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The Sophomore Year Experience

Executive Summary and Recommendations
As part of the ―Transforming the U‖ strategic
positioning initiative in 2005, the University of
Minnesota (the University) established a goal to
―recruit, educate, challenge, and graduate outstanding
students who become highly motivated lifelong
learners, leaders, and global citizens.‖ Initiatives
formed in support of this goal include the University
Honors Program, Welcome Week, Founders Free
Tuition Program, Baccalaureate Writing Initiative,
expansion of the SMART Learning Commons and
Undergraduate Research Program, and other smaller
initiatives.
These initiatives have moved the University toward
achieving a 60% four-year graduation rate. Rates have
improved from 37% in 2005 to 50% in 2010. Part of
this improvement is attributed to retaining 90% of
students after their freshman year in 2008 compared
with 83% of freshmen in 2000 (McMaster and
Rinehart).
In conjunction with the President’s Emerging Leaders
Program (PEL), a team was charged by the Office of
Undergraduate Education to research the sophomore
year and to determine if focused initiatives would
positively impact four-year graduation rates and
student retention. Over the past five months, we have
researched sophomore year initiatives, reviewed the
current literature, conducted stakeholder interviews,
and held focus groups with sophomore students.

Based on the analysis, the project team identified
areas where focused efforts may improve the
sophomore student experience, retention, and
graduation rates.
Recommendations

●

●
●
●
●
●
●
●

●
●
●
●
●
●
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Modify APAS (Academic Progress Audit
System)
Refine the ―Wild Card Module for the
University of Minnesota‖ in the SERU
survey and, leverage existing SERU survey
data
Encourage colleges to conduct exit surveys
Leverage Graduation Planner
Continue the integration of APLUS across
campus
Clearly communicate goals and expectations
to students and faculty
Evaluate the Liberal Education Requirements
Increase peer-mentoring opportunities
Improve faculty-student interactions through
learning abroad, the Undergraduate Research
Opportunities Program, Living-Learning
Communities, and similar programs.
Expand career and academic planning
courses for under-performing or undecided
students
Create college-specific curriculum cohorts,
career courses, and seminars
Incorporate collegiate sample plans in
Graduation Planner
Provide more events and communications
targeted to sophomores
Target online resources and conduct serviceoriented study of advising on campus
Leverage CAPE’s strategic position to
coordinate efforts directed at sophomore year
programming
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I.

Introduction

A.

Project Description and Background

Building on successful first-year experience programs, many colleges and universities look to identify
strategies to address the needs of students during their sophomore year. The sophomore year is a time for
students to develop a sense of purpose and self-efficacy related to their undergraduate educations. This takes
the form of declaring a major, finding community, and developmentally exploring their places in the world.
All of these issues affect retention, satisfaction, learning, and development. How can we better address the
unique needs of sophomore students at the University?
This PEL project explores the sophomore year at the University and evaluates current thought and existing
practices to determine if interest in pursuing a more coordinated and intentional effort for addressing the needs
of sophomore students exists and to support the development of a shared vision across the University.

B.

Scope Statement

The scope of this project is sophomore* students at the University. We consider all undergraduate colleges and
selected programs or units where there is a known connection to the sophomore year experience on the Twin
Cities campus. We will leverage existing research, data, and interviews where appropriate. The goal of this
project is to make ―quick win‖ and long-term recommendations to better address the needs of sophomores at
the University. Recommendations will be informed by:
· an awareness of current barriers to retention from the sophomore to junior year;
· an evaluation of current stakeholder attitudes toward the sophomore year experience at the
University;
· sensitivity to values and challenges presented by centralized and decentralized approaches;
· a focus on developing a proposal for actionable items and recommended strategies for creating a
longer-term vision and implementation strategy.
*Sophomore – For the purposes of this report, a sophomore is a member of a cohort of new high school admits
(NHS) who have completed one year of higher education at the University and are in their second year of
undergraduate study.

II.

Findings

When considering the possibility of pursuing a sophomore year experience at the University, one question
consistently arises – why should the University focus on sophomores? One particularly important reason to
attend to sophomores is that at least as many students drop out during or after their second year of college as
do after the first year (Berkner et al., 2002, as cited in Hunter et al., 2010). Given that considerable effort has
been made toward improving retention between the first and second years, attending to the sophomore year is
a reasonable next step toward improving college retention and graduation rates.
In the following report, we first provide a summary of current retention and graduation rates at the University.
We then review the literature to identify common challenges sophomores face and possible programming or
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policy changes to address these challenges. We then examine ways in which peer institutions are addressing
the sophomore year and summarize what programs are offered at the University to help sophomore students.
Following this, we offer findings from interviews with campus stakeholders and from focus groups with
current sophomore students.

A.

Retention at the University and at Peer Institutions

According to the ―Transforming the U‖ strategic positioning initiative in 2005, the University seeks to have
exceptional students. Moreover, the University hopes to achieve a 60% four-year graduation rate. Graduation
rates have improved from 37% in 2005 to 50% in 2010. Part of this improvement is attributed to retaining
90% of students after their freshman year in 2008 compared with 83% of freshmen in 2000 (Office of
Undergraduate Education, University of Minnesota, 2011).
Looking specifically at retention rates between the second year and the third year, the University of Minnesota
Twin Cities campus has, until quite recently, lagged behind its peers (see Appendix 1 for a list of peer
institutions) in the retention of students enrolled at the end of the second year (See Table 1).

Table 1. Percent of First-time Full-time (FTFT) Students enrolled
at end of Year 2 by cohort.

Who is leaving the University?
Looking at the retention of students from the second year to the third year at the University, we know that
sophomore year drop-out rates are higher for students ranked below 50% in high school or scored below 24 on
the ACT. Likewise, roughly 60% of students who earned a GPA below 2.50 during the first semester of the
freshman year will not persist to the third year (Office of Undergraduate Education, University of Minnesota,
2011).
Despite higher admissions standards and first-year programming
[R]oughly 60% of students who
improvements, student attrition continues to affect the University. Students earned a GPA below 2.50 during
of color show notable decreased persistence into the third year. By the end
the first semester of the freshman
of the sophomore year, and before junior year, for students admitted as
year will not persist to the third
freshmen in 2008, approximately 26% of 2008 African-American students,
year
25% of American Indian students, 17% of Asian Pacific students, 17% of
Chicano-Latino students, and 20% of other students of color left the
University, compared with 12% of all white students (Office of Undergraduate Education, University of
Minnesota, 2011).
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B.

Challenges Faced by Sophomore Students According to the Research

While the University has realized great gains in retention in recent years, employing the same strategies used
to improve retention into the sophomore year may not apply to a sophomore year experience. While
sophomores share many of the same challenges as other undergraduates, sophomore students face unique
challenges that, according to Pattengale (2000, as cited in Hunter et al., 2010), can be divided into three main
categories: academic challenges, developmental challenges, and institutional challenges.

Academic Challenges
Academic Standing
The difference between students who persist to successfully graduate and those who do not can often be traced
to credit accumulation, academic performance, and curricular participation. According to Adelman (2006, as
cited in Hunter et al., 2010) one in six students are in poor academic standing upon entering the sophomore
year. These students are at a greater risk for discontinuing their college education. For these students, the
second year of college may be even more important because it affords them the opportunity to make up for a
lack of academic progress made during the first year (Adelman, 2006 as cited in Hunter et al., 2010).

Major Decisions and Academic Self-Efficacy

[O]n average, 2,500 unOne challenge facing many sophomore students is choosing and committing to a major
declared sophomore
degree program. At the University, students must declare a major by the time they
students [exist] in week
complete 60 credits, typically by the end of the sophomore year. According to
ten of the fall semester at
University student data, there are, on average, 2,500 undeclared sophomore students in
the University
week ten of the fall semester at the University. By week ten of the following spring,
approximately 13% of the previously undeclared students have made an official
declaration of major (unpublished institutional student data). Being decided about a major is important
because students who are more certain about their academic plans often have higher GPAs and are more likely
to persist beyond the second year of college (Hunter et al., 2010).
The process of choosing a major is closely related to academic self-efficacy, a student’s perception of his or
her ability to achieve academic success. Academic self-efficacy may become a concern during the second
year, especially for students who underperform during the first year and those not accepted into first-choice
programs. Likewise, students who are in the midst of changing degree programs, especially those who are
enrolled in professional track programs, may find it difficult to change majors due to the accumulation of
sequential credit hours.

