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Abstract 

The Exploratory and Pre-Professional Advising Center (Explore Center) at the University 

of Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL) conducted a statistical analysis to determine common factors among 

students who were not persisting from the first to second-year at the University. The Explore 

Center partnered with UNL’s Office of First-Year Experience and Transition Programs (FYETP) 

to create two pilot programs aimed at improving retention and performance among the Explore 

Center’s most at-risk first-time freshmen population. Design of the pilot programs, results, and 

future implications are explored.  
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Introduction 

The Exploratory and Pre-Professional Advising Center (Explore Center) at the University 

of Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL) provides undergraduate academic advising services for over 2,000 

undeclared, pre-health, pre-law and pre-engineering students, along with students transitioning 

between majors. The Explore Center has consistently had a first-time freshmen retention rate 

below the University’s average rate. In 2015, UNL’s Chancellor stated a university-wide 

aspirational retention goal of 90% by 2025. In response, the Explore Center conducted a 

statistical analysis of its student population over the past five years to identify which students 

were most at-risk of attrition. We found students who were admitted with a math deficiency (not 

having advanced math in high school) and/or an ACT score below 20 were least likely to be 

retained.  Therefore, we partnered with UNL’s First-Year Experience and Transition Program 

(FYETP) office to pilot two first-year advising programs targeted at assisting students in this 

population.  

This manuscript provides institutional and programmatic information about UNL, the 

Explore Center, and FYETP. It discusses the retention analysis of students in the Explore Center, 

a review of the literature on first-year advising programs aimed to assist at-risk students, the 

design of the pilot retention programs administered, findings from the pilots, and implications 

and significance of those findings. 

Institutional Information 

The University of Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL) is Nebraska’s land-grant institution and 

public flagship serving over 21,000 undergraduate students and 4,600 graduate students. UNL is 

a research-intensive university with nine academic colleges, over 150 undergraduate majors and 

140 graduate degree programs. 
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In July 2012, UNL restructured its Division of General Studies (DGS), combining 

undeclared academic advising offered by DGS with pre-health and pre-law advising offered 

through the College of Arts and Sciences. The restructuring created a new unit called the 

Exploratory and Pre-Professional Advising Center (Explore Center). The Explore Center is the 

home for students admitted to the University who have yet to declare a major, including pre-

health, and pre-law students. The unit also houses students who did not meet admission 

requirements for other academic programs on campus, including pre-engineering students. The 

Explore Center assists students through approximately 10,000 academic advising appointments 

and a variety of workshops and events every year.  

The Office of First-Year Experience & Transition Programs (FYETP) supports 

undergraduate students’ academic success and student engagement via one to one academic 

coaching, meetings, academic skills/engagement programs, and workshops. While providing 

several initiatives specifically designed for first-year students, FYETP offers programing and 

support for other student populations such as: students on academic probation, transfer students, 

and international students.  The FYETP office also coordinates two retention programs (First 

Husker and Emerging Leaders) which support UNL’s strategic retention goals.     

Retention Analysis 

The Explore Center conducted a statistical analysis on four cohorts of first-time freshmen 

(FTF) admitted and assigned to the unit (fall 2012- fall 2015 cohorts). We found students who 

were admitted with a math deficiency and/or a composite ACT score below 20 were least likely 

to be retained of all Explore Center FTF students, with an average first-year retention rate of just 

61.5% since fall 2012 (see Table 1). This retention rate was approximately 20% lower than the 

University’s average retention rate. Additionally, enrollment of these students within the Explore 
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Center between the fall 2012 and fall 2015 increased by 60%. For the purposes of this 

manuscript, we refer to these FTF students who were admitted to the Explore Center with a math 

deficiency and/or a composite ACT score below 20 as “Z-Admits.” 

