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Abstract

Student success has become a buzzword in higher education, with many governing
organizations now incorporating this metric into strategic plans and faculty evalua-
tions. The extant literature varies in how this construct is defined and measured in
modern education. This study offers a contextual overview of how student success has
been defined in research throughout the 20th and 21st centuries. Further, the study
analyzes guidelines and policies related to student success found in publicly available
documents from a purposive sample of 21 higher education governing organizations
across the United States. Results reveal myriad approaches to defining student suc-
cess, often centered on retention, progression, and graduation, but with limited trans-
parency around how definitions were developed or which stakeholders contributed.
Recommendations include using more precise and descriptive language to clarify how
student success is defined and measured across contexts. The study also finds that both
academic research and policymaking efforts oftentimes fail to reflect the views of all
stakeholders (e.g., students, faculty, administrators), supporting the recommendation
to include all perspectives when appropriate.
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Succeeding at Defining Success: How Governing Organizations

Frame Student Success in U.S. Higher Education

The ancient Hindu fable known as “The Blind Men and The Elephant” illustrates the
problems that arise when different individuals seek to define something based on their
own individual perspectives and observations. In the fable, each blind man concludes
“the elephant” is something completely different, based on feeling only one part of
the mammal (Saxe, 1921). The blind man feeling the tusks emphatically states that
this elephant is much like a spear, while his counterpart holding the elephant’s trunk
concludes that an elephant is very similar to a snake. All six conclude an elephant is
something completely different from each other’s conclusion and different than the
true “meaning” of an elephant. The story illustrates the importance of recognizing each
element as an important component of the elephant, but also the danger of concluding
that any single element is the complete and de facto representation of the animal. In
many ways, today’s academic community—from researchers to administrators to fac-
ulty and others—could understandably see themselves as one of the blind men when
attempting to define or label the concept of student success.

Literature Review

Student success is a term that compels agreement. Everyone desires students to succeed,
yet its meaning has evolved over time and remains subjective. While the phrase appears
across all levels of education, this paper focuses on its application and interpretation
within higher education contexts. The first documented use of the term “student suc-
cess” in the title of educational scholarship came in the early 20th century. In early
scholarship, the term was typically associated with “academic achievement” and was
often operationalized in relation to course performance. For example, Darley’s (1938)
study of student success among vocational training programs focused on avoiding aca-
demic failure (i.e., not failing a class).

As assessment literature expanded in the mid-20th century, student success became
increasingly connected to demonstrated learning outcomes (e.g., Tyler, 1949; Bloom
et al., 1956). This literature underscored that academic performance (e.g., passing or
failing a course) is not synonymous with deeper learning or student growth. At the
same time, scholars across different levels of education (e.g., Myers, 1960; Feldman &
Allen, 1979) still emphasized academic achievement while expanding the definition
to include emotional and social influences on student outcomes. For example, Myers
(1960) acknowledged that “successful accomplishment in any complex social situation
is difficult to define” (p. 235). Although he still defined student success primarily in
terms of academic achievement in a particular class, he recognized “readiness to learn,”
“social sensitivity,” and “impulse control” as important, holistic markers of success

(p- 239).
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Nearly two decades later, Feldman and Allen (1979) similarly focused on individual
performance while acknowledging the role of external factors such as the tone and body
language exhibited by tutors during interactions with students. Sharp (1993) further
reinforced this emphasis on academic performance, analyzing factors related to passing
specific coursework such as word choice and preparedness for discussion topics. Society
changed significantly during this timeframe, as did the role of educational research,
which became “accepted as a discipline in its own right” and linked to policymaking
in a way that gave entities that fund research a “greater say in design, management
and dissemination” of research (Nisbet, 2005, p. 25). Echoes of President Dwight D.
Eisenhower’s (1961, par. 21) Farewell Address can be heard in this era’s “revolution in
the conduct of research,” where “a government contract becomes virtually a substitute
for intellectual curiosity.”

As the definition of student success continued to evolve, scholars began to frame it more
broadly to include additional behavioral outcomes and institutional advocacy. Harmin
(1990) reviewed trademarked primary school curricula that framed student success in
terms of behavior and engagement, measured by reduced suspensions and increased
attendance. Kienzle (1999) further demonstrated how student success was being used
as a branding tool for advocacy groups like the Committee for Library Advocacy
and Student Success, leveraging the term to promote educational resources without
defining it explicitly. At the same time, scholars began to more readily acknowledge the
complex interplay between academic achievement and external pressures.

Eisenhower’s warning that government funding could become a substitute for intel-
lectual curiosity and academic freedom is relevant to a changing higher education
landscape where public institutions are required to justify their value in order to receive
funding (see Grimes & Niss, 1991, connecting student success to graduation rates;
Nolte, 1991, advocating that humanities courses be put into vocational programs as
a strategy to maintain funding; and Tasker & Packham, 1990, sounding an alarm
over diminishing university autonomy due to government reforms that require uni-
versities to demonstrate efficiency and cost-effectiveness). Aber and Arathuzik (1996)
highlighted that student success (measured as academic achievement) was not only
influenced by intellectual ability but also shaped by non-intellectual variables such as
family responsibilities, financial difficulties, and low motivation. Their work reiterated
the need to consider the whole student, recognizing the potential impact of personal
and financial struggles on academic success.

