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Our research provided many insights about what strategies best support student success 
and led to two fundamental findings that are the focus of this paper: 

Students need simpler and more 
relevant channels for navigating 
college pathways.  
Most students need better guidance 
from their college or university over 
the duration of their educational 
journey. Students need easy-to-use 
tools that match their busy, on-the-
go lifestyles. That’s true whether 
a student’s goal is to complete 
a credential, transfer to a four-
year university, pursue a degree 
in a part-time program, or enter 
the workforce.

Institutional leadership and staff 
need a more robust and better 
integrated set of data tools 
to identify students at-risk of 
not succeeding. 
Schools need powerful analytics tools 
that can help them assess student 
progress, identify at-risk students, and 
then intervene immediately before 
a student goes off track. Relevant 
data needs to be widely accessible 
in formats that can inform decision-
making in departments and offices 
across the institution. In short, 
institutions need a richer, more robust 
palette of tools to help students 
succeed and meet their goals. 

Blackboard research brief
Ensuring Student Success in the 21st Century: Insights to improve the student 
experience and outcomes  
Helping students succeed in higher education requires the marshalling of many different 
resources at colleges and universities. Looking at recent retention and graduation rates over the 
past five years, one can see that current strategies are still leaving many students behind. With 
the dedication of resources and funding to student success, why are so many students still not 
achieving optimal levels of success? 

To better understand those challenges, Blackboard has been deeply engaged for several years in 
research about student success. We wanted to know more about how colleges and universities 
use technology and processes to help students succeed. In particular, we wanted to know more 
about what students and staff think about those technologies and processes. To find out, we 
conducted surveys and interviewed students, administrators, faculty, and other stakeholders in 
higher education across both two-year and four-year schools. 
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College has become an imperative for individual 
success. It has been estimated that by 2020, 
two-thirds of jobs will require a college-level 
education.1 The federal government has 
estimated that bachelor’s degree holders earn 
66 percent more than their peers with just high 

Making sure that college students 
complete their education matters—
from many different perspectives.  

• Students enter college to learn 
skills and gain knowledge that will 
help them succeed in life. Degrees 
and other earned credentials 
document that a student has 
completed a course of study. 

• Society needs a fully educated 
citizenry as a foundation of 
democracy and a cornerstone of 
global economic competitiveness.

• Legislators view completion 
of college degrees and other 
credentials as a significant 
marker of the effectiveness 
of their financial support for 
higher education.

• Universities use successful 
completion of a course of study 
as one measure in assessing their 
own effectiveness in terms of 
student learning outcomes.

SCANNING THE LANDSCAPE
school degrees—as much as $1 million more 
over a lifetime.2 College is also important for 
society: The United States relies on college-
educated workers to help it compete in the global 
marketplace and to be productive citizens.  

Higher education has a mixed record in helping 
students succeed. Just 59 percent of first-time, 
full-time undergraduate students at 4-year 
colleges and universities graduate within 6 
years. Success rates vary by type of institution. 
Rates are highest at institutions that are highly 
selective, but dip to 32 percent for institutions 
with open admissions policies.3  When we 
look at community college completion rates, 
they are even lower. The U.S. Department of 
Education documents the graduation rate for 
community college students at 21%. However, 
we know that many factors such as full-time 
versus part-time status and incomplete transfer 
status information can greatly change the 
numbers reported.4 Results are worse for low-
income students. The Education Department 
has reported that just 9 percent of students 
in the lowest income quartile graduate with a 
bachelor’s degree by age 24, compared to 77 
percent for the top income quartile.5 

There are many reasons students struggle to 
complete their credentials. The cost of college 
can be a significant barrier. Many students today 
must balance going to college with work and 
family obligations. Students who may be the first 
in their family to attend college may have to come 
up a steep learning curve about higher education 
before they are ready to graduate.