Table 1 

Percentage of FTF Explore Center Students  
Retained to UNL1 by the Following Factors  

(Fall 2012 - Fall 2015 cohorts) 

  
Percentage 
Retained to UNL 

N (%) of total EXP 
students 

Admission     

First Generation 69.62%** 1593 (35.98%) 

Math Deficiency 56.67%** 210 (4.74%) 

ACT     

ACT<20 63.88%** 479 (10.82%) 

ACT 20-23 70.02%** 1581 (35.70%) 

ACT 24-26 78.63%** 1062 (23.98%) 

ACT 27-29 82.42%** 603 (13.62%) 

ACT 30+ 90.36%** 467 (10.55%) 

No ACT 76.27% 236 (5.33%) 

Total Retention 75.59%   

Significance reported via Chi Square tests 

 ** p < 0.01   

1 Retention to UNL is defined as being enrolled at UNL the 
following fall after a student's first year. This differs from 
the IRADS definition that reports on total retention of 
students to the University of Nebraska system. 

 

 In order to determine whether creating pilot programs to address retention concerns of Z-

Admits could be impactful, we investigated if Z-Admit students enrolled in already developed, 

longstanding campus-wide intrusive retention and academic performance programs were finding 

success. We selected two of the most successful known campus intrusive student success 

programs to examine, Athletics Advising and the William H. Thompson (WHT) Scholars 

Learning Community (a privately funded scholarship program). Both programs include intrusive 
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advising from the point of student admission, community building, and multiple touchpoints 

throughout the semester between students and staff/peers.  

 Through this analysis we discovered: 

 Most Z-Admits (84.8%) were not a part of Athletics or WHT programs (Table 2) 

o 82.5% of Z-Admits in Athletics or WHT were retained to UNL 

o 57.7% of Z-Admits not in Athletics or WHT were retained to UNL 

 The average first term GPA of Z-Admits in Athletics or WHT programs was 2.77 

compared to those who were in neither program, which is 2.11 (Table 3) 

 Since fall 2012 there has been a 60% increase in Z-Admits who are not participating 

in Athletics or WHT, which coincides with a decrease in Explore Center student 

retention rates and flat UNL retention rates. In fall 2016 there were 180 Z-Admits not 

participating in Athletics or WHT. (Table 4) 

Table 2 

Retention to UNL1 of Z-Admits for Fall 2012 - Fall 2015  
by Participation in WHT or Athletics 

  
Retained to 
UNL 

Not Retained 
to UNL Total 

Not in WHT or 
Athletics 57.7% (313) 42.3% (229) 100% (542) 

In WHT or 
Athletics 82.5% (80) 17.5% (17) 100% (97) 

Total 61.5% (393) 38.5% (246) 100% (639) 
1 Retention to UNL is defined as being enrolled at UNL the 
following fall after a student's first year. This differs from the 
Institutional Effectiveness and Analytics definition that reports 
on total retention of students to the University of Nebraska 
system. 
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Table 3 

First Semester GPA of Z-Admits by Participation in WHT or Athletics 

 Term Admitted Non Z-Admits 
Z-Admits in WHT 
or Athletics 

Z-Admits not in 
WHT or Athletics Total 

Fall 2012 2.88 2.66 2.16 2.79 

Fall 2013 2.97 2.68 2.39 2.90 

Fall 2014 2.89 2.62 2.06 2.78 

Fall 2015 3.03 2.85 1.97 2.88 

Fall 2016 2.92 2.96 2.03 2.80 

Total 2.94 2.77 2.11 2.83 

 
Table 4 
 

Distribution of 1st Year Explore Center FTF Student Retention Factors by 
First Term at UNL 

 Term Z-Admits 
Z-Admits not in 
WHT or Athletics 

Total GEN Students 
Advised by EXP  

Fall 2012 13.93% (135) 11.66% (113) 100% (969) 

Fall 2013 14.53% (160) 12.17% (134) 100% (1101) 

Fall 2014 13.59% (154) 11.74% (133) 100% (1133) 

Fall 2015 15.51% (190) 13.22% (162) 100% (1225) 

Fall 2016 16.13% (211) 13.79% (180) 100% (1305) 

Total 14.82% (850) 12.59% (722) 100% (5733) 

 

 

The higher retention rates and first semester GPAs of Z-Admits involved in the Athletics 

and WHT programs compared to those who weren’t led us to believe that interventions and/or 

programs similar to those of the Athletics and WHT could be beneficial for Z-Admit students. 

We turned to a review of the literature to further inform our thinking about the creation of 

possible pilot programs aimed at increasing performance and retention of Z-Admits. 