Friedlander and Macdougall (1992) introduced the idea that student success could be
fostered through purposeful resource management at universities. They argued that
success was not just an academic outcome, but a byproduct of student involvement
and time spent on campus (e.g., on-campus jobs) and access to resources (e.g., tutoring,
counseling). They suggested that universities must “design policies and practices that
will encourage students to invest their time and effort in desired learning activities”

(p- 22).
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Similarly, Johnson and Romanoff (1999) argued that student success is closely tied
to involvement, particularly through the role of residence halls, which the authors
suggested offer not only living spaces, but also opportunities for regular data collection
on student progress. Schroeder et al. (1999) reinforced this perspective, emphasizing
the importance of residence halls in fostering learning communities. These commu-
nities create environments where older students can mentor newer students and pro-
mote cross-departmental experiences that contribute to holistic student development.
They argued that student success must be viewed as extending beyond the classroom,
requiring universities to create integrated experiences that transcend departmental and
divisional boundaries.

Together, these views marked a significant shift in the United States toward institu-
tional responsibility for student success and the blending of academic achievement
with personal growth and retention efforts. In a sense, this trend of student success
via involvement represents an attempt to emulate the Oxbridge model of a university
where, in part, students become educated through small group interactions with their
peers, whom they live and socialize with on campus (Tapper & Salter, 1992).

By the late 20th century, scholarship on student success had evolved to encompass both
academic performance and institutional metrics such as retention, progression, and
graduation (RPG) rates (e.g., Tinto, 1975). This transition from individual achievement
to institutional metrics marked a shift in how success was defined and laid the ground-
work for the broader, more complex use of the term today. Henry and Smith (1994)
noted that retention had become a primary institutional measure of success, interview-
ing student-placement expert Edward A. Morante who warned that “numbers become
more important than people” when solely focusing on enrollment metrics (p. 16). This
trend mirrored other scholars who focused on institutional outcomes (e.g., Nolte, 1991;
Spann & Calderwood, 1998; Terrell & Dringus, 2000). Scholars like Grimes and
Niss (1991) described this dual focus, while Moore and Keith (1992) emphasized the
importance of social integration and financial support in mediating individual success.
Although it is difficult to pinpoint when a term becomes a buzzword (Neuman et al.,
2011), by the end of the 20th century, student success had clearly gained widespread
traction in higher education discourse and a stable place in the dictionary of scholars
to frame both individual achievement and institutional outcomes.

21st Century Expansion of Student Success

The concept of student success has broadened significantly in the 21st century, reflect-
ing both a continuation of earlier institutional concerns and new challenges faced by
modern institutions. While traditional academic achievement and institutional metrics
like RPG remain central, the literature has increasingly recognized that student success
is a multifaceted process. Kuh et al. (2007) defined student success as a combination
of academic achievement, engagement in educationally purposeful activities, personal
satisfaction, skill acquisition, and persistence. This expanded definition underscores
the need for institutions to create environments that support diverse aspects of student
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growth—not just academic outcomes but also holistic development, an idea ironically
foreshadowed by Darley’s (1938) early recognition that student success involved both
academic achievement and broader personal well-being.

Building on this foundation, York et al. (2015) responded to Kuh and colleagues by
emphasizing the multidimensional and context-dependent nature of student success.
Rather than advocating for a universal definition, they suggest that the term’s flexi-
bility accommodates diverse outcomes such as academic achievement, persistence, and
post-graduation success, functioning as a versatile framework for addressing varied
institutional and student priorities. In this sense, student success operates as a floating
signifier, capturing a broad range of meanings that vary by context while maintaining
its relevance as a central focus for higher education.

Despite this expanded understanding, empirical work continues to rely heavily on
RPG metrics. Scholars like Yorke and Longden (2004) and Kuh et al. (2011) have
synthesized a wealth of data on these metrics, providing insights into their impact on
student outcomes. However, there has been growing criticism of this narrow focus.
Hoare and Goad (2023) argue that an overreliance on quantitative performance mea-
sures (e.g., graduation rates) often overlooks more qualitative dimensions of success,
like personal growth and resilience. Similarly, Jury et al. (2017) call for a greater focus
on subjective factors, particularly for marginalized groups, suggesting that psychologi-
cal barriers to success must be explored alongside academic performance.