Faculty Contact and Instructional Strategies
According to a study by Graunke and Woosley (2005, as cited in Hunter et al., 2010), quality faculty
interactions are a predictor of sophomore success. Students who engage with faculty often have higher grades.
Sophomore students may find it difficult to connect with faculty members because programs emphasize
student-faculty contact in the junior and senior years. While great strides have been made to increase studentfaculty engagement through freshman seminar programs across the country, sophomore students often
complete general education requirements and pre-major survey courses in large classes with non-faculty and
adjunct instructors.
Additionally, many sophomores report feeling that their learning styles are incompatible with the teaching
methods used in class. Students may feel bored or disengaged in their classes, despite the instructor’s sense of
creating a student-centered classroom (Gardner, 2000 as cited in Hunter et al., 2010).
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Developmental Challenges
Career Development
Often, the inability to commit to a major that relates to future career goals is tied to a student’s autonomy. In
this regard, developing self-awareness and autonomy, especially a separation from parents, is a particular
concern at the sophomore level. While choosing a major and choosing a career path do not always go hand in
hand, students who are prepared to make decisions about their future careers and choose an academic path in
support of that career are often more likely to persist through their college experiences (Hunter et al., 2010).

Student Motivation
Students with undefined goals are less likely to remain motivated and persist through college, compared with
their more goal-oriented counterparts. In general, students who are motivated by interests such as personal
development, careerism, and humanitarianism, or those who wish to meet parental expectations often have
stronger college commitment than do students who pursue college to avoid a less desirable
Making social
option.
opportunities available for sophomores First-generation sophomore students are at an increased risk of attrition, especially if their
can help with persis- parents have not established clear expectations that the student will successfully complete
tence and student college. According to Ishitiani (2006, as cited in Hunter et al., 2010), sophomore students
development.
who are unclear about their educational goals are 1.3 times more likely to leave their first
college during or after the second year than students who have clearly defined their
educational goals.

Social Integration and Involvement
From housing to organizational fairs to extracurricular activities, freshman students are inundated with a vast
number of resources and opportunities to become socially engaged on campus. These structured opportunities
can help students feel that the institution has integrity and a commitment to student welfare, both of which
help students feel committed to the institution, ultimately leading to persistence. However, emphasis on these
types of social connections lacks in the sophomore year as more students move off campus and find
themselves enrolled in larger classes. In a study by Foubert and Grainger, sophomores who were more socially
involved often demonstrated greater academic autonomy and lifestyle planning than students who were less
involved. For minority students in particular, participation in extracurricular activities reduces the risk of
leaving college by as much as 83% (Fisher, 2007 as cited in Hunter et al. 2010). Making social opportunities
available for sophomores can help with persistence and student development.

Institutional Challenges
Financial Issues
As with some of the other challenges associated with college persistence, there is little research to explain the
effects of financial issues specific to the sophomore year. However, there is some research to suggest that
students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds who wish to pursue advanced degrees may sporadically
enroll in classes as a way to stretch out the cost of attendance, causing a disturbance in the total educational
experience (Paulsen and St. John, 2002 as cited in Hunter et al., 2010). Other financial stressors to the college
experience include losing scholarships and grants for any reason. Additionally, students experience confusion
when taking out loans. Some question the financial return on investment. Despite the confusion and difficulty
students have navigating financial aid, there is evidence that students who receive financial aid, especially
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higher proportions of grant aid, are more likely to persist to graduation than students who do not receive
financial aid (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005 as cited in Hunter et al., 2010).

Satisfaction
According to Hunter et al., ―satisfaction indicates not that students are pleased with the amenities of the
college setting, but that they are making academic progress and developing a sense of belonging and mastery
over the environment.‖ In public institutions, approachable faculty, excellent instruction, ease of navigation,
and responsiveness to students all lead to greater student satisfaction (Juillerat, 2000 as cited in Hunter et al.,
2010).

C. Second Year Programs: Description and Realized Gains
Gains realized by initiatives focused on improving and enhancing the second year experience include
increased retention, revenue, and student satisfaction. Second year programs are not necessarily new
programs, but they reflect a repurposing of traditional pedagogical strategies. Research, study abroad, and
residential learning-living communities are current practices in education that are being adapted to align with
the sophomore experience to produce measurable gains. Participation in undergraduate research at the
sophomore level elevates ―degree aspirations and the likelihood of enrolling in graduate school‖ (Pascarella
and Terenzini, 2005 as cited in Hunter et al., 2010).
Tobolowsky and Cox list study abroad as an educationally purposeful activity and cite evidence that
―sophomores who study abroad have greater persistence toward graduation than other students‖ (Hunter et al.,
2010). Additionally, study abroad experiences contribute to the personal growth and development of
sophomore students. By shifting the traditional ―junior year abroad‖ to the sophomore year, students explore
their developing identities, identify meaning and purpose in their lives, and move toward a fully developed
self-concept that prepares them for core studies in their declared major. The institutional gains related to
student self-actualization manifest as increased student satisfaction with academic programs and faculty and
contribute to the reputation of the University.

D.

How We compare with Our Peer Institutions

Programs and Initiatives
The project group identified nineteen public universities as comparison institutions (see Appendix 1). Eighteen
of these universities offer some type of programming specific to the sophomore year.
Lecture and seminar series are the most common programmatic activities directed at sophomores. They are
managed within colleges and academic departments and require the investment of faculty and administration
locally. Participants in stakeholder interviews cited sophomore seminars as one of the best tools for enhancing
the sophomore year experience (see section G. Stakeholder Interview Findings, below). Second to seminar
series is the concept of living-learning communities. The University currently supports one sophomorefocused living-learning community that houses approximately 30 students. A summary of programs is listed in
Table 2.
Student Satisfaction
Student satisfaction is a significant factor in student success. The National Survey of Student Engagement
(NSSE) measures five ―Benchmarks of Effective Educational Practice.‖ In the 2009 Benchmark Comparisons
report, first- and fourth-year University students responded to a survey that measured performance of our
institution and compared it with selected peer institutions. Across the five areas—level of academic challenge;
active and collaborative learning; student-faculty interaction; enriching educational experiences; and
supportive campus environment—the University of Minnesota fell behind peer institutions identified as the
top 50% and top 10% of all NSSE 2009 institutions with regard to student satisfaction.
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Table 2: Sophomore-Focused Activities Among Select Peer Institutions
Sophomore
Advising
A&M
Florida



Lecture/ Seminar
Series

Sophomore
Specific Events

On Campus
Housing



















Illinois


Iowa



Minnesota
Ohio



Oregon



















Penn State



Texas





U Michigan





UNC



Washington



Wisconsin

Living Learning
Community














A recurring theme from our stakeholder and focus group meetings was the importance of student-faculty
interaction outside of the traditional classroom environment. For Satisfaction in Student-Faculty Interactions,
the University ranked more than 17% below the top 10% of academic institutions and almost 12% below the
top 50% of academic institutions.

E.

Current Sophomore Year Programming at the University

The University currently offers some programs and resources dedicated to helping sophomore students
succeed. Of particular benefit to students are the following college initiatives and advising resources that assist
with degree declaration, faculty engagement, and student development.

Curricular and Collegiate Approaches
●

Carlson School of Management (CSOM)
○ ―The Challenge‖ advising sessions requires groups of students to meet with an adviser to make
academic and career connections.
○ CSOM students are required to take a career skills course the sophomore year.

