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Background
By just about any measure, Georgia State University is an atypical public research institution.  Located in the heart of downtown Atlanta and with an enrollment topping 32,000, the university attracts a student body that is a true reflection of national demographic trends—and challenges—in higher education.  About 40% of our students are first generation college students, 51% are on Pell, 33% come from households with incomes under $30,000 a year, and 60% are non-white. Over the past five years, the student body has become both more diverse and markedly more economically disadvantaged.  The average annual amount of unmet need per freshmen, for instance, has risen over 60% in the last three years, and the University set new records this past fall for the numbers of African American, Latino and Asian students it enrolls.

Obstacle
Five years ago, only 32.3 % of underrepresented students were graduating in six year, a rate that far lagged behind the completion rates of Georgia State’s white students.

Theory of Action

Many institutions address the needs of underrepresented and first generation students by disaggregating them and developing specially tailored programs for each segment of the population.  At Georgia State, this was not practical: 70% of the undergraduates fall into one of the following categories: African American, Latino, first generation and Pell eligible.  Rather than develop individual programs to address the “unique” needs of each of these groups, Georgia State used data to diagnose a series of academic obstacles that were common to all of these groups.  Some of these data confirmed national findings; a cluster of core courses had DFW rates above 50% and were serving ushering a disproportionate number of students into academic probation and exclusion; African American, Latino and first generation students were all far less likely to attend professor’s office hours or tutoring sessions than were other students.  Other data were eye opening: despite the immense benefits from an access perspective that resulted from the state’s highly touted Hope scholarship program, its requirement that students maintain a 3.0 college GPA or lose the scholarship posed a major challenge to completion.  The graduation rates for students who held onto the scholarship was over 60%; for those who lost HOPE, the rates were barely 20%, even though the vast majority of these students were in good academic standing during their last semester enrolled.  To a student body with the deep financial needs of GSU’s, losing HOPE was tantamount to dropping out.  
Tellingly, the most intractable obstacles identified by the data were not “black” problems, “Latino” problems, “first generation” problems, or “Pell” problems.  The obstacles cut across all of these racial, ethnic and economic categories.  Through multiple years of tracking, gathering and analyzing data regarding our students, Georgia State University has been able to gain an increasingly clear picture of the sources of student success and failure.  We have been able to trace a direct correlation between levels of unmet need and academic performance, and then between academic performance and stop out and dropout rates. Rather than develop programs targeting individual groups, Georgia State developed a series of very specific, data-informed programs targeting problems that cut across multiple groups. Because the obstacles were multiple, we developed a multi-faceted programmatic response organized under the umbrella of PATH (Promoting Access to Hope).  These programs, in turn, have proven to be highly effective in raising completion rates in all of the sub-sets of students.
Impact of Programs on RPG
According to the 2010 Report of the Education Trust, Georgia State University ranked #2 in the nation in  the improvement of its graduation rates for underrepresented students over the past five years.  Over this time period, these rates rose by over 18 points, from 32.2% to 50.7%.  The graduation rates for Latino students, African American students and Asian students now exceed those of GSU’s white students (even though those rates, too, have improved over the past five years).  In 2011, Georgia State graduated over 7,0000 students; five years ago, the number was 5,400.  According to Diverse Issues in Higher Education (2011), Georgia State now ranks #5 in the nation in Bachelor’s degrees conferred annually to African Americans (trailing only two HBCUs and two for-profit institutions).  It ranks #48 in the nation in Bachelor’s degrees conferred to Asian Americans and #28 in Bachelor’s degrees conferred to minority students overall.  Pell students now graduate from Georgia State at a slightly higher rates than non-Pell students.  Georgia State has raised its one-year retention rate to 84% and its Hope retention rate from under 50% to 68%.  
Program Details
Georgia State University implemented a multi-tiered approach to address challenges faced by low-income and underrepresented students during their first two years of college, the period during which our data show that we lose the largest number of our at risk students.  Promoting Access to Hope (PATH) has a double meaning in the context of Georgia State. Hope is an ideal promised to low-income, immigrant and other individuals by the very concept of a college degree, and it is the state-wide scholarship program in Georgia that provides free college tuition for four years to any Georgia resident who maintains a 3.0 GPA in college.  At least for Georgia State students (given their limited economic resources), holding onto Hope, the scholarship, is often synonymous with holding on to hope, the ideal; our data show that GSU students who maintain the Hope scholarship graduate at over a 60% rate.  Those GSU students who lose the Hope scholarship graduate at a 20% rate.
The PATH Program combines the following six resources for all applicable students (note; we track student participation through campus ID swipe pads at all events):
· Students attend a special, multi-day academic orientation program, during the summer before their entering fall.  “Success at State” takes leading scholars from campus trained in retention issues and gives them the opportunity for them to create workshops, games, and exercises aimed at integrating at-risk incoming students into college level academics.  Students get their first exposure to life in the residence halls.  Students completing the program have maintained consistently stronger GPAs throughout the first year than those who did not attend.  At present, many of our students cannot afford to attend the traditional seven-week summer bridge program that we also offer.  Success at State provides some of the same benefits with less of a financial burden to students.  
·  Freshmen Learning Communities are sized at 25 students each and feature: (a) a semester-long orientation course taught by a hand-selected faculty member who understands the challenges faced by low-income students; (b) three to four other shared courses so that study partners and a support system can be developed; (c) special academic advisers assigned to each FLC who come to class during key junctures, such as the period before mid-terms or registration for the next semester; resulting in (d) a 4- to 5-course load of linked courses for the freshmen fall.  Through this program, students are provided with small-sized classes for lots of interaction; a social and academic structure to assist them during the difficult period of adjusting to college life; natural study partners who allow academic issues to become part of the social-group dynamic; a course load that promotes what our data show to be crucial to at-risk students--initial academic success. In addition, the fact that advisors are assigned to FLCs and proactively seek out the students in class has meant that sub-sets of students who were formerly reluctant to visit their advisors (or who had to be coerced to do so via registration holds) are now freely interacting with advisors only a few weeks into their academic careers.  The positive impact of FLCs on academic performance, retention, and graduation has albeen tracked at GSU, and it is exceptionally strong.

