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“Higher education leaders need to pay more attention to the ways in which we are perpetuating 
or interrupting the status quo that is not functioning effectively.  Intention is not enough; higher 

education leaders need to speak dangerous truths as these discourses have the potential to impact 
policy, procedures, and—in turn—people’s daily lives” (Pasque, 2010, p. 176). 

 

Institutional self-discovery, and the subsequent informed action for continuous improvement 
stemming from this self-discovery, are essential activities for relevant higher education 
institutions in the 21st Century.  Colorado State University (CSU) has been committed to 
leveraging its Student Success Initiatives (SSI) to facilitate institutional transformation since 
2006.  Progress is measured qualitatively and quantitatively, through direct measures of student 
learning and student success outcome metrics, and the authentic self-discovery process is 
championed at the highest levels of the institutional enlisting staff and students from all levels as 
change agents.  The programs with the best models and success data predicting student 
persistence at CSU, particularly for students of color, low-income students, and first generation 
college students, are the focus of this paper, the Key Communities (Key), the Community for 
Excellence (C4E), and the Academic Advancement Center (AAC). 

Each of the above mentioned programs have spanned CSU’s first (2006-2017) and 
second (2018-2026) iterations of the SSI.  Goals for SSI-2 include facilitating deep and enriched 
learning in and outside of the classroom which is designed to result in continued improvement in 
6-year graduation rates, with the target of 80% (at the time of this writing the 6-year graduation 
rate at CSU is 70%).  Additionally, closing institutional 6-year graduation rate achievement gaps 
for students of color, low-income students, and first generation college students compared to 
their peers is the hallmark of SSI-2.  Graduation gaps for these students have hovered between 8-
11% for the past decade.  The transition from SSI-1 to 2 is documented in the CSU Magazine 
(http://magazine.colostate.edu/issues/spring-2017/).   

The conceptual framework guiding SSI at CSU, and offering direction and context for 
Key, C4E, and AAC, is a combination of institutional equity (Witham, Malcom-Piquex, Dowd, 
& Bensimon, 2015) and becoming a student-ready college (McNair, Albertine, Cooper, 
McDonald, & Major Jr., 2016).  This important work has recently provided a package to frame, 
assess, and scale these programs conceived with similar values and principles in mind which 
have found new resonance.  The principles guiding equity work in higher education are 
particularly imperative as a framework for guiding student success work: 

Principle 1: Clarity in language, goals, and measures is vital to effective equitable 
practices. 

http://magazine.colostate.edu/issues/spring-2017/


Principle 2: “Equity-mindedness” should be the guiding paradigm for language and 
action. 

Principle 3: Equitable practice and policies are designed to accommodate differences in 
the contexts of students’ learning—not to treat all students the same. 

Principle 4: Enacting equity requires a continual process of learning, disaggregating data, 
and questioning assumptions about relevance and effectiveness. 

Principle 5: Equity must be enacted as a pervasive institution- and system-wide 
principle.  (Witham et al., 2015) 

Asking equity-focused questions have helped conceptualize, assess, evaluate, and when 
appropriate scale programs on campus as we strive for our SSI-2 goals.  Ideally, the programs 
described below would be unnecessary if CSU were truly a “student-ready” college as described 
by McNair et al. (2016).  As we strive for this reality, where we can individualize holistic 
support and student learning efforts at scale, programs such as Key, C4E, and AAC represent a 
concerted institutional effort to re-envision the role of a public land-grant university in the 21st 
Century.  This vision is one where academically qualified students coming from increasingly 
diverse backgrounds are welcomed, validated, and intellectually engaged in the pursuit of 
knowledge in a supportive community of learners.  This is the experience for the hundreds, and 
approaching thousands, of students in the high impact programs referenced below, and these 
program designs are leading the university community to realize our audacious student success 
aspirations. 

THE KEY COMMUNITIES 

The Key Communities (Key) were created in 1998 under the philosophy that strategies 
designed with attention to first generation and low income students serve all students, whereas 
strategies designed for the general population—without attention to underrepresented students—
will often miss meeting their unique needs (Thayer, 2000). Key is a structured student-centered 
environment focused on cultivating student learning and fostering a sense of community. As an 
institutional program, Key challenges deficit narratives embedded within higher education and 
transforms institutional culture in order to illuminate the cultural assets that students from 
underrepresented backgrounds bring to campus. The byproduct of such focused effort has led to 
closing graduation gaps for historically underrepresented students.. Originally a small-scale 
effort reaching 100 first-year students, Key has grown to over 640 first year students and 75 
returning students each year.  