●

College of Science and Engineering (CSE)
○ Require at least three advising meetings during the freshman and sophomore years.
○ Revised curriculum so students are admitted to programs by end of the first semester of the
sophomore year versus the end of the second semester of the sophomore year.
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○

Though not dedicated solely to sophomores, an internship coordinator helps connect students to
internships from the end of the freshman year and beyond.

●

College of Education and Human Development (CEHD)
○ Currently developing more 2000-level courses intended to be taken the second year.

●

College of Liberal Arts (CLA)
Though not specific to the sophomore year, CLA lays the groundwork for a successful sophomore
year during the freshman year through the following actions:
○ Incoming freshmen take an academic interest survey to identify their goals and interests
○ Students are placed in one of ten academic communities - seven of which are organized by
program or academic interests and three of which are organized by multi-cultural mission.
○ Students meet with a college adviser three times during their first semester, freshman year.
○ Students are invited to attend a sophomore group planning meeting in the spring semester of the
freshman year. Students participate in a curriculum centered on making progress in matching
student goals and interests with the curriculum and academic programs available.

Advising Resources
The Center for Academic Planning and Exploration (CAPE) http://cape.umn.edu/
● Provides personalized one-to-one coaching to current undergraduate students from any college on the
Twin Cities campus who are undecided on their majors.
● Students work to develop an action plan to aid in major and career decision-making processes.
● Most students served are students with 30 to 59 credit hours.
● Offers a one credit, online course: OUE 2100: Academic Planning and Exploration for degree-seeking
undergraduate students who are strongly undecided about their academic major or those who need to
consider a "Plan B" major.

Housing Resources
●

Sophomore Year Experience Program, Housing and Residential Life http://www.housing.umn.edu/
programs/secondyear
○ Helps sophomore residential students transition to making connections in the University community.
○ Focuses on six core developmental areas: career development; community service / service learning /
civic engagement; leadership; life skills; academic skills; self reflection.

In addition to these programs, there are resources that are not dedicated specifically to sophomore students but
can be beneficial to the sophomore year experience. Appendix 2 provides a comprehensive list of resources
currently available at the University to aid students in their second year.

F. Expanding Upon the First Year Experience
In our conversations with Orientation and First Year Programs, we discussed opportunities for relating what
we know about the first year and entering students to meeting the needs of sophomore students at the
University of Minnesota. Human resources and capital are not readily available for implementation and
maintenance of a new program; however, opportunities exist to leverage existing technologies and resources in
favor of increasing student retention into the third year.
The first year program relies on timely, accurate, and applicable information communicated to students in the
most effective and appropriate ways. Prior to arrival on campus, students and their parents are given access to
a welcome portal. Information on this site is managed by Orientation and First Year Programs (OFYP). The
portal provides information about new-student checklists, housing, class demographics, registration, and on-
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campus groups and activities in which incoming freshmen may be interested. Goals of these welcome sites are
to create a sense of community, provide an entry point to the University for services and information, and
facilitate the transition from high school to college. Each class is branded with their own ―Class of 20xx‖ logo,
which carries through when they’re transferred to the undergraduate portal on the
first day of class. After students have migrated from the welcome portal to the
The [welcome] portal and
undergraduate portal, they continue to receive specific information targeting their
eNewsletter represent two
cohort. The content is provided by OFYP and addresses academic, financial, and
easily modifiable existing
developmental progress. Freshmen also receive the Freshman eNewsletter
technologies that have a
approximately seven times throughout the year. The newsletter provides content
significant impact on
pertinent to the success and well-being of first year students.
freshmen and can be
leveraged for quick gains
Faculty, staff, and students have expressed the view that the second year is very
in engaging and educating
different from the first year. First year students are making the transition from high
sophomore students.
school to college and attending to the needs that come with that transition. Students
in the second year face different challenges, including developing an identity,
defining values, and determining a life course. Despite a significant divergence in student needs during the
sophomore transition, several of the first year initiatives can provide a model for sophomore-directed
interactions. The portal and eNewsletter models represent two easily modifiable existing technologies that
have a significant impact on freshmen and can be leveraged for quick gains in engaging and educating
sophomore students. An additional advantage to continuing these activities is brand familiarity. Sophomores
recognize these two forms of communications as key pieces in their first year experience.

G.

Stakeholder Interview Findings

Background and Purpose of Interviews
To gain an understanding of the University’s current thinking around sophomore students, key stakeholders
from each of the freshman-admitting colleges and key student support departments were interviewed (See
Appendix 3 for a list of stakeholders.) The purpose of the interviews was threefold. First, to bring a focused
discussion to the topic of the student success in the sophomore year; second, to discover what ideas, attitudes,
and practices colleges are currently using to impact the sophomore year experience; and third,
“A successful sopho- to solicit input from key stakeholders about what value, if any, a coordinated approach to
more year student is sophomore students may bring to the University, and its colleges and students.
one who can
articulate the rea- The same set of prepared questions was posed to each of the 13 departments interviewed. A
complete list of the questions is included in Appendix 4. The questions sought to elicit
sons for the
responses on three broad themes related to alignment of thinking about the sophomore year,
curricular and
cocurricular choices feasibility of meaningfully improving the success of sophomore year students and important
considerations when developing an approach for any coordinated effort. Below is a summary
in the context of
advising and plans.” of our findings in each of the above mentioned areas—alignment, feasibility, and approach.
Individual comments have been aggregated unless we received expressed consent from an
individual to include their remarks.
Alignment
The first portion of the interview dealt broadly with people’s thinking about the experience of sophomore
students at the University. Interviewees were asked to react to the term ―sophomore year experience,‖ and
asked to describe what constitutes a successful sophomore year for students in their departments. Generally
speaking, we found that stakeholders acknowledged the unique importance of the sophomore year and were
very willing to engage in a discussion on the topic.
The term ―sophomore year experience‖ has different meanings for different campus stakeholders; however,
some common principles emerge. It is acknowledged that sophomore students face a unique juncture in their
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college experiences that requires they answer important questions about their degree plans and personal
development, and that a degree of institutional integration is required for this to be done successfully.
Moreover, successful sophomore students must be intentional about their time at the
[T]he current
University. As Chris Kearns, CLA, describes, ―A successful sophomore year student is
experience
of sophoone who can articulate the reasons for the curricular and cocurricular choices in the
mores
[can
be
context of advising and plans.‖
described as the]:
“sophomore slump,”
Some stakeholders express that the sophomore year is the next place to focus energy in
“orphan effect,”
order to realize gains in student outcomes. Different terms describe the current
“sophomore
experience of sophomores: ―sophomore slump,‖ ―orphan effect,‖ ―sophomore
wasteland.”
wasteland.‖ These descriptions develop from observations that significant effort is placed
on the first year and that sophomores sometimes feel abandoned in terms of programming
and support at the University. Multiple stakeholders believe that focusing efforts on the sophomore year will
lead to significant improvement in student retention. It should be stated here that one stakeholder disagrees
with strategies targeting sophomore, and advocates focusing on seniors to improve the four-year graduation
goal.
On the subject of using sophomore-to-junior retention rates as a measure of sophomore success, most
stakeholders agree that it is a measure of outcomes; however, it is not the only measure, nor perhaps the most
important measure of sophomore year outcomes. Stakeholders cited the following as important outcomes in
measuring sophomore success:
● Engagement through connecting career and curriculum
● Student satisfaction
● Choosing a major and making degree progress
● Self-identity; finding out who you are
● Feeling a connection to a department and its faculty
● Access to financial aid
Some stakeholders pointed out that while retention is a factor, it is important to consider demographics when
looking at retention outcomes. There is an achievement gap among students of color, some of whom drop out
after their second or third year of college. According to Patrick Troup, Multicultural Center for Academic
Excellence (MCAE), the overall lower retention rates of underrepresented populations at the University of
Minnesota can be attributed to a variety of factors, including general dissatisfaction, challenges
communicating with faculty, being the only minority in larger classes, and the general ―climate‖ of the
University, where students of color find difficulty in feeling a sense of place on campus.
Feasibility
Questions relating to feasibility sought to identify what mechanisms and resources currently target students in
their second year and what types of additional supports could be valuable.
Stakeholders identified these specific programs and resources that currently exist to help students achieve a
successful academic and self-actualized experience:
● Advising
○ require at least three meetings during the freshman and sophomore years (CSE)
○ ―The Challenge‖: requires groups of students to meet with an adviser to make academic and career
connections (CSOM)
○ APlus: tracks all academic, career, departmental, and financial advising in one place; aims to help
advisers provide consistent information to students (CLA)
○ Grad Planner: online program to track degree progress; not currently required by all majors
○ Academic Progress Audit System (APAS)
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○

