses the wide range of needs our students have as they seek to retain and progress. Well over 95% of entering GGC students say they plan to complete college and get their four-year degree. But a host of barriers confronts them. They may run out of money, they may find that they are not as academically prepared as they thought, they may have trouble adjusting to independence, their families may have no experience with or understanding of what to expect from college. The list goes on. A “one size fits all” solution cannot address the majority of student-specific issues.

4. Rigorous, timely and on-going assessment underpins all efforts. GGC is a new college. Its vision demands that it be innovative and make meaningful contributions to higher education. It is blessed, in some sense, with a short history and few constraints. It is cursed, in some sense, by a lack of history and processes that can provide guidance regarding what works best. The College takes advantage of the lack of constraints and strives to make and implement timely data-driven decisions that relate specifically to GGC and its students.  At times, these decisions can be “homeruns,” an example of which is the mentee picture pages that provide mentors with fingertip access to individual mentee information. At other times, these decisions can result in less than desired impact, an example of which would be first semester mentor to mentee encounters that suffered from poor mentee attendance. In every case, GGC strives to develop as close to real-time information as possible on strategies and programs so that enhancements (even with “home runs” but particularly with singles) can be developed and implemented.
SUGGESTIONS ON HOW OTHERS COULD REPLICATE THE EFFORTS. 

Every other four year institution in the U.S. is older than GGC. Most are decades and even centuries older. Nevertheless, GGC’s approach to addressing these important issues can be replicated by others, primarily as discussed in the previous section. There is no easy way to succeed at something that is hard. 
Established institutions have the problem of built in inertia that makes substantive change difficult. Therefore, established institutions should consider approaching access and success as if they were a new institution, without constraining themselves with the unseen chains that envelop them.  They have to be dedicated to this, from the president or chancellor on down throughout the organization. A one-time e-mail or speech, saying this is now a priority, with little follow-up, little change of structure or processes, and little assessment will be ineffective. 
Institutions need to have everyone on the campus involved in improving access and success. Faculty, who become mentors need to have a true appreciation of how hard some of their mentees have it, and be willing to work with those students to address their individual needs. Curriculum committees need to develop courses that meet the range of needs of their students. Financial aid staff need to know how many of their students have no idea what FAFSA means or how to fill out the form. Academic vice presidents need to know the role their staffs and faculty play in creating early warning information that can be used before it is too late to help a student. Education Technology, or Information Technology, staff need to appreciate the help they can give in designing mentor support systems and in working with faculty to use technology to enhance learning. 

Once an institution, new, old, or very old, infuses its culture with this type of operating philosophy, miracles can happen, as evidenced by the fact that GGC, just six years old, outperforms almost every other of the 35 USG institutions in retention and growth. 
At GGC
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