Literature Review 

The literature suggests that the first-year experience of students in college is critical to 

their success and persistence. Unfortunately, many students are at-risk of not successfully 

completing their first-year of college, with four-year public institutions losing an average of 25% 
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of their students between the first and second year of enrollment (ACT, 2010). Colleges and 

universities have spent a vast amount of resources, both financial and human, to develop 

retention initiatives and programs to combat student attrition (Seidman, 2012).  

The retention of first-year students to college and universities in the United States is a 

major policy issue in the current higher education environment; college and university campuses 

across the country have implemented thousands of retention efforts and retention rates are used 

across the board to determine institutional effectiveness (Berger, Ramirez, & Lyons, 

2012).  Retention and persistence programs have increased in importance as higher education has 

become “increasingly important for success in a society that has become knowledge- and 

technology-oriented” (p. 29). Berger et al. (2012) state that most states now analyze retention 

rates of public colleges and universities with some tying institutional funding to these rates. 

Therefore, programs to support retention and persistence are crucial as competition for resources 

in higher education increases.  Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, and Whitt (2010) conclude that student 

success and programs to support it must be the business of all faculty, staff, and administrators at 

institutions of higher education, and Hunter (2006) states that faculty and staff have “an implied 

moral obligation to both challenge and support those to whom they grant admission” (p. 4). 

Kuh (2008) asserts that participation in high impact activities during the first year of 

students’ undergraduate programs can increase their success. According to NSSE (2017), high 

impact practices include, but are not limited to learning strategies, collaborative learning, 

student-faculty interaction, and supportive environment. Supplemental instruction (SI), is an 

approach to learning that incorporates the aforementioned high impact practices (Arendale, 

2002). 
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Additionally, for first-year undergraduate students enrolled at higher education 

institutions across the United States, advice about how to navigate their college experiences, both 

inside and outside of the classroom, is essential for their success.  Academic advisors are situated 

within the higher education environment to provide much of this advice to students, making the 

work of academic advisors "integral to fulfilling the teaching and learning mission of higher 

education” (NACADA: The Global Community for Academic Advising, 2006, n.p.).  

The role of undergraduate academic advising within the current higher education 

environment is one of increasing interest to campus administrators, state legislators, academic 

advising administrators, academic advisors, students, and parents.  Academic advising programs 

are often presented as key strategies for improving first-year student retention rates (College 

Board, 2009; Habley, 2004; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  Therefore, more attention has been 

devoted to academic advising services and programs by higher education institutions nationwide.  

This includes the hiring of additional academic advisors, expanding advising services, addition 

of new advising technologies, attempts to increase the quality of advising services, and creating 

centralized academic advising centers (Chiteng Kot, 2014; Habley, 2004; Steingass & Sykes, 

2008).   

ACT’s (2010) report on public four-year colleges and universities examined programs, 

services, and interventions that may make a contribution to retention.  The report noted that 

“advising interventions with selected students” occurred at 88% of public four-year colleges and 

universities (p. 6). Categories related to academic advising on average had the highest impact on 

student retention. 

One method of academic advising, proactive advising, has been used by academic 

advisors to engage a specific population of first-year students in finding success. Heisserer and 
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Parette (2002) defined proactive advising as “intensive advising intervention with an at-risk 

student” that is designed to “(a) facilitate informed, responsible decision-making, (b) increase 

student motivation toward activities in his/her social/academic community, and (c) ensure the 

probability of the student’s academic success” (p. 74). Characteristics of proactive advising 

include, but are not limited to, targeted student interventions, relationship development between 

the academic advisor and student, and mechanisms to provide students with support before they 

ask for help (Varney, 2013). 

Design of Z-Admit Retention Pilot 

In response to the low retention rates and academic performance of Explore Center Z-

Admit students at UNL, the Explore Center and FYETP collaborated in fall 2017 to pilot two 

proactive first-year advising programs: 

 Pilot A: Z-Admit Supplemental Instruction Program 

 Pilot B: Z-Admit Course Initiative 

Pilot A: Z-Admit Supplemental Instruction Program 

The Pilot A program was based off of the use of widely accepted high-impact practices 

across the nation including peer-to-peer learning, faculty engagement, course co-enrollment, and 

proactive advising. These components were also included in UNL’s Athletics and WHT 

academic success programs.  Therefore, we decided to incorporate these components into the 

Pilot A program through the vehicle of supplemental instruction (SI) sessions.  