Internship Coordinator: dedicated staff person to help students make connections to internships,
usually during the sophomore year (CSE)
○ Center for Academic Planning and Exploration (CAPE): though available to all students, CAPE
focuses most of its energy on undecided students with almost 60 credit hours
● Course development
○ development of 2000-level courses (CEHD)
○ required career skills class for sophomores (CSOM)
○ study abroad
○ transfer courses*: courses to help transfer students (many of whom are sophomores) successfully
integrate into the University (MCAE)
○ seminars for students approaching academic probation* (MCAE)
● University Research Opportunities Program (UROP)
● Access to Success (ATS)
* These courses are still in the development phase and are not yet offered at the
University.
[T]he average
number of credits
Stakeholders suggest that the following support mechanisms may contribute to a better
required for specific
sophomore year experience:
majors is 128.6 and
● Career courses or seminar
ranges from 65 for
● Career counseling
religious studies to
● Leadership development
178 for geological
● Increased advising
engineering
● Expanding on strengths development
● Peer mentoring; specifically, sophomores mentoring freshmen
● Increased faculty engagement
○ sophomore seminars
○ research experiences (such as the Undergraduate Research Opportunities Program, UROP)
○ smaller class sizes
● Increased exploratory major courses
● Cohorts within a college
● Ensuring that classes are available and track into majors
Despite general consensus on what constitutes a successful sophomore year, the approaches colleges use to
incorporate these principles into their programs vary significantly. The reasons for this variation can be
attributed to factors such as the number of students attending each college, the degree to which major
programs are sequential or not, and the fact that sophomore interests are more individualized than freshmen
interests.
Related to the success of sophomore students pursuing specific majors is the degree to which liberal education
requirements, when combined with degree requirements, act as a barrier. This is illustrated by the fact that the
average number of credits required for specific majors is 128.6 and ranges from 65 for religious studies to 178
for geological engineering. The minimum number of credits required to graduate from the University is 120.
Additional credit requirements lead to delayed degree progress, delayed graduation, and decreased
satisfaction. This issue was also raised by students in the focus groups. There is a sense among those declared
students that the robust nature of the liberal education requirements does not align with their academic
interests.
Approach
Finally, questions related to approach asked stakeholders to identify potential barriers to implement a
sophomore year experience as well as suggestions for strategies to implement a deliberate sophomore year
experience. Given the current economic climate, it is not surprising that budget resources are the most
common concern among all stakeholders. Stakeholders note that obtaining buy-in from faculty and staff is
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difficult because they are asked to do more with less. Moreover, with fewer financial resources, the
prioritization of a sophomore year initiative needs to be carefully weighed against competing priorities. This
challenge is also compounded by a decentralized college system that makes it difficult to coordinate progress
toward shared goals. Despite the improvement over the last five years, the four-year graduation goal is offered
as an example how difficult it can be for the University as a community to work together to achieve specific
goals.
Most stakeholders feel that a centrally mandated initiative is less desirable than one planned in concert with
the colleges, which are better equipped to meet the diverse needs of sophomore students. The stakeholders
advocate for a multi-faceted approach to a sophomore year experience, with central unification and ample
room for customization at the collegiate and departmental level.
Some stakeholders suggest that more data that demonstrates the efficacy of addressing the second year versus
other classes is necessary. Contextualizing a sophomore year effort within a four-year plan could address this
concern. Another common suggestion for securing buy-in is assurance that any initiative adds value from
faculty, staff, and student perspectives. Stakeholders suggest that the University community work together to
augment current resources and programs.
The stakeholders advocate
for a multi-faceted approach
To gain insights into the sophomore year experience directly from students
to a sophomore year
themselves, focus groups were convened on March 8 and 9 of 2011. Each focus
experience, with central
group met for 90 minutes, during which time information was collected using a
unification and ample room
written survey and a video recording of the discussions. Both the survey and the
for customization at the
discussion were facilitated on site by consultants of the University’s Usability Lab.
collegiate and departmental
The findings from these two focus groups have been combined and presented
level.
below. In presenting the results it is important to note the limitations. With twelve
total participants these findings cannot be applied to the larger student population;
nonetheless, the experiences shared by these students do offer a useful window into the sophomore year
experience.

H.

Focus Group Findings

Focus Group Composition
To create a broad view of the sophomore student body, organizers of the focus group sought to balance the
participation of students based on GPA and college enrollment. Twelve of sixteen confirmed students attended
the focus group meetings, with seven participants in Group 1 and five participants in Group 2. Based on the
information stated in the written survey, the resulting participants represent five of the seven freshmen
admitting colleges and a diversity of social experiences and demographic backgrounds.

Table 3. Composition of the Focus Groups (N=12)
GPA above 3.0

7

Declared major

11

College enrollment

CSOM, CLA, CEHD, CSE,
CDES

First generation student

4

Employed while in school

7
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In addition to academic and demographic information, the survey asked twenty questions related to students’
college experience. Survey questions were drawn from the 2007 Sophomore Experience Survey (SES)
conducted by the National Resource Center for the First-Year Experience and Students in Transition. The SES
survey is founded on the development psychology concept of thriving as a means to measure student
satisfaction and intent to reenroll (Hunter et. al, 2010). The SES includes questions in the area of academic self
-efficacy, hope, mindset, engaged learning, and meaning in life. A complete list of the survey questions
answered by focus group participants is available in Appendix 5.
When comparing the responses of focus group participants with those of sophomore students nationally,
University students appear to be less satisfied in areas of academic self-efficacy, mindset, and meaning in life
than sophomore students nationally.
Student Responses
During the 90-minute focus group discussion, individuals responded to twelve questions related to their
college experience as students at the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities (see Appendix 5). Each question
asked students to describe the social, academic, and institutional issues that have impacted their college
experiences and the sophomore year specifically. Students were asked to describe what a successful
sophomore experience looks like. For our focus groups, a key component to being a successful sophomore is
being able to balance the academic and social aspects of college life with an emphasis on charting a clear
degree path.
When asked, “What is a successful college experience?” students list social and academic variables. They
describe a transitional stage in life where they are left to meet their own immediate needs while also
progressing toward goals. As one student explains, the ―core of it is the social aspect. Getting involved
[socially] will help you gain a better college experience and will allow you to learn more about what you’re
interested in and help you do well in school.‖ Some students feel that expectations are created by family
influence, but the majority of participants shaped their own expectations for the college experience with an
emphasized reliance on peer networks.
When asked specifically about what makes for a successful sophomore year, degree progress and career
planning emerged as important markers. As one student described the transition from the freshman to
sophomore year, ―it’s like freshman year is about figuring out college life and the sophomore year is about
figuring out your career and what you want to do for the next 10 years.‖ Students described a sophomore year
that is more challenging, but a college experience that improves due to a better, more focused academic
experience. The impact of student engagement was evident in the student who stated that ―classes are easier
because they are more interesting.‖ The point was also made that if a student does not graduate in four years it
is probably because of something they didn’t do in their sophomore year.
“[I]t’s like freshman year is about
figuring out college life and the sophomore year is about figuring out your
career and what you want to do for
the next 10 years”
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Table 4. Focus Group Survey Summary of Results
Focus group
Mean

National SES
Mean

(5 point scale)

(5 point scale)

I am learning a lot in most of my classes.-5PT

3.83

4.14

In the last week I found myself bored in class a lot of the time.