 

Through intentional recruitment and outreach efforts focused on access and equity, Key 
students are 50% Students of Color, 60% first-generation to college, and 40% Pell-eligible, 
differing significantly from the demographics of CSU. Key offers a welcoming environment that 
honors individual life stories while supporting student success. Through Key, students: 

• Achieve academic excellence 
• Establish meaningful relationships 
• Enhance leadership skills 
• Connect with a diverse community 

http://www.key.lc.colostate.edu/


• Engage in personal exploration 

Leaving little to chance, Key offers curricular and co-curricular engagement, embedded feedback 
and support, and building community by layering first-year seminars, a shared on-campus living 
experience, common intellectual experiences, and a College Reading & Learning Association 
(CRLA) Internationally Certified Peer Mentoring program, demonstrated in the model below.  

 
Figure 1: Structure of the Key Communities 

Strategies and practices that integrate the curriculum and co-curriculum embedded within 
the structure include:  

• High expectations of students communicated through the recruitment, application, and 
acceptance process, at the required Key Connect Orientation Program, and through students’ 
Key Seminar class. Providing clear and consistent expectations on the requirements to 
succeed and holding high expectations for students’ abilities to meet those requirements are 
conditions that promote student success (Tinto, 2012). 

• Offering a diverse living and learning experience where students interact with others with 
experiences and backgrounds different from their own. The residential component of Key has 
served as students’ home away from home and is consistently rated as one of the most 
beneficial aspects of the students’ overall experience.  Key and University Housing staff 
select a hall that is centrally located at the academic core of campus where they have access 
to faculty and staff offices, classrooms, the library, and the student center. 

• Fostering substantive interactions between individual students and faculty and between and 
among student peers, including frequent, timely and constructive feedback through regular 
meetings with Key Mentors and Key Faculty as well as early grade feedback for all classes.  
Early performance feedback on course performance, periodic, structured opportunities to 
reflect and integrate learning through interdisciplinary Key Seminars that combine 
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concepts, themes, and ideas across the common courses in which students are enrolled, either 
through integrative assignments, or co-curricular experiences.  

 
One of the strategic partnerships for Key’s outreach and recruitment efforts is with the 

Community for Excellence (C4E), which results in over 40% of Key students also being 
members of C4E.  
 

COMMUNITY FOR EXCELLENCE (C4E) 

The Community for Excellence (C4E) is an innovative and collaborative initiative that 
supports students who are part of CSU’s access pipeline and are recipients of an access-oriented 
scholarship or award program. This initiative is designed to increase success rates and decrease 
graduation gaps of first generation, limited-income, historically underrepresented racial/ethnic 
groups, and eligible undocumented students.  

The objective of increasing success rates and decreasing graduation gaps is met by 
involving community and pre-college partners, creating early connections and effective 
transitions, connecting students to the best opportunities and resources campus has to offer, 
providing deliberate mentoring and coaching, and supporting students through to degree 
completion.  

C4E has grown to serve 1500 total students and is becoming a distinctive model, 
deepening relationships with external partners and communities, and increasing successful 
transitions and persistence. The overall model for C4E is as follows:  

Partnerships  
 

The mission of partner engagement is to foster deep and mutually beneficial relationships 
with Partner Programs and Organizations through intentional communication, collaboration and 
engagement. C4E reaches into the extensive educational pipeline of first generation, low-income, 
and underrepresented racial/ethnic students to connect with students before they enroll at CSU, 
then engages the pre-college partners in support of the students as they progress through their 
higher educational experience. Currently there are over 60 official C4E Partners that begin the 
process by identifying students for C4E membership.  A number of these programs are internal 
to CSU and they include Scholarship Foundations and other agencies and people who are 
passionate about student success and a college education. This unique relationship with partner 
programs across Colorado advances the reputation of the institution in its interest in recruitment 
of particular populations and retention of students. The strength of these relationships is the 
exceptional impact when efforts double in terms of having communities working with us on 
behalf of the student.  
Connecting financial aid awards and 
non-financial resources necessary for 
student success.   

Recognizing that financial aid is 
necessary but not sufficient for student 
success, C4E links students’ receipt of 
certain kinds of financial assistance to the 

Figure 2: Community for Excellence Students 



other non-financial resources necessary for academic success.  
 

