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In 2006, Colorado State University (CSU) embraced bold retention and completion goals 
by creating an institutional ecosystem to incubate a culture of student success initiated 
simultaneously by ground level innovations and leadership-championed imperatives.  The most 
robust and resource intensive practice change was the creation of a network of professional 
academic advisors embedded in and supervised by colleges, departments, and units, Academic 
Success Coordinators (ASCs).       

In 2006, when CSU began to implement student success initiatives (SSI) endeavor, the 
first-time, full time, six-year graduation rate was 64.9% (now 70%).  These advances occurred 
while increasing the proportion of students of color by 99% and the proportion of low-income 
students by 41%.  While many factors coalesced to actualize these improvements, the now 75-
person strong ASC network was a primary lever for facilitating structural and cultural change on 
campus. ASCs are primarily supported centrally and have an explicit student success function 
operationalized by re-conceptualizing advising as holistic, proactive, and informed by student 
development theory.   

Design 

 As CSU began reimaging academic advising to better support student success, the 
involved parties embarked on a journey of intentional change management including defining 
outcome aspirations, outlining performance, planning and driving for delivery, and beginning 
with the end in mind to create an irreversible delivery chain (Barber, Rodriguez, and Artis, 
2006).  Through this process, an important operational decision needed to be made, to either 
create a vertical advising structure with hierarchies and straight reporting lines, or create a 
horizontal, decentralized structure with advisors embedded in departments and units. A vertical 
structure would facilitate quicker change, more accountability, and the ability to impose a new 
advising practices, for example the adoption of a new technologies. A horizontal structure 
allowed for buy-in and structural change at a local (academic departments and colleges) level 
and could facilitate deeper, long standing cultural change. The decision was made to design the 
new ASC network as a horizontal decentralized network. 

The strategy of structural decentralization is not equivalent to devolution (i.e. did not 
mean a full shift in power), rather employed decentralization as delegation with coordination, as 
individual units still have structures and receive priories, sometimes attached to resources, from a 
central unit (Karelsen, 2010).  The many benefits of decentralization include empowering people 
responsible for making decisions to have more agency, and therefore when change occurs buy-in 
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is incorporated.  Agency in individual units further facilitates innovation, and strengthens local 
cultures (namely academic departments) which then evolve functional micro-cultures (Karelsen, 
2010). When operating ideally, these micro-cultures curate efficiencies, investment, and increase 
employee morale (Karelsen, 2010).  A tangible example of the benefits of decentralization in the 
ASC network recently arose in the Department of Geosciences.  Without direction or imposition 
from the Provost’s office, an ASC and a faculty member who felt agency in their roles identified 
a service gap related to connecting department students with faculty to engage in undergraduate 
research.  This staff and faculty pair developed and implemented a matching inventory to 
connect students with faculty members based on shared interests and motivations, resulting in 
substantial growth in this high-impact practice (Putman & Rathburn, 2018).   

Implementation 

With the decision to employ a decentralized advising structure, next came the task of shifting the 
advising paradigm towards holistic, intentional practices and student success efforts. Before 
1870, academic advising in U.S. higher education was largely unrecognized, from 1871-1970, 
the function existed but was unexamined as a distinct skill set or profession (Cate & Miller, 
2015; Frost, 2000; Himes & Schylenberg, 2016; Kuhn, 2008).  From 1971-2003, the academic 
advising role became recognized by institutions, and only since 2004, academic advising 
practitioners have clarified the role, necessary skill set, and contributions of advising to larger 
student success goals (Cate & Miller, 2015; Frost, 2000; Himes & Schylenberg, 2016; Kuhn, 
2008). 

 This reflection on history and advising evolution was essential before implementation.  
As Himes and Schylenberg (2016) indicated: 

Advising practitioners’ awareness of the past structures and roles that have shaped 
contemporary academic advising remains critical for identifying strategies to change 
these social structures in the future.  Moreover, practitioners’ collaboration on and 
support of a comprehensive advising philosophy will inspire the continued examination 
and effectiveness of advising within higher education. (p. 15) 

Institutions attempting to reform advising philosophy and structures are challenged by decades of 
stagnation and only recent professionalization of the academic advising function on campus 
(Himes & Schylenberg, 2016).  The ASC initiative was originally informed by research 
including:  holistic advising (Cuseo, 1998, 2000, 2003); validation theory (Rendón, 1993, 1994); 
belongingness (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Hurtado, Millem, Clayton-Pederson, & Allen, 1998); 
student persistence (Berger, 2000, 2001); and student retention (Tinto, 1987, 1993, 1998, 2004, 
2005).  Most recently the initiative has been greatly informed by growth mindset (Dweck, 1999, 
2006, 2012).  

ASC positions were created through agreements with the Provost’s Office highlighting 
their shift to academic guidance through relationship building and transitioning to 
transformational advising experiences for students. Structure and environment are essential for 
sustainable change, and in the case of the ASC network, the highest priority is building 



relationships with diverse constituencies, these constituencies are CSU faculty, staff, students, 
and community members (Barber, Rodriguez, & Artis, 2016).  After relationships are built, 
building a brand and communicating the underlying brand values are essential for sustainability 
(Barber, Rodriguez, & Artis, 2016).  While positions are deployed locally in departments, 
centralized monthly trainings, professional development and meetings are in place to help 
connect ASC efforts to student success initiatives and create community amongst all with 
advising and student success responsibilities at CSU. This central network allows for 
communication of student success values, efforts, and possibilities occurring across the 
university.  