3.09

3.08

I can usually find ways of applying what I'm learning in class to something else in life.

3.67

3.67

3

3.66

I am satisfied with my overall experience on campus this year.

3.67

4.02

I am satisfied with the contact that I've had with faculty this year.

3.17

3.88

I am satisfied with the experience with my peers on campus this year.

3.73

4.05

(7 point scale)

(7 point scale)

I know how to schedule my time to accomplish tasks.

5.37

5.37

I know how to study to perform well on tests.

4.9

5.21

I usually do very well in school and at academic tasks-7PT

5.02

5.69

My life has a clear sense of purpose.

5.02

5.11

I am seeking a purpose or mission in life.

5.6

5.03

(8 point scale)

(8 point scale)

I can think of many ways to get the things in life that are important to me. – 8PT

5.87

6.62

Even when others are discouraged, I know I can find a way to solve a problem.

5.6

6.33

I've been pretty successful in my life.

6.27

6.86

I meet the goals that I set for myself.

6

6.56

I am satisfied with the academic advising I have experienced this year.

(5 point scale)
I am confident that the amount of money I'm paying for college is worth it in the long
run.

3.08

n/a

I feel discourage about the amount of debt I'm incurring to pay my college bills.

3.82

n/a
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Both groups offered specific strategies to be academically successful in the sophomore year. Two strategies
that emerged as particularly important were the value of time management skills that utilize tools like a ―minicalendar‖ to prioritize responsibilities and peer study groups as a critical resource for meeting academic as
well as social needs. Specific peer study groups referenced include fraternities, mandatory and non-mandatory
class groups, and the Smart Commons. Students say they feel less intimidated asking questions of these groups
than they do engaging instructors and teaching assistants (TAs).
While students feel academic determinants of college success are key, they also identify non-academic
determinants that affect success. These range from personal decisions like not drinking on weekdays to
accessing other college resources.
Students identify variability in the quality of services received from central outlets as a non-academic
roadblock to success. Students view Onestop as a key resource for addressing issues with financial aid,
housing, registration, and other non-academic activities. They report a wide range of experiences. Some have
experienced Onestop staff members that are very competent and useful in resolving issues. Others report that
staff can be impatient or inconsiderate. Sophomore students express a preference for online resources, which
may stem from negative experiences with University staff or the inconsistency of services received from
central outlets.
[O]nline resources are
Students acknowledge that they may be unaware of existing resources and cite the
still the preferred first stop
University’s online services as a means to identify other resources. They report that
when seeking university
there is variability in the quality, usability, and usefulness of the University websites, resources due to all-hours
similar to experiences with staff; however, online resources are still the preferred first
accessibility and
stop when seeking university resources due to all-hours accessibility and usefulness.
usefulness.
Regarding faculty engagement, students describe challenging relationships with
research-focused professors who do not seemingly care about teaching. Some students also express frustration
with professors or teaching assistants who seem unwilling to learn English. Because of the challenges of
interacting with faculty, students rely heavily on TAs.
Related to academic challenges and barriers in the curriculum, students share the sentiment that liberal
education requirements, especially those that persist into the sophomore year, are onerous and postpone degree
progress. Students share a preference for electives relevant to their field of study, which is undermined by the
need to meet liberal educational requirements. Additionally, students cite the high number of course credits
needed to transfer colleges or complete a double major as a barrier to success. These requirements, like the
liberal education requirements, increase fiscal and time constraints, which compound the stress felt by
students.
The final topic of discussion dealt with the question: ―What’s one thing the University could do to help you?‖
With regard to advising, students express a desire for advisers who are not
[S]tudents cite the high number of related to a specific college and who can provide guidance regardless of college
course credits needed to transfer of enrollment. Sophomores suggest that a general adviser could be supplemented
with mentors who serve as career advisers.
colleges or complete a double
major as a barrier to success.
On the subject of faculty engagement, students identify the focus of faculty as a
potential barrier to academic success. Many faculty at the University are
research focused as opposed to teaching focused. Students seek out faculty who clearly enjoy teaching and
show a willingness to reach out to them in academic and social settings. Students feel that the researchoriented focus limits their access to faculty. As a result, students contact TAs first for solutions to academic
problems and feel that another approach would be more beneficial.
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Focus Group Summary
What defines a successful college experience:
· Establishing independence and setting goals
· Balancing social and academic lives
· Preparing for the future
Valuable components to student success in the sophomore year:
· Utilizing social and institutional networks to chart degree plan
· Peer learning groups
· Using time management skills
Recommended changes at the institutional, curricular, and academic levels:
· Relaxing of liberal education requirements in sophomore year to allow more major-focused electives
· Desire for more teaching-centered professors rather than research-centered faculty
· Creation of advising roles that allow third party advice supplemented by major specific mentors
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III.

Discussion and Recommendations

Based on the information gathered in the literature review, stakeholder interviews, focus groups, and other
research, the project team developed a set of recommendations on how the University of Minnesota can
improve the student experience during the sophomore year and improve student retention, graduation, and
satisfaction rates. These recommendations were developed with the following principles in mind:
●
●
●

The University is a large, diverse, and decentralized institution compared with our peers.
Recommendations should be developed that work within our organizational culture.
Any central initiative that affects units should focus more on developing standards, with the individual
units responsible for designing programs that best serve the needs of their students based on these
standards.
Leverage existing resources and technology at the University where possible.

With these principles in mind, we developed two sets of recommendations. One set has ―quick wins‖ that can
be implemented in a limited time frame recognizing current budget difficulties and the other set is focused on
longer-term items that can be implemented as resources are identified. Recommendations that we feel can be
implemented in a limited time frame include:
●

Modify APAS (Academic Progress Audit System)
Multiple stakeholders mentioned that students should be taking classes that count toward degree progress
and where possible also serve to meet liberal education requirements. To provide students a better
snapshot of how they are progressing towards their degree, we recommend that the progress-towarddegree information should be included on the APAS report for all students. Currently, this information is
available only for student athletes.
The Athletic APAS reports the total hours required for completion of the degree program if every course
taken meets only one requirement. The electives hours portion of the report indicates the total number of
credits that are consider free electives to meet the degree credit requirement of 120 credits. The other
elective area lists courses currently not applicable to a program. However, these courses may apply to
another major or minor. By adding this information, students would know where their courses fall
regarding a program and the University would be able to provide colleges with reporting information on
the actual degree progress of their students. Since the Athletic APAS report has already been created,
there is a framework in place that can be extended to all students. An example Athletic APAS report can
be found in Appendix 7.

●

Leverage existing SERU survey data
In an effort to better gauge student satisfaction with the University, we recommend that the University
better leverage existing Student Experience in the Research University (SERU) survey data. The
University received approximately 9,600 responses to the survey in 2010, which covered items such as
satisfaction, career aspirations, professor rapport, and other measures. To leverage this data, the
University should communicate data availability to the University community and expand the data shown
at https://www.oir.umn.edu/surveys/seru/public to include breakdown by class (e.g., freshman,
sophomore). This information should assist decision makers at the University in making data-driven
decisions.

●

Refine the “Wild Card Module for the University of Minnesota” in the SERU survey
The SERU survey offers the ability to include a module in addition to the core modules. It is
recommended that the University work to refine the ―Wild Card Module for the University of Minnesota‖
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to include survey questions to measure the student experience in areas that aren’t covered by the core
modules. Areas that could be included in the module are technology use and availability, student affairs,
and housing. The questions should be consistent from year to year to allow trendlines to be established.
●

Encourage colleges to conduct exit surveys
When a student leaves the University to attend a different institution or transfer to another college within
the University, there is an opportunity for the college to learn why the student left and ways the college
could improve. We recommend that colleges be encouraged to conduct exit surveys for students who
leave the University to attend a different institution or transfer to another college within the University.
Standards should be established for how these exit surveys are developed and administered, with the focus
being on how to improve the student experience. It would be preferred to have an anonymous online tool
to collect survey information.