1    Carnevale AP, Smith N, Strohl J (2013) Recovery: Job Growth 
and Education Requirements Through 2020, Georgetown 
University Center on Education and the Workforce

2  U.S. Census Bureau 
3    U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 

Statistics. (2017). The Condition of Education 2017 (NCES 2017-
144), Undergraduate Retention and Graduation Rates. 
 
 
 

4    Juszkiewicz, J. (2015, March). Trends in Community College 
Enrollment and Completion Data, 2015, Washington, DC: 
American Association of Community Colleges.)

5.  “Indicators of Higher Education Equity in the United States.” 
The Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher 
Education, Penn Ahead-Alliance for Higher Education and 
Democracy (2015): 1-60.  
http://www.pellinstitute.org/downloads/publications-
Indicators_of_Higher_Education_Equity_in_the_US_45_
Year_Trend_Report.pdf
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Overall, institutions are improving their 
capacity to collect data about student 
learning outcomes. Advanced analytics 
help staff mine data across former silos to 
help identify students who need help and 
prompt interventions with those at-risk. 
As schools implement more sophisticated 
learning analytics, staff are able to draw larger, 
overarching lessons about the many factors 
that slow students’ paths to success. Through 
those analyses, they are finding ways to 
improve the student experience. And they are 
learning strategies for scaling the solutions that 
reap the highest gains. 

There is emerging evidence that such solutions 
can make a big difference. Several institutions 
can already document significant progress 
in improving student success based on data 
analytics. But as the federal statistics about 
student success suggest, much more work is 

needed. One essential strategy is that we need 
to arm all stakeholders—faculty, advisors, 
administrators, and students—with timely, 
actionable insights.

BLACKBOARD RESEARCH
To better understand these challenges in higher 
education, Blackboard has conducted several 
qualitative research projects. Our design and 
product teams have interviewed more than 
150 students, administrators, and other key 
stakeholders. With students, for example, our 
researchers conducted in-depth interviews, 
lasting as long as two hours. We asked 
students to describe their college experiences 
in depth, including what was helping and 
also hindering their educational journey.  We 
conducted similarly rigorous reviews with college 
administrators and faculty. The findings here 
explore key insights that we have taken away 
from looking at this research as a whole.

 As colleges and universities learn more about 
what drives—and slows— student success, 
many institutions are recognizing that they 
need to do more to help individual students.
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Inside the Student Experience
Students believe they are following a pre-
defined journey that leads from high school to 
college. The journey includes the process of 
identifying a major, choosing a career, and then 
joining the workforce. Students find, though, 
that college academic and administrative 
systems are often confounding and do not 
provide a clean-cut path for that journey. That 
causes stress and anxiety for many students. 
And it can result in a variety of tactical 
breakdowns along the student journey. 

Knowing that students find today’s educational 
experience confusing and stressful, how 
connected and supported an institution 
makes students feel is very important and 
directly impacts overall student retention and 
graduation rates. Engaged and supported 
students also directly influence tuition 
revenue and lay the foundation for long-lasting 
connections between alumni and an institution. 

 
 

According to our survey, students did not feel 
adequately supported or engaged by their 
institution. Thirty-nine percent of students 
ask family members for help with college and 
career decision-making before they seek help 
from academic counselors or career services. 
Six percent of students report having no one 
to help them make college decisions. When 
confronted with the thought of switching 
majors, approximately 22 percent of students 
reported feeling anxious. Only 13 percent 
reported feeling happy. Further, while changing 
majors was commonly reported, doing so 
was often described with feelings of shame 
or stress. Even students who had completed 
several courses or semesters in their chosen 
major often expressed regret about that choice.

In general, students find university operations to 
be confusing, mysterious, and not very nurturing. 
They tend to view university rules as overly 
complicated, sometimes a little bizarre, and often 
vaguely defined. They consider the university 
”system” that they deal with daily as a necessary 
evil that adds anxiety but offers little value. 

“College feels like a maze. 
I don’t know where I’m 
at in it.” 

