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Student Success Software 
There is a market-driven emphasis for using software dubbed as “Student Success software.” The sales 
message implies that if you purchase this software, you will have better student success (retention, 
completion).  Institutions may get more data sharing, a better alert system, and predictive analytics with 
the purchase of this software, but that does not ensure better student success.  Unfortunately, when 
provosts, deans, and advisors talk with software sales people, they think they are talking about the same 
thing.  Software sales people believe they are “doing” student success with their products but are only 
really talking about data systems.  Educators, who are talking about what happens to students, may not 
understand the miscommunication with sales personnel.  National initiatives (e.g., Educause and Achieving 
the Dream) as well as advances in artificial intelligence have contributed to a climate of student success 
software reliance and to a belief that purchasing software will help student success.  There is a need to 
provide a lexicon (and understanding) of student success, so educators know that software itself is not 
student success. 
 
Lessons Learned from the Georgia State University Experiment 
While an institution does not need to purchase student success software to effect improved student 
success, there is a role for the use of such software.  Software is a tool that educators use to gain 
information about their students.  Educators then use this information to identify the levers that impact 
student success.  Georgia State University is an example of using analytical data to inform personnel who 
then devised strategies to improve graduation rates.  The human element in their success includes 
engagement of leadership at all levels; tutors who sit in on classes and then hold tutoring sessions; faculty 
flipping introductory courses allowing them to give more personalized attention in class; and many 
advisers who are often recent graduates to respond quickly to hundreds of alerts each week.  While 
adaptive-learning technology and predictive analytics are an important part of the Georgia State story, 
Timothy Renick, senior vice president for student success, describes their approach as “tech-enabled high 
touch” and as “common sense at scale.” 
 
Lessons Learned from the Grinnell College Experience 
Randy Stiles provided another holistic model of addressing student success from his work at Grinnell.  The 
three-part model includes 1) collecting and protecting high-quality data, 2) making meaning from the data 
and socializing results with the campus community, and 3) moving from data to action through effective 
interventions in collaboration with others.  While the first step uses typical quantitative measures and 
predictive analytics and patterns, the data do not provide the reasons the data are as they are.  Additional 
background or context is missing.  Data collection, therefore, includes obtaining the context and 
background for the data through collecting and analyzing sizeable amounts of qualitative data, gathered 
mostly through individual in-depth interviews.   
 
The second step analyzes and integrates the quantitative data with the qualitative themes and 
experiences.  As highlighted by Laura Herckis of Carnegie Mellon, sharing this information with the 
institution’s human intelligence networks in narrative form provides a holistic and anthropological look at 
student success, engaging personnel through the power of the human story. This integration or blending 
of human intelligence networks with learning analytics enables the institution to devise and implement 
actions. In sum, the argument is that the discussion of student success needs to be holistic and include 
both learning analytics and human intelligence networks of faculty, academic support staff, student 
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services personnel, advisors, and administrators.  If we want to transform something, we need to change 
the way people work and a holistic model has the potential to do that. 
 
Lessons Learned from NCHEMS 
After following seven highly performing institutions mentor 21 institutions over the past 18 months, they 
are finding that different activities need to be considered including hiring processes and other types of 
activities.  A complete campus culture change is typically needed. 
 
Other 
Barriers to student success still need to be identified.  Barriers may become catalysts for change and 
success as is happening in some states such as Tennessee.   Institutions, states and even accreditation 
agencies rarely do policy audits to align current and future goals with policies.  This may be an opportunity 
as HLC works with members of the Triad to address some of the roadblocks and capitalize on some of the 
opportunities we are seeing. 
 
There is a new world of credentialing. States are beginning to change the definition of completion, so 
institutions can count meaningful certificates of value.  Conversations include life after college and a focus 
on more than just a paycheck, credential, or degree. 
 
The subcommittee is encouraged to focus on the work of accreditation agencies and approach the topic 
from the viewpoint of the users, namely, peer reviewers and institutions.  For this group, HLC may need to 
move away from setting bright lines for retention, persistence, and completion as outlined in the initial 
grant proposal.  Yet a critical question remains, what is good enough? 
 
Next Steps 
Natasha will work on Part I of the paper and Sally will work on Part II of the paper. The resources posted on 
the HLC webpage will be used in the paper. Later in July or early August there will be another conference 
call of the subcommittee.  A Defining Student Success Initiative meeting will be held at the end of October.   
 
Questions? 
Please contact luminaproject@hlcommission.org. 
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Karen J. Solomon, HLC Vice President for Accreditation Relations and Director of the Standard Pathway 
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