As costs of education have risen, financial challenges have increasingly become a bar-
rier to student success, particularly for first-generation and minority students (Gatlin
& Wilson, 2016). It is therefore imperative to consider both financial and academic
factors when designing interventions for student success. Research in the 21st century
has therefore also emphasized the importance of equity in student success, particularly
for historically underrepresented groups. Studies by Gatlin and Wilson (2016) and
Sneyers and De Witte (2018) have shown that first-generation students, racial and eth-
nic minorities, and students with disabilities face significant barriers to success. These
findings have led to a wave of intervention studies targeting equitable success, such
as those aimed at supporting LGBTQIA+ students (Sanlo, 2004), veterans (Semer &
Harmening, 2015), and undocumented students (Sanchez & So, 2015). These targeted
supports align with a growing push to reconceptualize student success through a more
inclusive lens. For example, Ramos and Sifuentez (2021) challenge deficit-based defi-
nitions and instead define student success as the accumulation of obstacles overcome
and benefits gained from navigating higher education, particularly for students facing
social, political, and economic disparities.

Additionally, the landscape of higher education has shifted dramatically, with non-
traditional students (e.g., adult learners, commuters, and those with significant work or
family responsibilities) becoming increasingly common. Wyatt (2011) and MacDonald
(2018) have both examined how institutions can better support these populations,
emphasizing the need for flexible learning environments and tailored interventions.
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One of the most influential strategies in the 21st century has been the implementation
of High-Impact Practices (HIPs), which have been endorsed by organizations such as
the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) for their positive
effects on both academic and personal development (Kuh, 2008). Practices like first-
year seminars, undergraduate research, study abroad, and service learning have been
shown to enhance student engagement and success (Kilgo et al., 2015; Ogden et al.,
2023). However, studies like Johnson and Stage (2018) have noted that while HIDPs
improve student engagement, they do not always correlate directly with higher gradu-
ation rates, pointing to the complexity of student success outcomes.

Recent literature thus reflects an understanding that, as student body characteristics
change, defining student success may need to change as well. As such, some contem-
porary scholars have shown a tendency to focus less on developing their own “new and
improved” definition of student success; instead, recent studies have given a voice to
the students themselves. Reflecting the increased diversity of higher education student
bodies, it should be no surprise that students’ definitions of student success are equally
diverse. Lipstein et al. (2023) surveyed students at a university with an acceptance
rate of less than 10%. Students’ definitions commonly incorporated both academic
and social components of student success, but researchers also noted that “definitions
varied with demographic characteristics” (p. 24). While the study did not look for
causal inferences, the researchers did note that these variations in the definition of
student success “likely reflect(ed) differences in students’ cultural backgrounds and
interests” (p. 24).

Similarly, Sundararaman et al. (2025) relied on both survey and focus group data to
gain students’ perspectives at a large, public university in an urban setting. Despite
some common themes, the researchers also concluded that “students’ views of success
are not ubiquitous,” and called for individual institutions to “examine student beliefs
(of success) within their own student populations” (p. 25). Such studies reinforce the
importance of incorporating students” perspectives when defining student success.

Governing Organizations: Definitions of Student Success

While the aforementioned research examined the evolution of the term “student suc-
cess” at the student and institutional levels, relatively little attention has been paid to
how governing organizations, such as boards of regents and trustees, define and opera-
tionalize student success. This represents a critical gap in the literature, as state govern-
ments often charter these entities to oversee entire systems of public higher education.
In her examination of scholarship on higher education governing organizations, Kezar
(2006) observed that most prior work focused on five primary areas when studying the
performance of these organizations; however, she also noted that, “To a lesser extent,
the literature refers to priority setting. Almost all of this literature is anecdotal; much
is based on the experience of a single individual or campus and focuses on effectiveness
in terms of process” (p. 971). This paper contributes to expanding the literature on the
priority setting function of higher education boards by offering broader observations
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versus anecdotal information. While not evaluating or measuring the performance or
effectiveness of these boards, this study does identify the kinds of priorities they set to
advance their respective institutions’ effectiveness regarding student success initiatives.

These organizations establish strategic priorities, influence funding formulas, and hold
institutions accountable for meeting student success targets (see Lei & Yin, 2020 for
review). Their definitions, therefore, often reflect and reinforce broader, system-wide
commitments and initiatives. Specifically, many governing organizations have begun
to include student success as part of a multi-year strategic plan and/or in mission state-
ments. To address this gap, the present study examines governing organizations from
across the United States to examine how such boards address, define, and/or operation-
alize the term “student success” in their policies and planning. Where strategic plans or
mission statements are available, these have been analyzed to identify the way governing
organizations define student success in their long-term planning. The content analysis
process for this investigation is described next in the Methods section.

Methods

Purposive sampling was used to select a sample of governing organizations. This
method is defined as “selecting participants on purpose because they can best provide
information required to answer the research question” (McGregor, 2018, p. 238). The
objective was to select a sample that reflected different characteristics of the states
served by these boards. Such characteristics included geographic distribution, number
of institutions under a governing organization’s authority, and number of students
impacted by the governing organization. Appendix A lists the 21 institutions that were
part of this study, with reference to the websites where the specific definition or goals
were published.