- Samantha  
21 year old engineering major 
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Digging deeper, we drew a number of 
insights from what students told us—
perspectives that shed light on some of the 
barriers to student success: 

• Students feel that college determines the “rest 
of your life,” and describe pressure and an 
urgency to constantly push forward. Students 
of various ages and levels were uneasy about 
their short- and long-term future. They are 
deeply concerned about reaching what they 
perceive is the next milestone expected of 
them. Additionally, each milestone is seen 
as a critical, non-optional, “make-or-break” 
moment. Not registering for the right classes, 
for example, may result in not graduating on 
time, in turn possibly disrupting opportunities 
for an internship. Without an internship, 
students fear they won’t get a “good job.” 
Without this “good” job, students fear they 
won’t be happy.

• Students perceive an urgency in establishing 
a major, primarily driven by social and 
emotional factors. Students feel great social 
pressure to choose a major. That pressure 
often drives them to select a major on a 
whim, based on arbitrary criteria such as what 
their friends are selecting or what familial 

influences are driving them towards, what 
is perceived as “easy,” or what’s convenient. 
Decisions about a major are often made early 
in the academic journey, when students may 
have an incomplete understanding of what 
they are doing and why. 

• The process through which students are 
supposed to form a realistic vision of 
their future is unclear. A student’s support 
network is fragmented and often offers 
competing advice, if any. Parents and 
guardians may push students toward majors 
without recognizing the students’ actual 
strengths and interests; they also lack means 
to track or further support their students 
who are often away from home. Friends 
may offer advice that is at odds with adult 
mentors. First-generation students may lack 
sufficient parental support. Faculty advisors 
may interact with students only periodically. 
University advisors may shy away from 
telling students that they are not fit for 
certain career paths. As a result, students 
resort to patching their visions through 
past experience, narrow comparisons 
within their social network and, if they 
are lucky, mentorship experiences that 
develop organically.
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• Students feel that they get little or no 
guidance from their universities in selecting 
a major course of study. We found that 
students do not feel that they receive 
adequate support and advice from their 
universities as they make significant 
academic decisions, such as the selection 
of a major or the desire to change majors. 
Too often, students perceive advisors as 
incidental extraneous resources that may be 
too busy to help, poorly prepared, perhaps 

out of touch with a student’s reality, and 
hard to gain access to. Students described 
a number of different relationships with 
advisors, ranging from non-existent (“I don’t 
know who my advisor is”) to authoritative 
(“the advisor just tells me what to do”). 
In short, students generally mistrust the 
college advising process. Accordingly, 
students expressed interest in having 
advisor relationships that were more 
personal, consistent, and meaningful.

Among other implications, these findings underscore the need that students have for better, more 
integrated tools that can help them make choices about degree programs and careers and map 
the right academic pathway to help them achieve their goals. 

 Students distrust periodic, 
prescriptive academic 
advising services.
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Inside the Administrator Experience
In talking with administrators, faculty, and 
staff, we gained valuable insights around the 
factors that are helping—and hindering—their 
aspirations for advancing student success. 
Institutions are struggling to find better ways to 
help students navigate the academic pathway. 
Many recognize that they need to make 
changes in operations to position themselves to 
better serve student success. Many institutions 
struggle to find the right technologies to help 
them collect the right data about student 
performance to inform improvements in 
processes and policies. 

Most institutions are collecting more data from 
more sources that can ostensibly inform their 
work to advance student success. But what 
to do with those data is often a conundrum. 
While some pioneering institutions are quite 
savvy in applying insights from data to improve 
practice, the bulk of colleges and universities 

are just starting to discern the full value of data, 
analytics, and data-informed decision making. 
In essence, they are finding their way in terms 
of learning how to use data effectively and 
strategically. 