                                           Freshmen year GPA          1-year retention            6-year graduation

Freshmen not in FLC                   2.73                                  81%                                48%

Freshmen in FLC                          2.96                                  85%                                52%

What is striking about these numbers is not merely the impact that FLCs have on the academic success of our students during the freshmen year but the continued positive effect of the program through the point of graduation. (Note: students enrolling in FLCs actually have, on avarege, lower high school GPAs than those who do not.)  This past fall, 61% of the freshmen class was enrolled in FLCs, a new high for GSU.

Supplemental Instruction. Peer tutors consisting of undergraduates who have excelled in the course previously are hired and trained to work with those freshmen and sophomore courses with the highest DFW (grades D, F or ‘Withdrew’) rates, as determined by the data. Low income and first generation students are particularly reluctant to raise academic questions and to seek help from faculty members; they are far more likely to engage a fellow student.  We have had a large program Supplemental Instruction—linked to over 200 courses annually—for several years.  Overall, the students who avail themselves of supplementary peer instructions earned an average GPA almost half a grade point higher than students in the same courses who did not and were retained at a 6% better annual rate.  For many students, this has been the difference between holding on to their Hope scholarships and losing them.  
University Assistantship Program.  One key to the success of low-income students and first generation is integrating them into academics from the time of their very first semester on campus.  In lieu of traditional work-study assignments such as answering phones or shelving books in the library, students are designated as   University Assistants and assigned to faculty members in their chosen field of study.  They serve, much like GRAs, as research assistants.  Via this program, freshmen gain faculty mentors, the opportunity to hone academic skills applicable to their majors, and on-campus employment.  The University Assistantship assignments are held by students through their senior years, and through this program, students are mentored to put forth proposals for the annual Undergraduate Research Conference. The success of this program in raising graduation rates has been remarkable. 

                                                      

 1-year retention     6-year graduation

2003 Cohort Overall                            

         83.4%                     49.6%

2003 Cohort University Assistants        
         93.0%                     75.0%
In 2011, approximately 500 undergraduates served as University Assistants on campus.

· Early Alert. A crucial component of the success of at-risk students is the involvement of their instructors.  In 2009, we rolled out an electronic tracking system for all freshmen through the first two semesters of study. Via the system, faculty members monitor attendance, academic performance, and behavioral issues, notifying our central advisement office and the Office of Student Retention if concerns emerge as early as the second week of the semester—while there is still time to intervene productively.  This has proven another means of getting students who are otherwise reluctant to seek out help the assistance that they need in a timely fashion.
· “Keep Hope Alive”.  The most significant merit-based state scholarship program in Georgia is the Hope scholarship, and it requires that students maintain a college GPA of 3.0 to continue to receive funding.  The greatest obstacle to persistence among our sophomores—and an obstacle that impacts low income students disproportionately—is the loss of Hope.  Five years ago, half of the freshmen who came to Georgia State on Hope scholarships lost the scholarship by the end of their first year, and GSU students who lose their Hope scholarships have a graduation rate of barely 20%.  Keep Hope Alive attempts to reverse these trends.  Targeted at students who have lost their Hope scholarships, recipients receive $500 per semester for one academic year—by which point they can become eligible again for Hope if their GPA is at least 3.0.  The $500 is not primarily to fill the gap caused by the loss of Hope funding (Hope is typically worth about $8,000 per year) but as inducement to get impacted students to participate in a year-long academic skills program, with workshops on note-taking, surviving mid-terms, writing a college-level paper, financial literacy and so forth. The program also features personal financial aid counseling for the students to help them navigate rules that are often highly foreign to low-income students and their parents.  The results for the program last year were very strong:

1. Freshmen not in the program who lost Hope and regained it           7.9%

2. Freshmen in Keep Hope Alive who lost Hope and regained it        64.0%

The workshops and other programs have also proven highly effective in increasing the number of students who retain Hope in any given year from less than 50% four years ago to 68% last year.
Each of these six programs has shown the ability to improve completion rates by between 1 and 6 percent; collectively, they are, we believe, largely responsible for an improvement in the graduation rates of underrepresented students by 18 points over the past five years.