Having identified the sample of governing organizations for the study, data were
collected from websites of these governing organizations, or in some cases from the
primary, flagship University governed by the organization. In each case, the appro-
priate organization’s website was accessed, and a search was conducted within each
website using the search term “student success.” Results were initially examined to
identify content discussing student success, which could be further analyzed. Relevant
content would include specific definitions of student success or metrics which may be
measured to determine levels of student success.

The data collected were initially examined to determine (a) if the board provided an
express definition for student success, and (b) if there were any stated initiatives, or
goals, specifically for student success. The information came from different types of
documents, including the governing organization’s strategic plan (which typically
included more than just student success initiatives) and public information releases
(e.g., press releases, press interviews, or speech transcripts). In each case, information
was transcribed to a spreadsheet for analysis. In most cases, the strategic plans have
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specifically defined the term. In some cases, the strategic plans have not labeled any
content within the document as a definition but have included goals or metrics specif-
ically related to student success benchmarks. Such goals and/or metrics were included
in the content analysis. Some websites included references to student success in doc-
uments such as press releases and minutes of official meetings. These references were
not included in the analysis, because they did not reflect an official statement that was
voted on and approved by the governing institution as a whole. Only official or formal
source material from the governing organization was included in the analysis.

The data were analyzed following the Systematic Text Condensation (STC) pro-
cess (Malterud, 2012). This process comprises four steps, including: “I) total
impression—from chaos to themes; 2) identifying and sorting meaning units—from
themes to codes; 3) condensation—from code to meaning; 4) synthesizing—from con-
densation to descriptions and concepts” (p. 795). In the first step of this process, an
intra-web search of each institution’s website was conducted using the term “student
success.”

A review of the content from the intra-web search effort led to the identification of
three themes. These themes reflected how a board addressed the term “student success.”
First, some governing organizations defined student success by acknowledging con-
cepts that addressed a student’s academic performance. Many of the organizations
considered academic benchmarks such as graduation and grades. Some organiza-
tions also included concepts that considered a student’s performance beyond academic
expectations or standards, such as a student’s physical health (University of Missouri
System) or mental health (University of Colorado System, 2022). Finally, some gov-
erning organizations included aspects of student success that reflected expectations
or accomplishments of their respective university, rather than students. Examples
include the affordability of institutions (The California State University System) and
the success of an institution in reaching specific groups, typically groups considered to
have been historically underserved (Kansas Board of Regents, 2023). In some cases, an
institution may have fit into more than one theme. It should be noted that—with the
STC process—Malterud defines preliminary themes as “starting points for organizing
data,” but identifying specific categories “require further elaboration with systematic,
critical reflection” (p. 797).

The second step—which Malterud (2012) describes as moving “from themes to codes”
(p- 795)—deconstructs the data to identify specific bits of relevant information that
would allow coding of these deconstructed data segments. The goal was to have data
segments as detailed as possible, which oftentimes led to multiple segments from one
concept. For example, an organization may have identified “graduation rates” as part
of its definition of “student success.” However, the organization may have specifically
highlighted graduation rates for specific groups (e.g., first-time college students, ethnic
minorities, veterans, etc.). In such instances, each specific group was deconstructed
into a separate data segment.
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The third step of the STC process was to identify code groups, thereby reducing the
individual data segments into a manageable number of categories. In so doing, the pre-
viously identified data segments are examined for commonalities and combined into
“thematic code groups” (Malterud, 2012, p. 799). These thematic code groups could
include multiple data segments from one organization, so the number of data segments
within a particular code group could be greater than the number of organizations
analyzed during the STC process. As an example, “completion” was a code group
identified during this step of the STC process. This code group included data segments
that mentioned “graduation,” but some institutions provided multiple data segments.
For example, the University of Alaska Board of Regents listed numerous graduation-
related metrics as part of their student success strategy, including “Graduation Rate,”
“Graduation by Ethnicity,” and “Graduation by Gender,” among others. Each of these
data segments were included in the “Completion” category for future analysis, even
though they were from the same institution.

Finally, relying on the thematic code groups identified in step three, the fourth step
allowed for interpretation of these code groups into concepts that help apply the results
of the data collection to the research questions specific to the study at hand. These
interpretations are presented in the Results and Discussions sections.

Results

The STC process identified characteristics of student success that were used by
each governing organization when defining or operationalizing that term. A total
of 203 characteristics were identified as part of the STC process; of these 203 char-
acteristics, many were repetitive, in that multiple governing organizations used
the same terminology to define a particular characteristic. Those characteristics
with common terminology were consolidated, reducing the 203 “student success
characteristics” to 35 unique data segments.

These 35 unique data segments were further analyzed to identify commonalities that
would support thematic code groups. Nine code groups were identified. These groups,
presented in descending order of how many data segment references were assigned to
each group are: completion, retention, financial considerations, holistic characteristics,
institutional factors, post-graduate success, progression, national performance stan-
dards, and deferral to individual schools. Each is discussed below.