At many institutions, data is closely held in 
departmental silos, in forms that cannot be 
easily shared (if, indeed, the staff that control 
those data deign to share them at all). Many 
colleges and universities are working to learn 
how to distribute data widely across campus, 
in forms like dashboards that can help staff 
at all levels use that information for decision 
making. Many are avidly developing new 
operating procedures and structures designed 
to help staff share and use data as a routine 
practice. Institutions that have been used to 
decision-making based largely on gut feeling 
and anecdotes are working to make more 
institutional decisions based on evidence. Many 
institutions are deeply engaged in training 
faculty and staff to use data effectively.



| 10 | ENSURING STUDENT SUCCESS IN THE 21ST CENTURY

In those broad contexts, here are some of the 
insights we derived from our conversations with 
administrators, faculty, and staff:

• Administrators acknowledge that a student’s 
subjective experience greatly influences outcomes, 
but their ability to mine actionable data about 
student learning outcomes lags. Having abundant 
data about student academic progress and 
learning outcomes alone is not enough—the data 
need to be readily accessible to stakeholders 
across the campus in ways that drive and support 
action that improves student success. While 
most administrators today have data about 
student enrollment, academic performance, and 
demographics that help them deduce how well 
students are doing, they need better tools to draw 
insights from those data in ways that can improve 
the student experience. A few universities have 
developed student intervention capabilities based 
on data, but most institutions remain unable to 
proactively intervene before a student goes off 

track. That typically leaves institutions either 
scrambling to react to emergency situations or 
dealing with a student who has already dropped out 
or decided to drop out. 

• Colleges and universities need better technology 
solutions to help them optimize their use of data. 
In general, universities need more systematic and 
sophisticated technological tools to collect and 
analyze actionable student data. In many cases, 
data needs to be pulled out of siloed departments 
and disbursed institution-wide. At the same time, 
disparate data functions across campus need to 
learn to work collaboratively. Tools are needed 
to merge dispersed data in ways that can inform 
institutional decision-making and student support 
up and down the university hierarchy. As universities 
upgrade their administrative and student 
information systems, care needs to be taken to 
design systems that communicate well and keep 
data transparent and widely accessible. 

“I’d like to be able to focus on 
the right students rather than 
the spray and pray method 
we try now. I’d really like a 
way to identify those students 
in danger of not returning 
after a semester or a year.” 

- Dean of Education, 4-year private 
not-for-profit college/university 
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• Data need to be easier to use. Increasingly, 
data analytics tools must be visual, 
accessible, and actionable. Staff across 
campus, including those who are not 
technologically savvy, need to be able to 
fully tap the power of data in ways that can 
improve student and institutional outcomes.

• Student support systems need to be 
integrated. To support student success, 
college and university staff draw data from 
a variety of data systems. Typically, those 
systems are not well integrated. That means 
they are not as effective as they might be. To 
gain a holistic perspective on an individual 
student, for example, it would be useful for 
staff to be able to see, at a glance, multiple 
dimensions of that student’s experience, 
including not just academic progress but 
also financial and social factors that might 
affect that student’s progress. Using that 
kind of integrated information can help staff 
deliver better support for students. 

• Institutions need faster ways to identify 
and fix poor service experiences. College 
students typically experience a combination 
of bumps across their educational journey 
that they do not foresee. These bumps 
are often a combination of factors (e.g., 
academic, emotional, financial, and 
poor time management) that could 
be avoided with better or more timely 
advising. Moreover, administrators who 
can predict student pitfalls can use that 
knowledge to help prevent other students 
from getting off track. Institutions that 
can do that proactively and intervene 
appropriately increase their capacity to help 
students succeed.

As with our findings from the student 
experience, our insights from assessing the 
administrator experience strongly suggest 
that college and university staff—including 
faculty, advisors, and their colleagues—need 
more robust and better integrated tools that 
can help them. 

“ I know my retention model is not 
fully complete because I’m only 
capturing some of the things.” 

- Administrator 
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These insights suggest some practical steps that higher education 
institutions could take to improve the student experience and 
student outcomes:
1. Evaluate where you are: To develop 

and operationalize better support 
for the student’s journey from 
enrollment to graduation, you must 
understand where you are today. 
Not sure where your current support 
practices stack up? Survey students 
to have quantifiable insights, not just 
anecdotal evidence, about where you 
have gaps. 

