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Abstract: Beginning in the summer of 2012, Forsyth Tech developed a mandatory new student orientation process to support a successful transition to the College and improve overall retention efforts. For new students attending during the fall 2012 semester, failure to complete an orientation resulted in a registration restriction for the student. Both in-person and online sessions were offered as options for students, and participants learned about the institution’s academic policies, procedures, programs, and resources. Students also spoke with an advisor and worked with a peer student orientation leader to learn the online student portal system and to register for classes. 
Research and Theory 
· Barefoot (2005) acknowledges that orientation formats can change from institution to institution; in general, orientation is designed to help students navigate the campus community. Providing a quality orientation program for new students has been an enduring intervention over the past several decades to help support a successful transition to college (Barefoot, 2005; Pascarella, Terenzini, & Wolfe, 1986; Gardner, 1986).
· Peer educators have effective interpersonal and communication skills, are considered natural helpers (Newton & Ender, 2010), and are appreciated by first-year students because they have been through the first-year experience recently and understand personal and academic struggles more readily (Lockspeiser, O’Sullivan, Teherani, & Muller, 2008). As such, peer educators can serve as successful role models (Bandura, 1994).

Institutional Profile

Forsyth Tech has adopted a split advising model in which advising responsibilities are shared between a Student Success Center and full-time faculty. The Student Success Center is staffed with four professional academic advisors, three counselors, five part-time advisors and counselors.  Advisors are located at every campus site including four off-campus centers. There is also one full-time and one part-time disability services officer. Staff within the Student Success Center have primary advising responsibility for new students through the Success through Orientation, Advising and Registration (SOAR) new-student orientation program they also provide additional support in the advising of developmental students in pre-health and college transfer programs. Full-time faculty advisors each maintain a caseload of advisees within their academic programs. Developmental education faculty advise developmental pre-health and college transfer students. The Student Success Center coordinates all SOAR orientation activities, but faculty advisors assist with the advising component of the orientation program.
Historical Perspective
With assistance from Title III funding, New Student Orientation (NSO) was developed and offered as an option for all new students starting in the spring of 2006.  Orientation attendees were recruited through invitation letters sent to all newly admitted students. These early orientation sessions were solely informational in nature, and were not well-attended. In subsequent years, an early advising and registration component was added to the orientation program, and attendance increased dramatically; efforts to improve tracking and orientation attendance rates have continued. In the spring semester of 2008, orientation attendance started to be tracked in Forsyth Tech’s main Datatel Colleague database. Stronger language in the letters sent promoted the orientation program as a “mandatory” component of the admissions/registration process, and follow-up emails were sent. In addition to scheduling make-up orientation sessions, alternative orientation locations and formats were held including program-specific orientations at the off-campus centers and an online orientation which went live in 2008. Even though the invitation letters stated that orientation participation was mandatory, there was no way to enforce the orientation requirement; many students continued to slip through the cracks. This was particularly true during late registration cycles where the numbers of new, first-time students continued to be high.  The late registration period allows students to apply, undergo placement testing, and register as late as two days into the semester.   
Objectives for a Mandatory Process
· Increase fall to spring retention rates for new students.

· Increase the number of students who attend an orientation within the first semester, and in return, decrease in the number of student who attend walk-in registration.
· Students will be able to navigate the student portal for vital campus information and registration processes.

· Students will be able to identify the resources on campus that they plan to utilize to support their college success.

· Students will understand the advising process and the importance of communicating with an advisor. 
Development 

In summer of 2012, the Student Services Division piloted a revised orientation that mandated participation. If new students coming in for the fall 2012 did not attend orientation by the end of October 2012, a registration restriction would be placed on their accounts, and they would not be able to register for the spring of 2013. 

Besides having consequence to foster participation, the overall format changed as well:

· More frequent sessions—an increase from 12 sessions in 2011 to 65 sessions in 2012
· Smaller sessions – reduced sessions from 150 students to no more than 25 students per session)
· Ten peer educators were hired part time to assist with the processes and work with participants to register for classes

· Sessions became division-specific to provide a specialized experience
· Sessions continued to be offered after school started for new students
· Students received a flash drive with a pre-loaded orientation packet 
During the three-hour sessions, students participated in a one-hour presentation presented by our part-time advising staff that included:

· Discussion of Academic Programs
· Difference among A.A, A.F.A., A.S., A.A.S, Diploma, and Certificates
· Academic Advising Overview
· How to read a program of study/Program Evaluations
· Time management
· Prerequisites/co-requisites
· Types of courses
· Paying for classes
· Campus Policies
· Campus Resources
· Blackboard online class offerings
Following the presentation students then meet with either a professional advisor or a faculty advisor who teaches in the student’s designated program of study. Gaining faculty buy-in to participate in orientation has become easier over time as the deans and the faculty have started to see the benefits in both the quality of students they receive in the classroom, as well as the decreased number of students evident during walk-in registration. As a general rule, most 12-month faculty only need to assist with two sessions, in fact, many 9- and 10-month faculty volunteered to participate over the summer months.
The next step after speaking with an advisor, students sit down with either a Student Orientation Leader or a Student Success Center staff member for training in how to use the Student Portal for Web Registration. Finally, as new students, they are issued their Forsyth Tech IDs.
The College offered sessions at least twice on all of the off-campus centers, and provided two sessions a day Tuesday through Thursday on main campus. Student Orientation Leaders, in addition to helping with the training, also conducted tours for students as they waited for sessions to begin and put together student packets that included advising and login information.
Although it was encouraged that students participate in orientation prior to their first day of class, it is not always possible. Forsyth Tech’s open door policy allows students to apply for admissions all the way up to the day before the first day of class. To solve this problem of late admission, the College offered several sessions during the first month of the semester. Any student who was unable or chose not to attend a session was pre-enrolled in a self-paced orientation course that included videos and mini assessments. Failure to complete this session prior to spring registration resulted in a registration hold.
Future improvements
Forsyth Tech’s Quality Enhancement Plan, Information Literacy: Because We C.A.R.E, includes development of the mandatory new student orientation as a strategy.  This inclusion allowed the Student Services division to hire another full-time professional advisor whose main role would be to manage New Student Orientation. In addition, three part-time positions were approved, allowing three Student Orientation Leaders to continue during the fall and spring semesters. These Student Orientation Leaders will also complete presentations in ACA 090 (Study Skills) and ACA 122 (College Transfer Success) courses on topics that relate to student success and accessing campus resources.
To continually increase the number of students who attend an orientation face-to-face sessions, Forsyth Tech will begin offering at least two sessions every week, year-round. There are also plans to streamline the current online orientation to match a current session using Articulate Software. This would allow use of the same assessment for both types of sessions and thus allow comparison of outcomes and evaluations for both formats. There has also been some discussion of offering virtual sessions with Adobe Connect software.
Assessment
Participants complete a paper survey at the end of the face-to-face session. Surveys not only ask for an evaluation of the session itself, but also have specific learning outcomes related to students’ ability to answer questions such as how to access advising or Student Code of Conduct information. Students are also asked how comfortable they feel registering for classes and accessing their email. In the Blackboard session, questions are written to ensure students are paying attention, more than to assess student learning. 

In addition to the participant survey, Forsyth Tech also has other measures that have provided some affirmation for the new process:
· Prior to mandatory orientation, optional orientation demonstrated an increase in student retention rates between the fall and spring semesters. In 2010, there was an 8.2% increase in student persistence for orientation participants compared with non-participants. This suggests orientation has improved retention for first-time students, and an even greater increase in student retention is expected from the fall of 2012 because of the added orientation requirement. 

· With the mandatory orientation process, there were no longer lines of students crowding walk-in registration as had been the case in previous years, even though overall enrollment remained about the same.

· With the mandatory orientation sessions, there was a 57% (610 to 1077) increase student participation in the face-to-face sessions, and a 41% (812 to 1896) increase in the online orientation for new students within the first semester.

Challenges
Identifying who needs to attend an orientation has been a cumbersome task. Forsyth Tech’s current policy states that any student who has not attended in three semesters must reapply for admission. With this new orientation mandate in place, it was decided to require orientation for all degree-seeking students who had not attended Forsyth Tech in the last three semesters, regardless of previous college credit. As more previously enrolled students attend orientation, this process will become more streamlined.
In addition to trying to schedule space for orientation on a crowded campus, the manual labor needed for logging participation into our student management system, managing reports, coordinating staffing and ongoing student follow-up, sending letters, and monitoring the Student Orientation Leaders proved to be overwhelming for the three professional advisors in the center. With teamwork, financial support for the new positions, and continued support from the Instructional Services division, the hope is that it will become more manageable for the center. 
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