Completion

A significant recurring theme in this category was the idea of completing a specific
program, most commonly noted as “graduation.” Many boards went beyond just a
general category of “graduation,” and also identified specific characteristics related to
graduation rates. Examples included graduation within specific timeframes (e.g., four
years and six years), graduation within targeted areas of emphasis, completion of any
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degree (e.g., Bachelor’s, Master’s, Doctorate), and graduation rates among targeted
demographic groups. Also included in this category are references to completion of
certificate programs. However, references to completing a specific course were not
included in this category.

Retention

Among those governing organizations that did reference the concept of student retention,
most referred to it in simple, general terms such as “retention” or “student retention.”
Some focused on retention among targeted groups, including gender or ethnicity (Uni-
versity of Texas System, 2023) as well as retention among Pell Grant recipients (Florida
Board of Governors, 2023).

Financial Considerations

Reflecting a sensitivity to the increasing costs of a college education, some governing
organizations’ idea of student success considered the financial impact of higher educa-
tion on students, as reflected by some of the concepts included in their student success
language. These concepts included ideas such as students graduating “without exces-
sive debt,” a student’s financial stability, and overall student costs. It should be noted
that some financial considerations (e.g., affordability) mentioned were included in the
“institutional factors” category, as these factors reflected more of an effort required by
the governing organizations and/or their respective institutions instead of students.

Holistic Characteristics

Several governing organizations incorporated concepts related to the student’s growth
and development as an individual. This category included concepts such as “(positive)
student experience,” “self-discovery,” “student well-being,” and “individual growth.”

Institutional Factors

This category of characteristics did not specifically contribute to the definition or
operationalization of “student success” in the sense of identifying a characteristic that
would reflect a student’s specific accomplishment or effort. Instead, these characteristics
reflected initiatives, benchmarks, or goals, which focused on the governing organiza-
tion’s efforts to provide an environment conducive to students achieving their highest
level of success. For example, some of the governing organizations acknowledged the
importance of their institutions’ recruiting efforts. The University of Missouri System’s
(2024) strategic plan specifically included a desire to increase accessibility and afford-
ability, which was echoed by other governing organizations, albeit sometimes with
different wording. Although these characteristics did not focus on an individual stu-
dent’s efforts or accomplishments, it is important to include this category as it provides
insight into those factors that governing boards may view as contributors to achieving
student success within their academic institutions.
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Post-Graduate Success

In some cases, student success was viewed as a concept that could not be thoroughly
evaluated within the specific timeframe of a student’s collegiate experience. Indeed,
some governing organizations looked to the success of students after graduating as an
indication of their success during their time in college. This included general concepts
such as post-graduate employment. However, there were also specific metrics included
in some cases, such as graduates employed with “sustaining wages” (e.g., Kansas Board
of Regents, 2023). Additionally, The University of North Carolina System (2024)
focused on graduating students with undefined “skills . . . needed to make meaningful
contributions to North Carolina.”

Progression

Some of the governing organizations addressed the idea of progression throughout a stu-
dent’s collegiate career. This category included general themes such as “advancement,”
but also specific milestones such as a grade in a specific course or credit completion
rates among first-year students. In addition, some governing organizations addressed
reducing dropout rates (The California State University System, n.d.).

National Performance Standards

Some of the governing organizations also expressed an intent to achieve results consis-
tent with national standards. For example, the South Dakota Board of Regents (2022)
recommended that its universities aim to meet “nationally recognized standards” (p. 11).
However, no specific standard against which their universities should be measured was
referenced. On the other hand, the Florida Board of Governors (2023) specifically calls
for, “A top-50 ranking on at least two well-known and highly respected national public
university rankings, reflecting national preeminence, using the most recent rankings.”

(p. 37). This Board lists 12 different rankings that could be used.

Deferral to Individual Schools

Finally, some governing organizations—in expressing a commitment to student
success—delegated specific responsibilities to their individual academic institutions
for developing their own ideas in terms of how student success should be defined
and measured. This approach recognizes that institutions differ in mission, student
population, and resource environments. Often, this delegation of responsibility was
stated with the intent of giving each individual academic institution the flexibility to
define and measure student success in ways that are consistent with their individual
characteristics and mission statements. In one instance, this delegation of responsibil-
ity went beyond simply creating benchmarks for an overall student success strategy.
Recently, the Georgia Board of Regents approved adding “student success” as a com-
ponent to be included in faculty reviews, including promotion, tenure, and post-tenure
reviews (Flaherty, 2021). However, the Georgia Board of Regents created some space
for each respective university to determine the way this expansion of faculty review
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criteria should be implemented and operationalized. This deferral acknowledges that
governing organizations oversee a diverse range of institutional types (e.g., flagship,
comprehensive, open access), which necessitates flexibility in the way student success is
defined and measured across institutions.