2. Create a holistic strategy: Student 
success planning should be the joint 
responsibility of administrators, 
faculty, and advisors—all of whom 
will likely need training and better 
tools in order to effectively fulfill 
those critical responsibilities.  Leaders 
should encourage the free and 
transparent flow of data that will 
help staff collaborate in support of 
student success. Structures, systems, 
and policies need to be established 
that help ensure that information is 
disbursed widely across the campus—
again, in formats that can spark 
meaningful action for staff at all levels.

3. Enable shared communications: 
Elevate the effectiveness of advising 
by making the practice the shared 
responsibility of multiple individuals 
who interact with students and 

implement technological tools to 
improve your overall capacity to 
conduct effective advising. Interfaces 
accessible by both faculty and 
advisors are a great starting point. 

4. Think mobile-first: Provide students 
with direct, immediate access 
to robust tools. Today’s mobile 
technology makes it possible for 
students to have 24/7 access to 
not only their course work but also 
support services. Mobile technology 
also allows faculty and advisors to 
outreach at critical moments via push 
notifications and text messages to 
keep students from going off track. 

5. Update your analytics: Using more 
robust and actionable analytical 
tools will help staff better support 
students. Just as students should 
have immediate access to vital 
information about their academic 
progress, staff should also be able 
to tap into robust data networks. 
They should be able to immediately 
find and share data in ways that can 
help them improve student success. 
Tools should be intuitive, integrate 
into existing workflows, and should 
prompt proactive action to help 
students stay on track. 
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BLACKBOARD’S COMMITMENT
One of the biggest challenges higher 
education is facing today is that students 
are not achieving their goals. At Blackboard, 
we believe that while student success is 
heavily dependent on what happens in the 
classroom, it is also very dependent on what 
happens outside of the classroom. As a 
leading provider of learner success-focused 
technology solutions and services, we know 
we have an opportunity to make a truly 
impactful difference in student success as a 
partner to higher education institutions. 

Blackboard’s research suggests numerous 
specific actions that students, faculty, 
administrators, and universities themselves 
can take to help more students succeed. 
Blackboard is deeply committed to being a 
partner in change for our institutional clients.

As part of its unyielding commitment to that 
vitally important goal, Blackboard continues 
to bring new products online that can advance 
student success. We are deeply committed to 
building a data-driven, connected ecosystem 

of support that helps institutions understand 
and satisfy student needs with contextualized, 
personalized, and timely help. Our student 
success solutions engage students daily to 
inform and simplify the most critical activities 
across their educational journey; surface 
meaningful insights derived from academic, 
financial, and personal sentiment data to the 
people who can drive the greatest impact; and 
effect behavioral change through proactive, 
modern, scalable interactions between 
students, instructors and advisors. 

By virtue of the breadth of our portfolio, our 
understanding of the challenges in the higher 
education industry over the past decades, and 
the influence we bring to bear in the market as 
a leading partner, Blackboard is well positioned 
to continue to enhance the student success 
solution landscape. We take that responsibility 
seriously and remain steadfastly committed 
to doing all we can to improve the vital work 
of helping institutions help their students to 
persist and graduate.

“There is no one size fits all solution to help 
with learner success, but we do believe 
that analytics will help institutions better 
understand their learners and create the 
personalized pathways that will improve 
retention and success. ”

- Katie Blot, Chief Strategy Officer, Blackboard Inc.
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Engage
Engage students daily to inform 

and simplify the most critical 
activities across their 

educational journey

Insight
Surface meaningful 
insights to the people 
who can drive the 
greatest impact

Action
Effect behavioral change 

through proactive, scalable 
communication between 

students, instructors and advisors

Instructors

Advisors

Students

Student
Success

Blackboard is your partner 
in change to help drive your 
student success initiatives



Contact us at (919) 573-4921 to learn more 
about our student success solutions.
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