Early, structured approach   
It is clear that simply “making resources available” does not assure that students, 

particularly first generation and low-income students, will fully engage in those 
opportunities.  (Indeed, CSU data from the National Survey of Student Engagement [NSSE] 
confirms that first generation students at the University, by their senior year, participate in fewer 
high impact learning activities than other students.)  C4E leaves less to chance, providing a 
structure through which students are connected early and closely to mentoring, information, 
community, accountability, and support.  Upon admittance, vigorous efforts are made to ensure 
students feel welcome and that there are staff invested in the success of their transition to 
CSU.  C4E’s outreach is informed by campus partners and includes direct contact with each 
student upon admission and again during Ram Orientation.  Once classes begin, students are 
invited to meet with their Scholar Contact at least once a semester and they are invited to attend 
the Fall Academic Summit, which focuses on community building and conveying expectations 
and resources.   

 
A rich array of university resources   

C4E provides a structure through which students develop an early and strong relationship 
with mentors, receive information in ways that are particularly relevant to students from first 
generation, low-income, and ethnically diverse backgrounds, and are held accountable for 
performance as a part of their access-oriented scholarship or award. C4E facilitates students’ 
engagement with those resources that are most critical to their success.  During meetings with 
students, Scholar Contacts facilitate holistic conversations with students guided by the “Six 
Pathways to Student Success,” which includes finances, academics, support, residential, 
connection, and well-being.  More importantly, for students to be served effectively, Scholar 
Contacts must have detailed knowledge of what campus departments can do to support students 
and ways to make appropriate referrals to those resources.    
 

TRIO STUDENT SUPPORT SERVICES ACADEMIC ADVANCEMENT CENTER (AAC) 

In 1978, CSU was awarded a TRIO Student Support Services (SSS) grant from the U.S. 
Department of Education to establish the Academic Advancement Center (AAC).  For 40 years, 
the goal of AAC has remained consistent - to assist students who are low-income, first 
generation, and/or have a disability in developing the necessary skills, knowledge, and attributes 
to: persist, succeed academically, personally, and socially, and graduate with a baccalaureate 
degree and successfully transition to graduate school, a professional program, or career. 

The Academic Advancement Center is federally funded to provide support for 275 TRIO 
eligible students.  The AAC also receives institutional funding to serve an additional 100 CSU 
students for whom graduation gaps still exist at CSU and who may fall outside the scope of the 
federal TRIO eligibility guidelines.   

Approximately 50% of all students participating in the AAC are also affiliated with 
Community for Excellence and/or the Key Learning Communities.  As such, the AAC works 
collaboratively with Key and the Community for Excellence to support university-wide retention 

http://www.ir.colostate.edu/data-reports/students/student-engagement/


efforts. In the 2017 -2018 academic year, 71.47% of AAC participants were both first generation 
and low-income and 44% of AAC participants identified as students of color.    

 
AAC Program Model Design & Implementation 
 

The AAC implements a comprehensive plan to provide holistic student support through 
an intensive, integrated program model designed to promote individual student growth and 
development within the framework of a supportive learning community. The program model is 
uniquely designed to support students from their first year at CSU through graduation.  The AAC 
program model is grounded in a research-based developmental model and built upon the 
empirically supported “best practices” of existing TRIO SSS Projects to meet the needs of 
participants as described in the updated national study of the Student Support Services Program 
[Mursakin, L. (2008).  Best Practices in Student Support Services].  

 
These best practices include:  
 Targeted participant identification, recruitment and selection  
 Project-developed First-Year Experience Program (New and Transfer Students) 
 Emphasis on academic support for developmental and common freshmen courses  
 Extensive and consistent participant service contacts with assigned student caseloads 
 Dedicated full-time project staff with strong institutional attachments 
 Strong and important presence on campus 

 

 
Figure 3: AAC Model of Program Support 

Broad Identification Of and Outreach to AAC Eligible Students 
 

The AAC implements a comprehensive and proactive plan to identify and outreach to 
eligible students.  Outreach efforts are conducted year-round to identify AAC-eligible students, 
preferably as soon as they are admitted to CSU.  A number of campus partners play a critical role 
in the AAC’s comprehensive outreach and recruitment plan including the Office of Admissions, 
Orientation and Transition Programs, outreach to Academic Departments, and outreach to 
pipeline college access programs.  

 
AAC Arrive Program (1st Semester Experience) 
 

During a student’s first semester with the AAC they engage in an intentionally designed, 
cohort based program, known as the Arrive Program..  Students are expected to fully engage in all 
parts of the Arrive program, which includes early-move in to their residence hall in order to 
become acclimated and adjusted on campus, a welcome with an emphasis on community 
building, engagement in the Arrive Seminar Series focused on learning, required meetings with a 
Retention Specialist, and tutoring. 
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AAC Thrive Program (2nd Semester through Graduation) 
 

After successful completion of their first semester Arrive Program, AAC students 
matriculate into the AAC Thrive Program.  The Thrive Program still builds in participation 
expectations for students, while allowing students to be more self-directed in choosing the 
programs and services that will help them succeed and includes workshop participation with 
topics ranging from Engaging in Education Abroad to Student Loan Repayment and continued 
meetings with the Retention Specialist.  
 

