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Brief overview

Offer advising services to assist in selection of major and coursework and to monitor progress toward graduation. Promise Scholars Program providing intense and focused advising, targeting first-generation students, freshman through senior year (although the majority of students in the program now are sophomore through senior).  Freshman will replace the graduating seniors. The goal is increased retention and graduation rates within 6 years for this group of students.
Description of the strategy

1: Establish a “Promise Scholar” contract and full-time “Promise Scholar” advisor. 

RATIONALE FOR STRATEGY: The intensive, pro-active advising provided to first-generation students in their first two years (or until they have chosen a major) results in excellent retention because it focuses on preventing or blunting any of the problems—in school or out—that typically de-rail academic progress. The addition of the “Promise Scholar” advisor will allow us to continue that support throughout the first-generation student’s career. The “Promise Scholar” contract makes that support commitment explicit. 

ADVISOR ACTIVITIES: The advisor will develop with every participant a “Promise Scholar” contract containing an academic plan leading to graduation within six years of their start at Alverno. The assignment of an advisor and the development of the contract are designed to increase student self-efficacy, a factor shown to improve retention and graduation rates among first-generation students. 

Each “Promise Scholar” contract is worked out and agreed to by the student, her family, and the “Promise Scholar” advisor. A typical plan would include a schedule of classes reaching to graduation, a guarantee of one-on-one tutorial support whenever needed, a commitment from the “Promise Scholar” adviser to help the student stay on track and resolve problems that may arise, and a commitment of financial aid as determined by FAFSA and the college’s financial aid programs. The plan will be shared with the student’s instructors every semester, with requests that they notify the Promise Advisor about any problems with absenteeism, assignments or academic progress as soon as they appear. 

The advisor will meet each semester with every “Promise Scholar” participant to review progress. More importantly, the advisor will respond immediately to issues raised by the student or her teachers. The goal is to avoid problems, solve them whenever possible before they slow or stop academic progress, so the student can graduate on time. One other requirement for students is that they need to attend a small group session once each semester.  These are informal gatherings usually about 10 students and focus on how to best support themselves. Depending on the group, various topics/issues come up from time management to parental concerns to being more assertive.  
Strategy 2: Create an emergency financial aid pool for “Promise Scholar” participants 

RATONALE FOR STRATEGY: Alverno first-generation students cite financial emergencies as the single biggest reason for dropping or stopping out of college. A car that needs repairs, emergency child care, textbook bills that exceed the amount budgeted, an illness that results in less take-home pay from their jobs—all can disrupt the delicate balance of school, work and family that first-generation students must manage. Most such financial emergencies are relatively small, ranging from $200 - $700. Emergency financial aid can help students manage these challenges and thus reduce the number of stop-outs and drop-outs.  
FUND OPERATIONS: Alverno would set aside $12,500 annually in its budget to provide emergency financial assistance for “Promise Scholar” participants. Students could receive emergency financial grants of up to $500 per year for financial emergencies. These grants would not require repayment and would provide the budget relief that first-generation students often miss. Grants would be awarded in accordance with guidelines and procedures to be developed by the Advising Office, Business Office and Financial Aid Office. 

Strategy 3: Motivate “Promise Scholar” participants by recognizing member accomplishments 

RATIONALE FOR STRATEGY: We have learned the value of sharing and celebrating accomplishments in other on-campus efforts. For instance, the Alverno chapter of the Wisconsin Alliance for Minority Participation (WiscAMP, devoted to improved retention and graduation of minority science majors) meets each semester to help build a mutually supportive student network and honor members’ accomplishments. The school’s nursing program has used a similar strategy for many years with good results. 

ACTIVITIES: We will share and celebrate “Promise Scholars” successes in four ways. 

Emails to all “Promise Scholars” and to faculty will immediately share noteworthy member accomplishments such as academic recognition or a community accomplishment. 

Our college president will send congratulatory letters each year to students who have kept pace with or surpassed the academic goals outlined in their “Promise Scholar” contracts. 

We will notify all department chairs of “Promise Scholar” participants in their departments who are on or ahead of track in their academic progress. 

Finally, each spring we will host the “Promise Scholar” recognition dinner for participants and their families, honoring those who are on track or ahead and those who are graduating. 

Basis for the strategy

According to the extensive research completed by Milwaukee Talent Dividend* a lack of understanding of college requirements and the individualized nature of student advising needs are two challenges that get in the way of retention and progress toward a degree. Noel--‐Levitz 2011 survey results show that programs targeted toward at-risk students have an 84% success rate in increasing retention and progress toward a degree. Based on this data, we determined that an advising process that focused on first-time, full-time students would be an effective retention strategy. 
History of development of the strategy

Alverno College has had a strong professional advising program for many years. To develop the Promise Scholars program we built on successful advising strategies. 

Measurement of success, how this was accomplished, what may have made it difficult to measure

The program is relatively new and it is difficult to know if this strategy is the one making the difference but we do know that for first-time full-time students our fall 2011to spring 2012 retention was 89%, the highest it has been in over five years. 

Comparison of students in the program to overall student retention and graduation data

It is too early to determine an impact on graduation rate but we know that the first-second semester retention results are positive. 

Challenges in implementation

Getting the word out to students about how valuable this program is. Once students opt to participate they want to stay with the program. 

Factors important to success

Having a full-time, dedicated advisor who defines advising broadly. 

What did not work?
So far, the program is successful.

Suggestions for other institutions

Establish a strong culture of individual advising and close relationships between advisors and faculty. 

Any laws that impacted the strategy

None
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*College Completion and Success in Southeastern Wisconsin a report prepared for Milwaukee Talent Dividend by the Center for Urban Initiatives and Research, University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, February 2012