Table 1 shows the number of individual governing organizations that used each code
group when defining student success. A governing organization was only included
once in a code group, regardless of how many different data segments they may have
used to define student success. In this case, the University of Illinois System was only
counted once when determining how many governing organizations used a data seg-
ment assigned to the “completion” category. While this does not effectively capture
the wide variety of ways that an individual category may be operationalized, it does
provide an effective illustration of how widely each concept is used by the sample
population of governing organizations included in this study.

Table 2 features a frequency table showing how often each of the nine code groups were
used by governing organizations when defining student success. This table does not
indicate how widely each governing organization in this study uses these criteria. One
governing organization may adopt multiple components of student success that fall
within only one of the categories discussed and presented in Table 2. As an example,
this analysis found 21 different data segments related to “completion” being used by
the University of Illinois System (2024). In other words, 21 of the 80 terms included
in the “completion” category of Table 2—roughly 25%—originated from only one
governing organization. Nevertheless, Table 2 does provide some insight into how
detailed a particular concept is developed and defined.

Combined, both Tables 1 and 2 provide some depth and breadth in terms of illustrat-
ing how governing organizations are approaching the challenge of defining and/or
operationalizing the concept of student success.

Table 1. Number of Governing Organizations Incorporating Specific Category as
Part of “Student Success”

Category Frequency
Completion 17
Retention 10

Financial Considerations
Holistic Characteristics
Institutional Factors
Post-Graduate Success
Progression

National Performance Standards

Deferral to Individual Schools

NN W N 0 0 O
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Table 2. Categories of Terms Used to Describe “Student Success’

Category Frequency
Completion 80
Financial Considerations 43
Progression 27
Retention 17
Holistic Characteristics 12
Institutional factors 11

Post-Graduate Success

National Performance Standards

Deferral to Individual Schools 2
Total 203
Discussion

The present study shows in part that at the outset student success was a clever allit-
eration of academic achievement, which is itself an alliterative phrase. Originally, the
focus of student success research was on the individual student’s educational journey.
By the end of the 20th century, a paradigm shift occurred where student success could
still mean the academic achievement of an individual student, but also included con-
cerns from an institutional vantage.

This study’s analysis of how governing organizations address student success affirms
trends identified in the academic literature of the 20th century and beyond. Today,
governing organizations define student success in part by focusing on the individual
student’s performance, whether this be their academic performance, a holistic devel-
opment of the individual, or a student’s engagement throughout their academic career.
It is likely more than coincidental that these same concepts found in the words of
contemporary governing organizations are also found in the academic literature dating
back to the early and mid-20th century.

This study noted that more recent academic studies reflect an expansion in focus from
assessing the individual student’s performance to assessing the institution’s perfor-
mance. Before, the question was whether a student had succeeded by graduating from
a program or passing a class, but the focus now includes whether the institution is ful-
filling its responsibilities to successfully graduate students, which potentially impacts
continued funding decisions for these institutions. Again, the idea that student success
is more than just the individual’s responsibility is not only reflected in academic lit-
erature, but this study’s analysis of governing organizations also shows that one-half
of the boards studied specifically include “institutional factors” that influence student
success.
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This evolution in the definition of student success offers opportunities as well as poten-
tial pitfalls. To be sure, this contemporary approach to defining the term reinforces the
important role that both the student and the institution (including faculty, staff, and
administration) play in achieving success for students individually and collectively. No
doubt, many faculty would welcome this recognition as a confirmation of their value
and importance to the educational process.

However, a central concern emerges: If institutional accountability metrics rely solely
on aggregate data, the realities of individual learning can be obscured. For instance,
while aggregate data may show a correlation between class attendance and student
outcomes, this does not necessarily mean that an individual student’s success or failure
is directly caused by their attendance record. Correlation does not equal causation,
and what may be true in the aggregate cannot be simplistically applied to individual
students or to evaluations of particular faculty effectiveness. Aggregate indicators may
relate to academic trajectories, but supporting an individual student’s learning requires
attention to evidence of actual learning and growth rather than solely pass/fail or
performance-based outcomes. A student can pass without learning, just as meaningful
learning can occur without translating into traditional academic success metrics.

The risk seems obvious: Students and faculty potentially become numbers instead of
unique human beings. It is true that student success can be about both the individual
student achieving personal academic success and the institution’s ability to support
that student by facilitating their personal growth and progress towards a degree.
Indeed, the evolution of the academic literature, and the general student success strat-
egies advocated for by governing organizations, tends to acknowledge this. However,
all interested parties should take care to ensure that this recognition does not result in
inadvertently placing responsibilities related to achieving student success in the wrong
place. Such pressure could lead institutions to prioritize strategies that improve short-
term or surface-level reported outcomes without necessarily enhancing genuine learn-
ing (e.g., enrolling students already more likely to succeed or lowering achievement
standards). It is significant to note that there is a clear shift from the beginning of the
literature (i.e., where student success meant the performance of individual students)
to the current climate where institutions and faculty members are sometimes viewed
as being accountable for a student’s success in achieving individual milestones. Some
barriers to student success are social, generational, or structural and, thus, beyond the
direct control of an institution or of faculty.

