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Defining Student Success Initiative: Subcommittee on  
Developing a Glossary of Terms  

 
Teleconference May 25, 2018 

 
Focus on Criterion 4, Core Component 4.C 
The subcommittee’s work of developing a glossary is in the context of Criterion 4, Core Component C 
which states “The institution demonstrates a commitment to educational improvement through ongoing 
attention to retention, persistence, and completion rates in its degree and certificate programs.”  
Institutions and peer reviewers are the primary audience for the glossary. 
 
The concept of progression was discussed in the previous conference call.  Does “progression” change the 
meaning of the core component?  Should “progression” be added to the core component or replace 
something in it?  Regardless of which terms are used, is it necessary to provide institutions with leeway to 
define them?  In other words, the glossary could build high level principles leaving institutions with the 
flexibility to define and implement them.  Further, consideration needs to be given to whether terms are 
defined from a student’s perspective or an institution’s perspective. 
 
While the glossary’s focus is on the current Criterion 4, Core Component C, there might be a section of the 
glossary that references other important variables such as student development, student involvement, and 
student satisfaction.  These variables may capture students who come with one goal, change goals, stay at 
the institution or transfer to another institution, and yet are well satisfied with their experience (belonging, 
engagement, satisfaction) at an institution.  How do institutions demonstrate that students moved from 
goal formation to goal attainment?  On the other hand, student experiences are captured in other core 
components but where is the student perspective taken into account?  Supplementary material could be 
provided on practices such as early warning systems, use of predictive analytics, and use of other high 
impact practices.  The caution of including specific types of materials, even as supplementary material, is 
that institutions and peer reviewers may perceive them as requirements.   
 
Need for Input 
To receive broader input on terms and definitions for Criterion 4, Core Component 4.C, subcommittee 
members will reach out to their respective constituent groups such as peer reviewers and professional 
organizations.  To aid the gathering of input, Vic sent a draft of prompts for the interviews (see below). 
 

Prompts for Obtaining Input from Constituent Groups 

Preamble 

With support from Lumina Foundation, the Higher Learning Commission has embarked upon a “Defining 
Student Success” initiative to develop information useful for responding to the HLC Criteria for 
Accreditation, Core Component 4.C, that asks institutions to define, assess, and improve student success. I 
am working with a group that is developing a glossary of terms to support this initiative and have a few 
questions to ask to gain some input from the field.   This is not a rewriting of 4.C, but an attempt to define 
terminology that clarifies and guides accreditation work for both institutions and HLC peer reviewers.   
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From the Criteria for Accreditation: 
4.C. The institution demonstrates a commitment to educational improvement through ongoing attention to 
retention, persistence, and completion rates in its degree and certificate programs. 

1. The institution has defined goals for student retention, persistence, and completion that are 
ambitious but attainable and appropriate to its mission, student populations, and educational 
offerings. 

1. The institution collects and analyzes information on student retention, persistence, and completion of 
its programs. 

2. The institution uses information on student retention, persistence, and completion of programs to 
make improvements as warranted by the data. 

3. The institution’s processes and methodologies for collecting and analyzing information on student 
retention, persistence, and completion of programs reflect good practice. (Institutions are not 
required to use IPEDS definitions in their determination of persistence or completion rates. Institutions 
are encouraged to choose measures that are suitable to their student populations, but institutions are 
accountable for the validity of their measures.) 

 
1. When you think about higher education institutions defining, monitoring and improving student 

success, what specific terms come to mind? 
 

2. The 4.C specifically refers to retention, persistence, and completion as the central focus of student 
success efforts. 

a. Do you think that these are the appropriate terms to focus on and, if not, what is missing? 
 

b. Our group has some initial definitions for these terms that we would like to get your feedback 
on.  

i. Retention – (institutional perspective) the continued enrollment of students from 
one specified time point to the next. 

 
ii. Persistence – (student perspective) desire and action of a student to continue 

working toward the completion of their educational goal or goals. 
 

 
iii. Completion – (institution or student perspective) attainment of target objective, 

most usually applied to degree or other credential, but also can be applied to other 
student/institutional objectives or milestones. 

 
3. One other term our group thinks is important to include in the glossary is “progression,” which refers 

to the student making measurable progress toward attaining an educational goal or objective. 
a. Do you think the term progression should be featured as one of the defining terms of 4.C? 
b. Are there any other terms that now come to mind that you think we should consider, either 

because of its importance or because of the lack of clarity as to what it means? 
 

4. Finally, are there any published or unpublished resources that you recommend we consult in this 
effort? 

Committee members are asked to synthesize the information they gather to catch the main themes they 
hear.   
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Timeline for Committee Work 
Step Responsibility Time line 
Obtain input from constituent groups All Synthesized input to Vic by June 29 
Alpha Draft of glossary  Vic w/select, 

targeted input, 
TBD 

Send to group by July 27 

Next phone meeting to clarify questions for 
reviewing Alpha Draft 

All July 30/31? 

Comments, ideas for improving Alpha Draft All Send to Vic by Aug 17 
Beta Draft of Glossary Vic Send to Group by Aug 24 
Comments to Vic on Beta Draft All Send to Vic by Aug 31 
Vic synthesizes comments into final glossary 
that will then be vetted with other groups 

Vic Vic to ALL by Sep 7 

 
 
Next Steps 
The prompts were developed to guide efforts to gather “ground up” information from identified 
constituents as related to the development of the Glossary of Terms.  The group will gather input from 
their assigned constituent groups, send them to Vic Borden by June 29. 
 
Questions? 
Please contact luminaproject@hlcommission.org. 
 
Attendees 
Victor Borden, Professor of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies, Indiana University Bloomington 
(lead) 
Mike Cartney, President, Lake Area Technical Institute 
Janet Smith, Assistant Vice President for Institutional Effectiveness, Pittsburg State University 
Vernon Smith, Provost, American Public University System  
Karen J. Solomon, HLC Vice President for Accreditation Relations and Director of the Standard Pathway 
David Wendler, Vice President for Academics, Emeritus, Martin Luther College  
 


