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Our Challenge as a society: family income, not 
talent predicts college completion



• Strategic plan, Goal 1: Become a 
national model for undergraduate 
education by demonstrating that 
students from all backgrounds can 
achieve academic and career success 
at high rates.

Georgia State decided to accept this 
challenge



Georgia State University

On the Atlanta Campus:

32,500 students (38% White, 38% African American, 13% 
Asian, 9% Hispanic)

89% of undergraduates receive need-based financial aid

Ranks in the Top 15 in the Nation for both Pell Population 
and Diversity US News and World Report (2015)

Disclosure: in January of 2016, we added an additional 22,000 two-year FTEs 
when we consolidated with Georgia Perimeter College.  



But increasing student success is not easy  



Challenges to increase student success: 
(1) Family support

• Lack of family role-models 
for career advice

• Lack of family support for 
investment in studying

• Lack of information about 
the relationship between 
majors and job 
opportunities



Challenges to increase student success 
(2) Financial need

• Financial need results in need to 
work part-time, reducing amount 
of time available for study

• Low income households do not 
provide the safety net for 
students who lose scholarship 
support

• Those with unmet need may not 
be able to afford books or other 
required study materials



Challenges to increase student success: 
(3) Advising

Quality of advising in college
• Too few advisors
• Advisors may not be well trained
• Advisors may actually be doing “advising” as a small part of 

their other responsibilities
• Advisors do not have specific performance expectations



Challenges to increase student success: 
(4) Faculty motivation

Faculty motivation may result in inattention to curriculum 
implications, creation of bottleneck courses, and inflexible 
scheduling - - - all of which can delay student progress

– Bottlenecks caused by the way courses are scheduled (faculty 
preference) or

– Unintended consequences of additions to the major or the general 
education curriculum



This Presentation:

How Georgia State University is dealing 
with these challenges, the costs of 
intervention, and some “secrets” to 
success.  
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Changing Demographics
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Changing Income
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Cuts in State Appropriations

-$40 million



A Data Driven Approach

• Collect Data

• Pilot

• Revise

• Scale



EXAMPLE 1: SUMMER SUCCESS ACADEMY

Before Fall Semester
• 320 Highest At-Risk Freshmen (low previous retention)

• Summer session before freshman fall with 7 credit hours of 
bachelor’s-level work

• Intensive advisement 

• Academic skills 

• Financial literacy training

• Team building

Retention Rate 2011:     50%

Retention Rate Today:   87%



EXAMPLE 2: RETENTION GRANTS

Problem: Why were students otherwise in good standing not 
returning?

Data: They were NOT transferring elsewhere.  Phone research.

Answer: Sometimes relatively small amounts of funding shortfall 
prevention tuition payment (Georgia gratuity provision!)

Solution: Panther Retention Grants: small grants to Pell-eligible 
students in good academic standing with small balances owed to the 
University prioritized by GPA

Note: No application process for these grants - - - students are simply 
informed that they have received a grant.  BUT students must take 3 
online financial literacy modules. 



USING PREDICTIVE ANALYTICS FOR MAJOR
ADVISING

Graduation Rate in Major by Introductory Course Grade

Example 3: Use of Predictive Analytics



ADVISING: TURNING HISTORICAL GSU DATA INTO
STUDENT COURSE/MAJOR ADVICE



Example 4: Simplifying Choices

• Problem: too many choices - -
too many credit hours on 
graduation

• Solution: Simplify the choices by 
creating meta-majors 

Business
Education
Exploratory
STEM
Humanities & Arts
Health Professions
Policy/Social Science



Example 5: Strengthening Math Pathways

Problem: too many students failing or 
withdrawing from mathematics courses
Solution: redesign of pre-Calculus, College 
Algebra, Intro to Stats
 Prior to Change:  DFW rates were 43% 

Today: DFW rates are 28% (35% drop)



EXAMPLE 6: COMBINING CAREER AND
MAJOR ADVISING

Problem: students unaware of linkage between major and 
employment opportunities
Solution: Combine career services with academic advising



Example 7: Financial Advising

Problem:  Barriers for low income students to 
complete necessary forms
Solution: Development of Financial advising center 

Early alert system for financial risk (based 
again on analysis of GSU student data)  e.g., not 
enough aid to cover full balance, no FAFSA on file for 
current semester, contacted for insufficient funds 
last semester
• Proactive outreach from advisors: 

contact students, prospective students 
and parents – online and phone 
counselors

• Financial literacy training – online and also 
face-to-face curriculum mandatory for students 
who receive grants and support and also 
students at-risk.



Example 8: Reducing Frustration in 
Getting Answers: with use of Chatbot

250,000 automated responses substitute for the 
frustration of phone calls and HOLDS



Example 9: Considering student needs rather 
than faculty custom in course scheduling



We are constantly experimenting - - - but what 
were the necessary structural changes?

• Focus on specific areas preventing student success
• Change the nature of advising: Centralize training, 

setting of outcomes and supervision of professional 
advisors

• Collaborative scheduling based on course needs
• Integration of career counselling with academic 

advising (move from student affairs to academic 
affairs)
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Savings of $12 million to the 
Class of 2016 in tuition and fees 
compared with the Class of 2013

Results: fewer credits at graduation



Results: Dramatic increase in graduation 
rates



Results: Elimination of any ethnic differential in 
graduation rate



What are the secrets to success?



It is NOT just technology or $$$

While several vendors now sell products 
to personalize advising through the use 
of technology and big data, the keys for 

change go beyond this.



What are the secrets?  

1. Faculty must accept 
and embrace the role 
of the university to 
provide a fine 
education and level the 
playing-field.  

Goal 1
Become a national model 

for undergraduate 
education by demonstrating 

that students from all 
backgrounds can achieve 

academic and career success 
at high rates.



2. The president or 
chancellor must 
champion this 
cause and do 
whatever needs to 
be done to 
facilitate it

Example: President 
promoted the addition of 
advisors in the budget 
presentation and 
centralizing supervision of 
advising and course 
scheduling

What are the secrets?  



3. The cabinet 
needs to act as a 
team to support 
the changes 
needed

Example: Support of officers 
such as the Vice President 
for Finance and 
Administration to provide 
funding for advising and 
panther retention grants as 
an investment!

What are the secrets?  



What are the secrets?  

4. An individual 
champion must 
devise small 
experiments, scale 
up successful ones, 
monitor progress, 
and be a general 
change motivator

Tim Renick, Vice 
President for 
Enrollment 

Management and Vice 
Provost



What are the secrets?  

5. Deans and Faculty  
must accept a university 
responsibility for student 
success.  Decisions about 
course scheduling, and 
advising require their 
cooperation.  



Using data to guide policy can help us succeed.
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