Additionally, this study has shown that the definition of student success continues to
evolve, which—in this case—tends to mean an expansion of the definition, which may
not necessarily be a refinement of the term. Defining student success requires a focus
on the language and the meaning of the words used within such conversations. If stu-
dent success is not defined even when the topic of the conversation is literally student
success, then the ambiguity and vagueness of student success as a phrase becomes prob-
lematic. That many articles expressly about student success did not bother to define
the term highlights this dilemma. Without offering a specific definition, the term can
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mean anything to anyone in any context, which inevitably leads to contradictions and
weakens the compelling arguments related to student success.

As a result of the heightened attention, the 21st century has considered student success
achievements or metrics in relation to school-related practices including administrative
leadership, curriculum, resource utilization, and classroom instruction (Hattie, 2015).
However, much existing research on college outcomes centers on student-level data at
single institutions rather than multiple campus. Even less research is done at the insti-
tutional level to understand how decision making and curriculum tradeoffs impact
broader outcomes. Finally, key stakeholders such as faculty (Taylor, 2021) and students
themselves (Arellanes et al., 2022; Lipstein et al., 2023; Sundararaman et al., 2025)
are now more frequently being asked to help clarify, diversify, and/or re-define entirely
the operationalization of student success. Indeed, Howes et al. (2023) concluded that
between students and faculty there was “some agreement, but also notable differences,
in how each group views student success.” Students often define success in terms of
personal growth, broader community-level impact, and career readiness rather than
grades alone (Lipstein et al., 2023; Sundararaman et al., 2025). Faculty express simi-
larly expansive views, often valuing holistic outcomes or, as some described in Taylor
(2021), the “mushy stuff” (e.g., belonging, emotional well-being, and long-term devel-
opment). However, faculty also acknowledged that these priorities are often difficult
to quantify, which makes them harder to evaluate within institutional planning and
funding structures that favor measurable outcomes.

Recommendations

The continued attention that student success receives from researchers, academic admin-
istrators, and faculty alike should be seen as a positive development for education in
general and students in particular. However, this study has also noted some problematic
aspects as the term’s meaning seems to continually be expanding and broadening, poten-
tially creating confusion and contradictions. The challenges and opportunities noted in
this research highlight recommendations to avoid, mitigate, or at least minimize some of
these potential problems. While by no means exhaustive, future research and initiatives
related to student success would be effective by considering these three recommendations.

First, parties tasked with a student success initiative should define student success as
a concept first, regardless of whether those parties are researchers, administrators, or
faculty members. It would be ideal to have a versatile conceptual definition of the term
that could be used as a starting point for any discussion related to student success. It
is crucial that each such discussion begins with a clear definition of student success
related to the specific context of the project. Once a conceptual definition has been
established, then the parties could move forward to establish operational criteria to
measure whether that concept was achieved or not.

Second, having established their initial conceptual definition of student success, parties
should then clearly identify those aspects of student success which are the focus of their
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particular study or initiative and operational variables for measurement. Graduation
and retention may both be important elements of student success, but graduation ini-
tiatives should be labelled as such, as should retention initiatives. This helps to reinforce
the ideas that both are contributors to student success but should not be individually
viewed as student success in and of themselves.

Third, this study has revealed that the definitions of student success across sources,
including academic literature and definitions advanced by governing organizations,
often do not explain how they were developed in a particular project. We see value in
having different stakeholders contribute to the examination and definition of student
success, and a definition of student success should be robust enough to reflect all of
these different perspectives. To be sure, it may be unrealistic to envision a definition
of student success upon which all administrators, regulators, faculty, and students
would agree. This, then, is why it is important for stakeholders to specifically identify
which aspect of student success they are describing, as advocated in our second rec-
ommendation. This clarity supports more precise, transparent use of the term “student
success” through the development of more comprehensive definitions or through the
clear delineation of distinct perspectives. Of course, if everyone follows these recom-
mendations, then different institutions will inevitably define student success in ways
that reflect their distinct contexts and priorities, as well as points of view from respec-
tive stakeholders. Nevertheless, this represents progress over situations in which the
term is assumed to be self-evident or left undefined altogether.

Limitations

While purposive sampling proved to be effective and appropriate for this study, there
are some weaknesses that are oftentimes associated with this approach. Sharma (2017)
notes that this sampling method can lead to researcher bias, given that the sample
selection is “based on the judgement of the researcher” (p. 751). However, while it
would be beneficial to reach generalizable conclusions, this was not a specific objective
with this study. Instead, this sampling approach provides the ability to identify any
similarities or anomalies that can lead to a more holistic understanding of how student
success is defined and operationalized by governing organizations and potentially iden-
tify questions for future research initiatives. In such a situation, Daniel (2012) views
purposive sampling as appropriate in such situations, specifically when the “research
has an exploratory purpose,” and the research question does not require “statistical
inferences from the sample” (p. 69).