Collaborations with the Academic Advancement Center, Community for Excellence & Key 
Communities 

Due to the fact that the AAC, Key, and serve similar populations of students with overlap 
among all three programs, there are many opportunities to share best practices, leverage 
resources, and opportunities for collaboration.  Some examples of this collaboration include:  

• The Academic Advancement Center supports the retention initiatives of the Community 
for Excellence in a number of ways, including serving as part of their leadership team, 
assisting with planning and implementation or C4E programs and events, and AAC 
Retention Specialist staff serve as Community for Excellence Scholar Contacts. 

• AAC workshops are open to all Community for Excellence and Key Learning 
Community students.  Staff affiliated with the Community for Excellence and Key 
Learning Communities are invited to facilitate workshops as well. 

• AAC Academic Recovery seminar series is open to all Community for Excellence and 
Learning Community students and is co-facilitated by AAC and Key Community staff. 

• Intentional recruitment of C4E and Key Community students who could benefit from 
participation in the AAC program. 

• Key prioritizes C4E in their outreach and recruitment efforts through personalized 
connection with students and families as they are walking through the process of 
applying to and confirming attendance at CSU. 

 

SCALING UP 

As CSU’s sets explicit goals related to closing equity gaps and reaching 80% graduation 
rates, the push to scale up high impact programs, such as Key, C4E, and AAC, made their way to 
the forefront of conversations. These conversations have resulted in a plan to not only increase 
the numbers of students participating in each individual program, but also to scale up intensity of 
support by supporting student participation and engagement with multiple programs. 
Historically, about 40% of the Key Communities were also in the Community for Excellence, 
which was the result of an intentional partnership between the two programs. Furthermore, 
students who participate in Key who are eligible for services provided by the AAC are 
encouraged to apply through a joint recruitment effort launched the fall semester for a spring 
semester start in the AAC. Since Key is a first-year experience program, it is important that 
students who are eligible for AAC and C4E have the opportunity to engage with those programs. 



Given this, more intentionally will be built between all three programs to focus on the ways in 
which student success can be enhanced by student engagement with all three.  

PROGRAM LEVEL OUTCOMES 

The AAC, C4E, and Key programs track program level outcomes each year in their 
annual reports. The purpose of this section is to summarize these reports with a focus on how the 
program outcomes contribute to institutional student success goals. 

Program Participant Demographics 

AAC, C4E, and/or Key participants have higher proportions of first generation, students 
of color, and limited income students compared to the overall population at CSU. For instance, 
over 70% of C4E students identified as first generation, a student of color and/or received a Pell 
grant (C4E, 2018) and about 60% of Key students identified as a student of color (Key, 2018). 
These rates are much higher than the rates among the overall first-time student class. The overall 
first-time full time cohort at CSU in FA16 was 22% first generation, 20% Pell recipient and 25% 
student of color (Institutional Research, Planning and Effectiveness, 2018a). Overrepresentation 
of these attributes among participants are essential for the programs to have an impact on the gap 
reduction goal.  

Persistence and Graduation Rates 

The graduation and persistence rates among students that participate in either AAC, C4E, 
and/or Key are higher than the overall graduation and persistence rates at CSU even before 
accounting for prior academic preparation. The AAC program has a 96% persistence rate and a 
69% graduation rate among the most recent cohorts (AAC, 2017) compared to CSU’s overall 
persistence rate of 83.6% and  6 year graduation rate of 68% (Institutional Research, Planning 
and Effectiveness, 2018b). First time, full-time students that participate in C4E have second and 
third fall persistence rates that exceed non-C4E students (C4E, 2018). Key students consistently 
persist to their second fall at a rate that exceeds the overall class (Key, 2018).  

The magnitude of the positive impact program participation has on graduation and 
persistence increases substantially when prior academic preparation is accounted for with 
statistical models. For instance, the average treatment effect of Key participation on graduation is 
a 10 percentage point increase in the likelihood of a student graduating (Nosaka & Novak, 2014). 
The large positive impacts these programs have on the likelihood of graduating can be leveraged 
to help CSU achieve our student success goals (e.g. eliminating the gaps in graduation rates as 
well as obtaining an overall graduation rate of 80% rate). 