The Pilot A program included 31 Z-Admit students who were co-enrolled in either a first-

year geography (GEOG 140: Introductory Human Geography) or history (HIST 120: World 

History to 1500CE) course taught by faculty with interests in first-year student success and 

retention. These courses were assigned an additional course component Z-Admit students 
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registered for that provided peer-led supplemental instruction. Faculty teaching the Z-Admit co-

enrolled courses and FYETP staff worked with the peer SI leaders to prepare them to instruct SI 

weekly sessions. Material covered in the SI sections included content from the lectures and 

important academic success skills. The SI sections were attended by the students’ academic 

advisor.  

Explore Center academic advisors used intrusive and proactive advising techniques with 

Z-Admit students. Z-Admits worked with their Explore Center advisor on major and career 

development for effective academic planning and to understand how their coursework affected 

their academic and career goals. Because Explore Center academic advisors saw Z-Admit 

students on a weekly basis through SI sessions, and peer SI leaders attended the lecture 

component of the Z-Admit co-enrolled class, multiple touch points to keep track of Z-Admit 

students regarding class attendance, participation, and engagement were created. 

Internal project funding for the Pilot A program was provided by the Office of the 

Executive Vice Chancellor. This funding included a teaching stipend for the instructors of the 

GEOG and HIST co-enrolled courses, compensation for peer SI leaders, and miscellaneous costs 

throughout the semester for community building among the Z-Admit students, SI peers, faculty, 

and advisors. The total cost of Pilot A was less than $4000.  

Pilot B: Z-Admit Course Initiative 

In spring 2017, the Explore Center and a university data analyst developed an advising 

tool that provided historical data of student academic performance for the past five years in all 

UNL courses.  Using this data we identified courses in which students fitting the Z-Admit profile 

had above an 80% success rate. Success was defined by students earning a grade above “C”. 

These courses were then sorted into lists by the university general education requirement in 
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which they met. Explore Center advisors were trained to identify Z-Admit students prior to their 

arrival at New Student Enrollment using university admission information. During New Student 

Enrollment, Z-Admits were advised by Explore Center advisors to enroll in at least two Z-Admit 

friendly courses covering two different university general education requirements in their first 

term at UNL. 

Approximately 180 students were involved in the Pilot B program and no additional 

funding was required for its implementation.  

Findings of Pilot A: Z-Admit Supplemental Instruction Program 

Qualitative and quantitative data was collected and examined when evaluating the 

effectiveness of the Pilot A program. At the conclusion of the fall 2017 semester, students 

participating in the Z-Admit Supplemental Instruction Pilot were surveyed to evaluate the impact 

of the program. Findings from the surveys indicated that students found the frequent contact with 

their peer SI leader and academic advisor to be helpful in navigating the lecture component of 

the course and navigating college life throughout their first semester. Additionally, students felt 

that they had developed strong relationships with the other students within the SI section. It was 

also noted that the level of faculty engagement that was hoped for at the onset of the program did 

not happen as naturally as anticipated, yet was desired by the students.  

Quantitatively, performance outcomes of Explore Center Z-Admit students who 

participated in the pilot were compared with those who didn’t. Performance of Z-Admits were 

also tracked between fall 2016 (before the Z-Admit Pilot A was implemented) and fall 2017 (the 

semester of the pilot implementation). Notably, students who participated in the Pilot A program 

were less likely to be on probation following their first semester and earned a considerably 

higher percentage of credit hours per credit hours attempted.  