Different governing organizations use different terminologies, which may have resulted
in not being able to identify all initiatives. For example, if a governing organization has
an initiative specifically for student health concerns, this may not have been captured
unless it was (a) described in the governing organization’s website, and (b) described
within the specific context of student success. Future studies could consider a more
formalized method of collecting data that could include interviews with or surveys of
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key personnel responsible for student success initiatives. This may result in more robust
data beyond what may be retrievable through the organization’s website.

Finally, many of the student success initiatives analyzed did not include an explanation
as to how the initiatives and metrics were developed. In other words, it is unclear how
much input into these initiatives came from administrators, faculty and/or students
themselves. It would be helpful to understand how specific metrics were selected,
including any input that may have been provided by different stakeholders.

Conclusion

The heightened attention to student success throughout academia should be welcomed
and celebrated as continued growth in understanding how and why students succeed.
However, with this heightened attention has come an expansion of what student suc-
cess means, and with this expansion comes the opportunity for an important term to
become overused to the point that it loses any real meaning. This study has shown the
increasing attention student success is receiving among academic researchers, adminis-
trators, and policymakers, while also offering recommendations to ensure the concept
maintains its relevance.

While each of the blind men defining an elephant in the ancient Hindu fable were
accurate in what they examined, they were unable to appreciate the limitations of their
own individual definitions, leading to confusion and contradiction among themselves.
Similarly, those seeking to explain student success should recognize the complexity of
such a broad concept. As such, those committed to advancing student success would be
well-advised to be specific and clear in the scope of their own definition of student suc-
cess, and in how their limited scope may be a part—but not the complete picture—of
student success. We also recognize that implementing this clarity in practice is chal-
lenging as institutions operate within competing pressures (e.g., resource constraints,
diverse student needs) that can make conceptual precision difficult to maintain. Still,
increased intentionality around how student success is defined offers a more coherent
foundation for designing initiatives, assessing outcomes, and ultimately supporting
students in meaningful ways.
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Appendix A

Table Al. List of Governing Organizations Included in Analysis

Governing Organization

URL

Alabama Commission on

Higher Education

University of Alaska Board of
Regents

Arizona Board of Regents

University of Arkansas System

The California State University
System

Connecticut State Colleges and
Universities

University of Colorado System

Florida Board of Governors,
State University System

University System of Georgia

University of Illinois System
Board of Trustees

https://uasystem.edu/about#mission-principles

hetps://www.alaska.edu/pres/files/ GM_feb_bor_2023
_update_draft.pdf

https://www.azregents.edu/sites/default/files/reports/2023
-abor-annual-report.pdf

https://uasys.edu/about/university-of-arkansas-mission/

https://www.calstate.edu/csu-system/why-the-csu-matters/
graduation-initiative-2025/What-Is-Graduation
-Initiative-2025

https://www.ct.edu/files/pdfs/2021%20KPI%20Report
%20CSCU.pdf

https://www.cu.edu/strategic-plan

https://www.flbog.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/
2023_SYSTEM_ Accountability_Final.pdf

hetps://niss.gsu.edu/digital-library/university-system-of
-georgia-strategic-plan-2024/

hetps://www.pb.uillinois.edu/reports-public/bot
-performance-metrics/student-success.cfm
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Table Al. List of Governing Organizations Included in Analysis (continued)

Governing Organization

URL

Indiana Commission for Higher https://www.in.gov/che/boards-and-committees/student

Education

Kansas Board of Regents

Louisiana Board of Regents

University of Missouri System

The State University of New
York

University of North Carolina
System

Pennsylvania’s State System of
Higher Education

South Dakota Board of Regents

Tennessee Higher Education
Commission

University of Texas System

Universities of Wisconsin

-success-and-completion-committee/

https://www.kansasregents.gov/resources/Building_a
_Future/Building_a_Future_2023_Report_-_Revised
pdf

https://www.laregents.edu/wp-content/
uploads/2019/07/Final-Strategic-Plan
-2020-21-thru-2024-25.pdf?_gl=1*ced9po*
_ga*MTMxMzEwNjcINC4xNzAxNjMwODQI*
_ga_82B5VB7L6Q*MTewMTYzMDgONC4xL
jAUMTewMTYzMDgONC4wLjAuMAhttps://www.in

.gov/che/boards-and-committees/
https://strategicplan.missouri.edu/student-success/#

heeps://www.suny.edu/suny-news/press-releases/9-23/9-12
-23/

https://www.northcarolina.edu/impact/student-success/

hetps://www.passhe.edu/system-redesign/documents/
Redesign_2-pg-summary_10-07-2022.pdf

https://sdbor.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/
StrategicPlan_22_27.pdf

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED608937.pdf

https://data.utsystem.edu/data-index/student-success

https://www.wisconsin.edu/offices/academic-and-student
-affairs/enrollment-student-success/
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