●

Leverage Graduation Planner
The University has already invested resources in developing the Graduation Planner system (https://
onestop2.umn.edu/gradplanner/Initialize.do?campus=UMNTC). We recommend increasing
communications to students about its availability. In addition, the University should ensure that faculty
advisers are aware of and properly trained in the system so that when students meet with faculty advisers
they can take full advantage of the system.

●

Continue the integration of APLUS across campus
By the end of June 2011, the APLUS program is slated to be available to advisers across campus, not just
those in CLA where the tool was developed. Efforts should be made to make the tool available to career
and faculty advisers as well.

●

Clearly communicate goals and expectations
While the University has a goal to increase the four-year graduation rate to 60%, this goal is not clearly
communicated to faculty and staff. In stakeholder interviews, some stakeholders felt that not all units were
aligned in improving four-year graduation rates. In addition, in researching the University goals regarding
graduation and retention rates, it was difficult to find these goals clearly communicated in course catalogs,
college descriptions, college newsletters or other locations that state what is expected of students.
Therefore we recommend that the University work to clearly communicate these goals to faculty, staff,
and students. These goals should be placed on websites such as those of the Board of Regents, Office of
the President, and Office of the Senior Vice President and Provost. Further, the University has made great
strides in improving this important measure and can celebrate those achievements while stating the need
for continual improvement.

Recommendations that we feel can be implemented in a longer time frame include:
●

Re-evaluate the Liberal Education Requirements
Despite the value of liberal education requirements in creating a robust undergraduate learning
experience, both students and administrators expressed frustrations regarding the total number of these
credits required. Yet, liberal education requirements help provide students with transferable skills that will
be necessary in an ever-changing work environment (Humphreys, 2006). Due to the critical role of these
requirements in the four-year degree experience, we recommend forming a curriculum team to discuss
how to make the goals of the liberal education requirements more accessible and meaningful to students.

●

Increase peer-mentoring opportunities
Sophomores could benefit developmentally by increasing opportunities for peer-mentoring. One example
of peer-mentoring could be as Welcome Week leaders. Sophomores are excellent candidates for Welcome
Week leader positions. They can solidify their own knowledge of campus resources while helping to
foster a more cohesive campus community by interacting with incoming freshmen students. The
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University could explore further peer-mentoring opportunities, either within colleges or units such as the
Multicultural Center for Academic Excellence.
●

Improve faculty-student interactions
Given the varied needs of sophomore students, we believe that a successful sophomore year initiative at
the University of Minnesota will be best implemented when colleges and units are able to tailor programs
to specific student populations. In particular, improving faculty-student interactions could help to improve
sophomore student development and lead to greater student satisfaction and, ultimately, retention. While
colleges and units can evaluate ways in which to improve these interactions specific to their needs, the
following existing programs could be leveraged to focus on the unique needs of sophomore students while
simultaneously improving faculty-student interactions.
●
●
●
●

Learning Abroad
Undergraduate Research Opportunities Program (UROP)
Living-Learning Communities
Sophomore Seminars, modeled after Freshman Seminars

●

Expand career and academic planning courses for under-performing or undecided students
Establishing a connection between career goals and curriculum in the sophomore year is an important part
of academic engagement and success (Hunter et. al, 2010). Efforts to help students who are at the greatest
risk of dropping out of school (low GPAs, fewer than 30 credits entering sophomore year, students of
color, out-of-state students, etc.) should target this type of support. In particular, we recommend that the
University expand courses that help sophomores identify their academic and career goals, courses such as
the LASK, offered by Student Academic Success Services, and courses currently in development by the
Multicultural Center for Academic Success. The Center for Academic Planning and Exploration also
offers career and advising courses. The courses offered in these centers provide excellent models for
further expansion. Advisors should encourage students who might benefit from these courses to register.

●

Create College Specific Curriculum Cohorts
We recommend that each college create a cohort model to increase academic engagement in the
sophomore year. Patterned after the Immersion Core model required of CSOM sophomores, curriculum
cohorts are a series of core requirements completed by a small ―cohort‖ of students over the course of the
sophomore year. Each individual college shall be able to decide how prescriptive each cohort class should
be and whether it is structured around individual degrees, general areas (e.g., language), or college wide.
This recommendation comes from the various comments heard that the sophomore year is more about
connecting with classmates and faculty, versus freshman year, which is focused on connecting with
people in the residence halls.

●

Create Career Courses/Seminars
Standards and guidelines should be created for colleges to create career-planning courses. These standards
and guidelines should be flexible to allow the colleges the ability to integrate these courses/seminars into
their existing curriculum or to create a stand-alone course. Along with creating standards and guidelines,
central administration should provide incentives, as legislative funding is available, to the colleges to
create these courses/seminars.

●

Add Ability in Graduation Planner to Import Sample Plans
Within the Graduation Planner system, add the capability to import the sample four-year graduation plans
that currently exist within the catalogs. The four-year graduation plans are a great resource to encourage
students to graduate within four years and these plans are hidden within the catalog system. In providing
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these plans within the Graduation Planner, this will allow students to create a four-year plan from an
existing plan rather than starting a four-year plan from scratch.
●

Provide More Events and Communications Targeted to Sophomores
Multiple stakeholders and students identified that a lot of effort was spent on freshmen, including
Welcome Week, move-in day, and convocation. But after students complete their freshman year, it was
felt that the number of events and communications targeted toward them dropped off significantly. We
recommend that more events geared specifically toward sophomores be available during the academic
year; for example, a dedicated sporting event or movie night.

●

Target Online Resources and Evaluate Usability
In our focus groups, students indicated a preference to search online for solutions to their problems or
questions before contacting a support office. It is recommended that the University ensure that resources
for students are always available online. Additionally, online resources should be service-based rather
than organization-based. Improvement in the University website search function will improve ease of
finding appropriate resources.

●

Further Study of Advising on Campus
A larger initiative that the University should study is how to increase the advising on campus for students
that are undecided or over-decided. We recommend that the role of the Center for Academic Planning and
Exploration (CAPE) be expanded as a neutral party for these students. In our research, there were
concerns by both stakeholders and students that in cases where students were undecided, collegiate based
advising, rather than have the best interest of the student in mind, might be more interested in retaining
the student in the college. In studying how to expand the role of CAPE, it should be examined how the
role of CAPE interacts with collegiate advisers so that advising resources are aligned, easy for students to
use, and provide appropriate and consistent advice to students.

●

CAPE should serve as the central office for sophomore year efforts
We recommend that any centralized sophomore year initiatives or coordination efforts be housed in
CAPE. We feel that this is the best central office to lead these efforts and work with the departments and
units that could be a part of a sophomore year experience.

IV.

Conclusion

A greater focus on the second year experience is needed if colleges and the University are to sustain progress
toward academic excellence and greater four-year graduation rates. After the freshman year, one-half of
students that leave college leave at the end of their sophomore year. Significant gains can be realized in
retention and four-year graduation rates by addressing the unique and divergent challenges faced by
sophomore students. Both academic and personal transitions converge to make the
sophomore year a pivotal period in a student’s life, one that has disproportionate
Significant gains can be
impacts on later success in college and timely graduation.
realized in retention and
four-year graduation rates
Despite the dynamic nature of the challenge, proven strategies have been employed
by addressing the unique
at the University of Minnesota by individual colleges, and the University itself, to
and divergent challenges
improve the success of sophomore students. New tools have been brought to bear on
faced by sophomore
sophomore students, such as degree planning technology, curriculum cohorts, and
students
sophomore career seminars, among others. Targeting the general sophomore student
population and specific sub-populations, these tools and strategies combine to impact
the entirety of the second year experience to cause improved institutional integration and student academic
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engagement. Many of these strategies and tools arose from within the separate colleges; other colleges should
be provided these examples and encouraged to develop their own versions.
The decisions faced by the sophomore student are profound and strongly impact timely graduation as well as
future career success. As described by a sophomore student, the freshman year is about adjusting to college
life and the sophomore year is about planning your career and the next 10 years of your life. Enabling students
to successfully navigate that process is a profound challenge and responsibility of the University but the ability
of the University to do this will help distinguish it as an exceptional place of higher education.
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Appendix 1 – Peer Institutions
The project team identified the University of Minnesota Twin Cities campus’s primary comparison groups to
evaluate both peer sophomore programs and student retention from year two to year three. Institutions selected
by the University from a list of 2009 National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) participants make up
the primary comparison group. A secondary comparison group comprises institutions identified in the 2006
Report of the Metrics and Measurements Task Force.
These universities reflect the size and scope of top research universities and were used to monitor progress
toward becoming a top three public research university. The University’s 2010-11 comparison institutions are
listed in Table 1. Table 2 compares the sophomore focused programing of the University to those of select
peer groups.
Table 1 University of Minnesota – Twin Cities Campus Comparison Groups
NSSE Cohort