  13 
 

 

Table 6 

Explore Center Z-Admit Performance Outcomes 

 2016 EXP Z-Admits 
2017 EXP Z-Admits 

in Pilot A 
2017 EXP Z-Admits 

in Pilot B 

Total 180 31 180 

Mean GPA 2.15 2.47 2.22 

Median GPA 2.42 2.47 2.44 

# Retained to Spring 2018 159 26 130 

Fall-Spring Retention 86.4% 83.9% 85.5% 

Number on Probation 54 6 49 

% on Probation 29.3% 19.4% 32.2% 

Earned Hours/Attempted 0.703 0.855 0.752* 

 

Findings of Pilot B: Z-Admit Course Initiative 

Quantitative data was collected and examined when evaluating the effectiveness of the 

Pilot B program. Table 7 shows the average cumulative GPA of Z-Admits sorted by the number 

of fall 2017 Z-Admit friendly courses in which they enrolled. Additionally, we were able to 

determine how Z-Admit students in colleges at UNL outside of the Explore Center performed 

based on the number of Z-Admit courses in which they were enrolled. These findings help 

confirm our prediction that the more Z-Admit friendly courses Z-Admits take, the better they 

perform academically. 

Despite Explore Center advisors recommending Z-Admit friendly courses to all Explore 

Center Z-Admit students at New Student Enrollment, 24.4% of Z-Admits were not enrolled in 

any Z-Admit courses for fall 2017. However, this rate was an improvement from fall 2016 when 

30.6% of Z-Admits were not enrolled in any Z-Admit courses (academic advisors were not 

aware of potential Z-Admit courses in fall 2016 but were trained to identify them for fall 2017). 
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Table 7  
 

Fall 2017 Z-Admit Cumulative GPAs by College and Number of Z-Admit Courses Enrolled 

College 
No 
Course 

1 
Course 

2 
Courses 

3 
Courses 

4 
Courses 

Average 
Cumulative GPA  

Ag Sci & Nat Resources 2.25 2.52 2.84 2.68 3.36 2.58 

Architecture 3.32 2.10 2.60     2.79 

Arts and Sciences 1.90 2.66 2.42 2.87   2.25 

Business 2.16 2.27 2.42 3.20   2.26 

Education & Hum. Sci. 2.31 1.98 2.79 2.70 3.39 2.40 

Engineering 3.63 2.88       3.44 

Fine and Performing Arts 2.52 3.26 2.97     2.68 

Explore Center 2.10 2.27 2.36 2.30 2.40 2.26 

Journalism and Mass Comm. 2.44 2.38 2.04 3.22   2.44 

Public Affairs & Comm. Serv.   2.83 3.68 1.25   2.85 

Average Cumulative GPA 2.22 2.35 2.52 2.60 2.89 2.37 

 

Implications and Significance 

Implications for Fall 2018 and Spring 2019 

Based on the collected outcomes after fall 2017, we concluded that Z-Admit students 

benefited from participation in the Pilot A: Z-Admit Supplemental Instruction Program and the 

Pilot B: Z-Admit Course Initiative. We believed it would be an added benefit to expand both 

programs into the spring semester.  

We proposed adding two additional supplemental instruction recitations in the fall 2018 

semester and creating two additional supplemental instruction recitations in the spring 2019 

semester. Students would be advised into one of four SI sections during NSE for fall 2018 and 

then given the option to join an SI of their choosing for the spring 2019 term.  

By adding two additional fall SI sections and increasing the student capacity in each SI 

section, we would be able to include up to 100 Explore Center Z-Admits in the SI program. This 

would increase the number of Z-Admits served via SI from 31 in fall 2017 to 100 in fall 2018. 
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Additionally, we anticipate that 100 Z-Admits will be over half the number of all Explore Center 

Z-Admits. Adding two additional fall SI sections will provide greater diversity in course 

selection for students. 

Expanding the SI program to the spring semester would allow us to expand the support 

and structure of the Z-Admit program throughout students’ first year at UNL. However, it is our 

anticipation that some students will opt out of the Z-Admit program and/or not be retained to 

UNL for spring. 

Significance of the Pilots for the Future 

The results of the two pilots could have important implications on the university’s 

enrollment management. Mandatory participation in both pilot programs through conditional 

admission could be established at the point of admission or participation in the programs could 

be incentivized through the use of scholarships for students who meet established outcomes.  

Research into why students succeed in these “Z-Admit friendly” courses could be 

conducted to identify best practices in freshmen classroom pedagogy. Using these best practices 

as a guide, UNL could look to create more formalized “first-year friendly” courses for first-time 

freshmen. 
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