Academic Performance among Program Participants 

Academic performance, in terms of GPA and maintaining good academic standing, of 
program participants is very similar to the overall population (AAC, 2017; C4E, 2018; Key, 
2018). These early measures of academic success are important for program administrators to 
track each year to make sure newer cohorts are progressing on a similar academic path as prior 
cohorts that achieved high graduation rates. It takes at least four years to notice a decrease in 
graduation rate outcomes; however, first fall GPA and probation rates are metrics that can be 



assessed in a much more timely manner. Tracking early indicators is an essential component for 
all three programs’ annual reports. 

Student Satisfaction Surveys 

Student surveys are used as a form of formative assessment in order to gather information 
about the student’s perceptions of the programs. Overall, these responses are very positive. For 
instance, most C4E students report that their scholar contacts are knowledgeable and have a 
positive impact on their success at CSU (C4E, 2018). Graduating Key students reported that Key 
was essential to their ability to succeed by providing with them with a supportive community 
during their first-year at CSU. Respondents stated that this community was initially created with 
the structured Key programming, but the sense of community and friendships/mentorships 
continued organically throughout their undergraduate years (Key, 2018). The type of co-
curricular support Key, C4E, and AAC offer are essential components for the graduation rate 
outcomes these programs achieve. 

 

ASSESSMENT PLAN 

The program level outcomes for all three programs suggest that Key, C4E, and AAC are 
essential components to obtaining our student success strategic goals. However, future 
assessments will need to consider the impact of overlapping program participation. A substantial 
proportion of participating students have the opportunity to do at least two of these programs.  

Currently we have a two-phase plan for assessing the impact AAC, C4E, and Key have 
on our student success goals. The first step in our assessment plan is to ensure that student 
participation in any of these programs are recorded in the system of record. This process is 
nearly complete for two of the three programs and will be complete for all three programs within 
the next year. Once participants are identified within the system of record, analyses will be done 
to evaluate the impact of participating in any combination of these programs. The goal of this 
work will be to estimate causal effects of program participation and will need to utilize quasi-
experimental analytical techniques. These types of analyses are required to evaluate the impact 
these programs have on our institutional graduation goals as well as assessing the return 
investment for these programs. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
Colorado State University has embarked on a sincere journey of self-discovery 

contextualized by its’ student success initiatives.   The high-impact programs described in this 
paper, which have been conceived, tested, implemented, assessed, and scaled demonstrate the 
institutional commitment to re-envision what a public land-grant university should engage itself 
with in the 21st century.  Simultaneously, the effort toward sincere institutional self-discovery 
and aspirations toward equity-mindedness are incomplete.  As Witham et al. (2015) assert, 



“being equity-minded involves taking stock of the contradictions between the ideals of 
democratic education and the social, institutional, and individual practices that contribute to 
persistent inequities in college outcomes among different racial and ethnic groups and 
socioeconomic classes (italics original)” (p. 2).  As the university aspires to equity-mindedness, 
falling prey to individual-level systems thinking must be vigorously combated with a passionate 
commitment to institutional-level change management. 

Key, the Community for Excellence, and the Academic Advancement Center at CSU 
simultaneously impact individual students, and present a challenge for the larger university to 
center students historically and currently marginalized by societal systems, including higher 
education.   Due to these programs’ successes, there is a danger of privileging individual student 
narratives of resilience and grit, and thereby leave uncritiqued the institutional systems, 
processes, and narratives which continue to manifest oppression.  The paradigm of being 
student-ready helps curb the tendency of apathy for change.  “Defining what it means to be a 
student-ready college starts with an individual educator and moves on to the collective action of 
all educators to influence and change the institutional environment to make excellence inclusive 
by supporting the success of all students.” (McNair, et al., 2016, p 96).  Changing institutional 
environments and cultures requires us to not rest on slow incremental improvements as the result 
of scaling programs like Key, C4E and the AAC.   

CSU has persistent achievement gaps in graduation rates for students of color, low-
income students, and first-generation college students which have largely remain unchanged, 
despite the success in scaling the high-impact programs discussed here.  While these gaps in 
student success are the result of many oppressive systems, from pre-kindergarten through post-
secondary education (McNair, et al., year), striving to be a student-ready university centering 
educational equity requires unwavering passion and a commitment to (re)designing every 
function of the university in the mold of Key, C4E, and the AAC.  The magic ingredients in 
these programs' success represent the recipe for closing university outcome achievement gaps.  
With this recipe, CSU is well-positioned to lead in realizing educational equity, if individual 
leaders have the necessary courage.       
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