Metrics and Measurements Cohort

Indiana University – Bloomington
Iowa State University
Texas A&M University
University of Arizona – Tucson
University of Colorado at Boulder
University of Maryland – College Park
University of Michigan – Ann Arbor*
University of Missouri – Columbia
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
University of Oregon
University of Texas at Austin*
University of Washington – Seattle*

University of California – Berkeley
University of California – Los Angeles
University of Florida
University of Illinois – Urbana-Champaign
University of Michigan – Ann Arbor*
Ohio State University – Columbus
Pennsylvania State University – University Park University of Texas – Austin*
University of Washington – Seattle*
University of Wisconsin – Madison

* Appears on both lists
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Table 2 Sophomorefocused Activities
Sophomore
Advising

Lecture/ Seminar
Series

Sophomore
Specific Events

On Campus
Housing

A&M







Arizona



Colorado



Florida









Illinois

















Iowa








Minnesota
Missouri





Ohio















Penn State



Texas



U Michigan





UC – Berkeley





UCLA





UNC



Washington









Wisconsin
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Appendix 2: Current Initiatives that Support or Could Support
Sophomore Students at the University
College Initiatives
Carlson School of Management
● ―The Challenge‖ advising sessions requires groups of students to meet with an adviser to make
academic and career connections.
● CSOM students are required to take a career skills course the sophomore year.
College of Science and Engineering:
● Require at least three meetings during the freshman and sophomore years.
● Though not dedicated to solely to sophomores, an internship coordinator helps connect students to
internships beginning the end of the freshman year and extending beyond.
College of Education and Human Development
● Currently developing more 2000-level courses intended to be taken the second year.
Advising Resources
The Center for Academic Planning and Exploration (CAPE) http://cape.umn.edu/
● Provides personalized one-to-one coaching to current undergraduate students from any college on the
Twin Cities campus who are undecided on their majors.
● Students work to develop an action plan to aid in major and career decision-making process.
● Most students served are sophomores approaching 60 credit hours.
● Offers a 1-credit course: OUE 2100: Academic Planning and Exploration
○ 1-credit, online course with in-person meetings for degree-seeking undergraduate students
who are strongly undecided about their academic major or those who need to consider a
"Plan B" major. Students develop an Exploratory Action Plan to help them discover and
declare a best-fit major that matches their interests, values and academic skills.
Graduation Planner (http://plan.umn.edu)
● Online tool for students to explore the requirements for majors and minors and identify when to take
them.
● Advisors are able to review and comment on the plans students create.
APLUS
● Only available to advising staff.
● Developed by CLA, but being rolled out across campus, as a way to help advisers navigate the
landscape of a large advisee population by supplying information about students' registration activity;
mid-term alert status; GPA; and any missed advising appointments.
● APLUS notifies advisers of changes each morning, allowing them to prioritize student contacts.
● APLUS has already made a difference; since CLA implemented the system, the college has achieved
its highest ever first-year retention rate: 89.22 % actual when compared with 87.58% predicted, based
on student characteristics.
APAS - Academic Progress Audit System (and Student Course Report)
● Only available to advising staff and students
● A report that provides information about degree requirements, courses that fulfill those requirements,
and how the courses students have taken satisfy degree requirements for particular programs.
● Each APAS report indicates how coursework applies to Liberal Education and degree requirements
for a specific major or college.
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●

A Student Course Report is a record that contains all transfer courses in addition to University of
Minnesota courses. Transfer coursework is not listed on the University of Minnesota transcript. Total
credits transferred and where they are transferring from replaces course listings.

Curriculum and Course Support
The following programs are not aimed specifically at sophomore students, but do include resources that could
greatly benefit some sophomore students.
SASS Student Academic Success Services Courses:
● LASk 1001: Mastering Skills for College Success
● 2-credit class teaches students how to think critically, successfully manage time and stress, prepare
for exams, and comprehend textbook material in an effort to improve academic and personal selfawareness
● LASk 1102: Academic Success
● 2-credit class helps students who are academically at risk build a plan for success. Students receive
weekly instruction as well as the opportunity to meet with and discuss ideas with other students who
are facing similar challenges.
○ LASk 1102 is especially helpful for students who are unhappy with the institution or degree
program in which they are currently enrolled, students who are not really sure if they want to
be in college, or students who encounter personal problems that impact their studies.
● LASk 1101: Academic Refresher
● 1-credit term-B course that begins mid-semester to offer assistance over the second half of the
semester to students experiencing academic concerns. Similar to LASk 1102, students receive weekly
instruction and the opportunity to consult with other students facing similar challenges.
Multicultural Center for Academic Excellence (MCAE) - courses specific to sophomore students are being
planned. These courses would be geared toward students who are on or nearing academic probation.
Access to Success (ATS) http://www.ats.class.umn.edu http://www.cehd.umn.edu/trio/ats/
● Access to Success (ATS) Programs are student communities within CLA and CEHD.
● Serves students whose high school academic records suggest they would benefit from participation in
a small learning community.
● ATS provides academic courses, tutoring support, and student-to-student mentoring to support a
smooth and successful transition to college.
University Research Opportunities Program (UROP) http://www.research.umn.edu/undergraduate/UROP/
● Helps students become involved in research and creative activity to broaden perspectives, expand
intellectual and social networking, and strengthen connections to the University of Minnesota
community, as well as the research and creative communities nationally and throughout the world.
● Provides stipends of up to $1,400 and research expenses of up to $300 for undergraduate students
working with a University of Minnesota faculty mentor.
Curriculum Integration: Learning Abroad http://www.umabroad.umn.edu/ci/index.html
● The University of Minnesota's learning abroad curriculum integration model is built upon a broad and
deep collaboration with executive leadership, faculty, academic advisers, and study abroad
professionals, as well as others who interface with students for admissions and financial aid. All have
been partners with integrating study abroad into the undergraduate experience.
Liberal Education Requirements http://onestop.umn.edu/degree_planning/lib_eds/index.html
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●

Liberal Education (LE) is an essential part of undergraduate education at the University of
Minnesota. LE courses help students investigate the world from new perspectives, learn ways of
thinking that will be useful in many areas of life, and grow as an active citizen and lifelong learner.
○ Requirements for students admitted fall 2010 or later: http://onestop.umn.edu/
degree_planning/lib_eds/fall_2010_requirements/index.html

ePortfolio https://portfolio.umn.edu/
● ePortfolio is a secure University of Minnesota website for entering, saving, organizing, viewing, and
selectively sharing personal, professional, and educational records.
Assignment Calculator http://tools.lib.umn.edu/ac ● Online scheduling and assignment tracker
Student Development
Engage Search http://engage.umn.edu/
● The Engage! search helps University of Minnesota undergraduates connect with meaningful
experiences outside of the classroom that will help them pursue interests and aspirations that
complement their academic experiences.
Related Efforts/Resources
Undergraduate Update - http://undergrad.umn.edu/update/
● An email is sent to all undergraduates on a bi-weekly basis to inform them of events, resources, and
deadlines that they may not be aware of.
Other Resources:
● StrengthsQuest
○ http://www.strengthsquest.com/home.aspx
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Appendix 3: Key Stakeholders
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Appendix 4: Stakeholder Interview Protocol
Interview Agenda:
1. Introductions
2. Description and goals of the meeting:
o basic objective of Sophomore Year Experience Project
o central sponsor but strategies not identified and in exploratory mode;
o input from various areas of UofM critical due to diversity of SY challenges
3. Discuss why we decided to interview specific individuals, including that college
4. Interview protocol (how we will use the information shared today)
one hour to interview
o We are going to record for accuracy in our notetaking. Recordings will only be shared within our
PEL group and will be destroyed.
- Do you have any questions on how this information will be used?
- No personal quotes, unless approved by the interviewee
- If they say something that they want confidential, they need to inform us
Interview Questions for Academic Administrators
and
Interview Questions for Student Service Directors