As CSU worked to grow the ASC network, and shift the advising paradigm, the use of 
technology to support of transactional advising functions was needed. Through grants from the 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and EDUCAUSE (Integrated Planning and Advising for 
Student Success-iPASS 1 & iPASS 2), CSU implemented several technological tools to 
transform advising from passive, transactional interactions with students to dynamic, 
transformational academic guidance.  These activities and associated technologies include: 

• Information Aimed at Strategic Intervention  (EAB Student Success Collaborative – 
Campus [SSC-Campus]) 

• Course and Graduation Planning (u.direct by College Source) 
• Alerts Pushed through Text (Ellucian Mobile, and later Campus M) 
• Early Warning and Adjustment Assessment (Beacon, and later Qualtrics) 
• Improved Student Landing Page (Revisions to RamWeb) 
• In-Class Progress and Predictive Analytics (LoudCloud/LoudSight) 

This use of technology as an organizing principle for academic guidance became central to the 
ASC network.  McGill and Nutt (2016) elaborate on this phenomenon: 

To gain positions for influencing the future, academic advisors must now get involved in 
data mining and analysis.  Today, institutions turn to for-profit companies for predictive 
analytics to inform decisions about programs, initiatives, interventions, or campaigns 
targeted to specific students or student populations…academic advisors will typically be 
held responsible for the implementation of programs based upon these analytics-based 
models.  As they increase their empirical and action research efforts, expand the depth of 
their professional development, and earn increased respect for their expertise, academic 
advisors will become more activity involved in their institutions’ efforts to gather and 
utilize data to predict risk factors and create the interventions that ensure student success. 
(p. 353) 

The ASC initiative at CSU now plays an important part in the overall effort to enhance 
student success and learning, and in the process, alter institutional culture and structure.  Most 
recently, the ASC network has become interdependent to campus efforts to leverage 
technology and the cultivation of an ongoing process of institutional self-discovery about the 
impact of different practices on undergraduate educational outcomes.  Specifically, CSU has 
been an early adopter of the Educational Advisory Board (EAB), Student Success Collaborative 
(SSC) Campus tool as a one stop student success platform designed to help advisors reach the 
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students who are most likely to benefit from an educational intervention, when they are most 
likely to benefit. 

 There are currently about 150 active users within the SSC Campus platform tool, 
primarally ASCs. The use of SSC Campus reflects a “high-tech/high-touch” approach to 
acadmeic guidance which has transformed ASCs into data-informed practitioners.  In an ongoing 
partnership with CSU’s Institutional Research division, ASCs have direct access to data 
informing how they work with students. For example: through institution and national data we 
know students who succeed in their composition and math requirements within their first 30 
credit hours and who complete 15 credits or more each semester are significantly more likely 
graduate. ASCs use these data to help students shape their coursework.  Similar high-tech high-
touch practices engaging the ASC network include Early Performance Feedback and an 
associated event each semester called U-Turn, a student success expo providing academic 
resources and support to students.  

Most recently at CSU, ASCs have helped the larger university student success teams 
determine strategic priorities including; the use of predictive analytics to more efficiently 
prioritize student caseloads, the use of early performance feedback, the creation of a shared ASC 
identity and community, and other policy and curricular changes and innovations helping us 
strive to reach our 2020 student success graduation goals and the complete elimination of 
achievement gaps.  In summary, when ASCs are called on to support student success by 
outreaching to a targeted population of students in a proactive, holistic and strategic manner, 
using data to inform their practice, they impact retention, persistence, and student success. This 
reinforces the key role ASCs continue to provide for student success at CSU. 

Discussion 

Perhaps change as substantial as completely re-constructing academic advising and 
adding new department-embedded ASCs is easier achieved with more control through a vertical 
centralized structure. CSU made the calculated risk in 2006 to live our access land-grant mission 
in a manner more congruent with this courageous vision from a previous century and embrace a 
nuanced horizontal structure to position us to be the national leader on student success.  Thus far 
the approach has proven successful measured by advances in institutional outcome metrics and 
the student-centered success narrative on campus embodied by countless faculty, staff, and 
students; we would make the same strategic choice if provided the opportunity again.  

 The creation of the ASC network at CSU represents a massive institutional commitment.  
From 2011-2017, the institution has invested 1,800,000 dollars in ASC salary and fringe.  As 
noted previously, the creation of the ASC network was a primary strategy in the first iteration of 
Student Success Initiatives (SSI-1) at CSU.  The ASC network and the creation of a robust 
student and faculty-facing teaching and learning center were the two largest expenditures in SSI-
1.  While an isolated and causal study on the impact of the ASC network is impossible, a recent 
SSI-1 return on investment study found that over a 10-year period CSU invested between 
13,000,000 and 17,000,000 dollars from 2007-2017.  During this time the institutional retention 
and persistence rates increased, resulting in the retention of 10,000 students (duplicate 
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headcount).  These students generated enough revenue to net the institution between 30,000,000 
and 32,000,000 million dollars during SSI-1. 

Conclusion 

In 2018 at CSU the ASC network is omnipresent on campus in almost every college.  
Moreover, the philosophies of academic guidance, student success, equity, high tech and high 
touch, and transformational versus transactional advising have penetrate the culture.  The ASC 
network continues to grow at CSU, often without the infusion of central resources as colleges 
and departments believe in the philosophy and are committed to the larger institutional ethos of 
student success.  With the power of the ASC network not yet fully realized, CSU is well 
positioned to achieve its SSI-2 goals of an 80% 6-year graduation rate and the absolute closure of 
gradation achievement gaps for students of color, low-income students, and first-generation 
college students. 
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