0. Est. buy-in: (provide baseline research findings that create buy-in from interviewee?)
National trends and what a successful and focused SYE program looks like at peer institutions
Where the U of M stands
What’s at stake/opportunity for U of M generally

I. Alignment (current thinking, common definitions, assess dept’s focus for SY):
What is your reaction to the term ―sophomore year experience‖?
How would you characterize a successful sophomore year student? or What are the characteristics of a
successful sophomore student?
Is retention a good measure of sophomore year outcomes? What other measures do you think are important, or
does your college use, to measure the success of the sophomore year experience?
As a priority, where would you would you rank the retention of sophomore year students for most colleges?
How about for your college specifically?

II. Feasibility (resource allocation,preferred strategies):
If you were to think of all the key support mechanisms needed to support a sophomore in having a successful
academic and self-actualized experience, what are the most important mechanisms and features of that support
system?
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In your college/department are there resources targeted toward the success of sophomore year students? (staff
or other?)
What else could positively impact the sophomore year experience? (resources, policy?)
Are there any other successful university initiatives that could inform the SYE model?

III Approach (how to implement at college and University):
What are the greatest University-level barriers to creating a successful SYE initiative, or What would you see
as the greatest University-level barrier(s) to getting from from where we are today to what you just described?
What would you see as the greatest college-level barrier(s) to getting from from where we are today to what
you just described, or What are the greatest barriers to creating a successful SYE initiative?
clarifying/follow-up questions:
Do you see this as a campus-wide approach, a collegiate approach, or a mix?
Do you think there is currently enough interest to move a SYE effort forward at either level?
At your college, what would you say are the best strategies for securing buy-in and participation among
departmental leaders in a coordinated sophomore year initiative?
What would you anticipate being the greatest concern from units within your college?
Is there anything else you’d like to share?
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Appendix 5: Focus Group Questions and Survey
Purpose Statement: The purpose of this focus group is to learn from University students what factors
contribute to a successful sophomore year experience and what challenges students face as they work
toward college degree completion.

Goals of the Focus Groups
●
●

To learn from U of M sophomore students what factors contribute to a successful college experience.
To learn from U of M sophomore students what challenges they face as they work toward college
completion, in particular during the sophomore year.

Who do we want to involve in Focus Groups?
●

Two groups of sophomore students
○ Sophomore students representing each of the major ―at risk‖ populations.
○ Sophomore students representing each of the successful populations.

Questions for the Focus Groups
Opening
Introduction

1. Tell us your first name and your major.
2. Thinking about everything from academics to social life, what is your
definition of a successful college experience?
Transition
3. Compared to your freshman year, how is your sophomore year going?
Key
4. When you think of what it means to be a successful sophomore, what
comes to mind?
Key
5. What helps sophomores be academically successful?
Key
6. What helps sophomores be successful in other aspects of their lives,
such as in their relationships, career planning, finances, etc.?
Key
7. What role do other individuals or University services play in helping
sophomores be academically, socially or financially successful?
Transition
8. As a sophomore at the University, what have been some of the
greatest challenges or roadblocks you’ve faced this year?
Key
9. If you or your friends run into roadblocks or challenges, how do you
usually go about addressing the problems?
Key
10. Are there certain people or places you turn to for help?
Ending
11. What’s one thing that the University could do to make it easier for you
to be a successful sophomore?
Ending
12. Is there anything else that you’d like to share about what helps or
hinders sophomore success at the University?

Survey Questions
●
●
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What is your major?
What is your GPA?
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●
●
●
●
●
●

How many hours per week do you spend studying, on average? 0, 1 - 10, 10 - 20, 20 - 30, more than
30
During the school year, how many hours per week do you work at a job, on average? 0, 1 - 10, 10 20, 20 - 30, more than 30
During the school year, how many hours per week do you volunteer, on average? 0, 1 - 10, 10 - 20,
20 - 30, more than 30
How many campus organizations or clubs are you involved in? 0, 1 - 2, 3 or more
Did you live in a residence hall your freshman year? Yes No
Did your parents graduate from a 4-year university?

Answer on a scale of 1 - 5: 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree.
● I am learning a lot in most of my classes.
● In the last week, I found myself bored in class a lot of the time.
● I can usually find ways of applying what I’m learning in class to something else in my life.
● I know how to schedule my time to accomplish tasks.
● I know how to study to perform well on tests.
● I usually do very well in school and at academic tasks.
● I find many classes challenging and find it difficult to perform well.
● I have very clear goals.
● I can think of many ways to get the things in life that are most important to me.
● Even when others get discouraged, I know I can find a way to solve a problem.
● I’ve been pretty successful in life.
● I meet the goals that I set for myself.
● My life has a clear sense of purpose.
● I am seeking a purpose or mission in life.
● I am satisfied with the academic advising I have experienced this year.
● I am satisfied with my overall experience on campus this year.
● I am satisfied with the contact I’ve had with faculty this year.
● I am satisfied with the experiences with my peers on campus this year.
● I am confident that the amount of money I’m paying for college is worth it in the long run.
● I feel very discouraged about the amount of debt I’m incurring to pay my college bills.
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Appendix 6: Athletic APAS History and Sample Report
History
 At issue –
 The Undergraduate Degree Credit Policy allows all courses to count toward a degree program. The few
exceptions were: credits over the 6 Credit Skills Policy (unless more were required by the major), or repeat
courses that have not yet been bracketed. The Undergraduate Degree Credit Policy was created to standardize
the application of the University’s D Grade Policy (that a C- or better must be earned in major coursework)
across all colleges. It states that if less than a C- is earned in a major course it will count toward elective credit
until it is repeated and a C- or higher is earned and can then count to meet the major requirement.
The assumption that all degree programs are 120 credits (with a few exceptions like CSE programs that require up to 128 credits) – as advertised in the University Undergraduate Catalog.

Introduction of “Athletic APAS” (Spring 2006) –


To address issue #1 (defining degree credit):

 Identifies the exact degree requirements for each program - liberal education, major, and, if applicable,
electives.

 Identifies the courses that meet each degree requirement, and also:
 Automatically brackets repeat courses.
 University’s D Grade and 6 Credit skills policies, along with any intricate college, major, program policies/requirements, are encoded.

 Does not allow requirements to be over-fulfilled, (ie, ―countable‖ and ―excess‖ electives are identified).
 To address issue #2 (credit total for each degree program):
 Calculates the actual number of credits needed to complete the degree if one course were used to meet one
requirement, as opposed to the minimum credit total used in the Undergraduate Catalog (usually 120 credits).

 Led to the discovery that approximately 2/3 of the University’s degree programs require more credits than
the minimum printed in the Undergraduate Catalog if one course taken to meet each degree requirement (see
attached). Data also showed student-athletes graduated from the University with an average of 10 to 45 more
credits than the ―required‖ 120 degree program total (depending on the college).
Made it apparent that efficient degree planning by the student who takes one course to meet more than one
degree requirement (aka double-dipping) brings the degree program total down and/or creates room for electives.
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Sample Athletic APAS Report
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Appendix 7: NSSE Benchmark Comparisons 2009
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