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Success Coaching Impact on Retention 
for Community College Students
By Derek V. Price, Jessa L. Valentine and Alexander Leader

All students should be supported to attend—and fin-
ish—college. Most of today’s students live complex lives, 
balancing multiple responsibilities that include work-
ing while enrolled and raising children. In addition, 
nearly 40 percent of undergraduate students are from 
low-income households, defined as households earning 
less than 130 percent of the official poverty threshold, 
which represents more than seven million students 
(GAO 2018). As documented in a 2018 report from the 
U.S. Government Accountability Office, today’s college 
students are increasingly at-risk of food insecurity, as 
three-fourths of low-income students are also single 
parents, first-generation students, homeless, or at risk 
of being homeless.

Providing holistic supports that can help students 
address both academic and non-academic needs is an 
increasingly critical focus for strategic enrollment man-
agement (SEM). A major goal of enrollment manage-
ment is connecting students to campus and building 

relationships with students to ensure they get involved 
in campus life and are engaged with support services 
to increase retention (Henderson 2017). Building re-
lationships with students is a whole-college effort, as 
relationships are essential to meeting the full range of 
student needs; how faculty, staff, and administrators 
respond to and support students in building rapport 
and connections on campus is essential for institutional 
enrollment health (Henderson and Pollock 2021). To ad-
dress the complex lives of students, colleges nationwide 
are increasingly taking a more holistic, personalized, 
and proactive approach to providing support services 
to students in an effort to increase persistence and raise 
completion rates (Kalamkarian, Boynton, and Lopez 
2018; Karp and Stacey 2013).

Several studies published in the last decade point to 
the effectiveness of intensive advising or coaching to 
improve student outcomes (Evans, et al. 2020; Mayer, et 
al. 2019; Richburg-Hayes, et al. 2009; Weiss, et al. 2019). 

THE RESE ARCH AGENDA

Ten North Carolina community colleges participated in a large-scale experimental 
study of technology-enabled success coaching funded through the U.S. 
Department of Education’s First in the World program. Results reveal positive 
impacts on longer-term retention, especially for Black students, suggesting that 
technology-enabled success coaching can be an effective tool for strategic 
enrollment management.
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While there is no universal model of success coaching, 
most are informed by a case management approach to 
advising that: is tailored to each individual student; in-
corporates aspects of mentoring and counseling in ad-
dition to academic advising; and is designed to provide 
sustained support for students over time to help them 
meet their longer-term academic and life goals (Pierce 
2016; Richardson 2008). The most widely-cited study 
of success coaching — based on a large-scale, multi-in-
stitution experiment — showed that students receiving 
services from a coach were significantly more likely 
than other students to remain enrolled in college and 
to complete a postsecondary credential (Bettinger and 
Baker 2014).

Building on this evidence-base, the First in the 
World (FITW) Validation Study of Carolina Works is 
the first-ever large-scale, multi-institution experiment 
to isolate and test the impacts of technology-enabled 
success coaching within a community college setting. 
Studying promising strategies in community colleges is 
important because approximately nine million students 
are enrolled in public two-year institutions, which offer 
a lower-cost, open-access entry point to postsecond-
ary education and credentials (Ginder, Kelly-Reid, and 
Mann 2018). Community colleges also disproportion-
ately enroll students of color and low-income students, 
with 55 percent of all Hispanic undergraduates and 45 
percent of all Black undergraduates enrolled in com-
munity colleges, according to recent estimates. In addi-
tion, approximately 55 percent of dependent students 
with family incomes below $30,000 in 2011–12 began 
their higher education journey at a community college 
(CCRC 2021). Unfortunately, nearly two-thirds of com-
munity college students do not earn a postsecondary 
degree or credential of any kind (Shapiro, et al. 2019).

The FITW study provided an opportunity to rigor-
ously examine technology-enabled success coaching as 
a strategy to provide personalized and proactive support 
services that are informed by real-time data on students’ 
academic and non-academic progress and challenges, 
including the use of predictive analytics to prioritize 
outreach and engagement. The research results sum-
marized in this article indicate that technology-en-

abled success coaching can be an effective approach for 
strategic enrollment management to build reliable and 
trusting relationships with students that impact reten-
tion and completion. The results also point to several 
implications for practice in terms of how coaching can 
be used to address persistent equity gaps in higher edu-
cation, and in terms of the institution-level factors that 
can make coaching interventions most effective.

The First in the World 
Program: Carolina Works
According to the Department of Education (2016), “the 
FITW program is designed to support the development, 
replication, and dissemination of innovative solutions 
and evidence for what works in addressing persistent 
and widespread challenges in postsecondary education 
for students who are at risk for not persisting in and 
completing postsecondary programs, including, but not 
limited to, adult learners, working students, part-time 
students, students from low-income backgrounds, stu-
dents of color, students with disabilities, and first-gen-
eration students.”

Carolina Works was one of two Validation Grants 
awarded by the U.S. Department of Education FITW 
program in 2015 and sought to improve students’ re-
tention and credential completion outcomes through 
the provision of proactive, data-informed success 
coaching. Led by Central Carolina Community College, 
the geographically diverse Carolina Works consortium 
included Caldwell Community College and Technical 
Institute, Carteret Community College, Cleveland Com-
munity College, College of the Albemarle, Isothermal 
Community College, Pamlico Community College, Ran-
dolph Community College, Roanoke-Chowan Commu-
nity College, and Southwestern Community College.

By utilizing a holistic approach to coaching informed 
by Appreciative Inquiry (AI) (Cooperrider and Whitney 
2005), success coaches—professionals who build rela-
tionships with a caseload of students—served as a single 
point of contact for students to guide and support them 
on their educational pathway. Success coaches leveraged 
a Student Success Platform and equity solution that pro-
vided predictive analytics and early alert systems to all 
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ten participating colleges. By using predictive analytics, 
success coaches had the ability to prioritize their out-
reach, proactively engage and support their students 
before they reach a crisis point, and provide follow-ups 
with faculty and staff to “close the loop” so everyone 
who supports these students knows they are getting the 
support they need to be successful.

As noted in the introduction, students live complex 
lives that compete with their educational pursuits, and 
colleges need to scale innovative solutions—like tech-
nology-enabled success coaching—to help students 
address food and housing insecurity, transportation, 
childcare needs, and other life conditions alongside ac-
ademic supports that focus on courses and programs. 
Success coaches can provide access to include both cam-
pus resources like food pantries, emergency grant aid, 
tutoring, and writing supports as well as community 
resources such as housing and food assistance, trans-
portation services, utility assistance, and internet access. 
In other words, success coaches’ responsibilities extend 
beyond those of a traditional academic advisor.

Research Design
An independent evaluator for Carolina Works designed 
and executed an in-depth implementation study and a 
randomized controlled trial to examine the impact of 
technology-enabled success coaching. Throughout the 
five-year FITW study period, ten North Carolina com-
munity colleges participated in an experimental study 
in which new students were randomly assigned to a 
treatment condition (assignment of a success coach) or 
a control condition (no coach, business as usual) at the 
start of their first semester. All students in the study 
had access to any services already provided at their 
college such as academic advisors and other student 
support services; however, only students in the treat-
ment group were assigned to success coaches’ caseloads. 
More than 10,700 students across these ten community 
colleges were randomly assigned to the study sample 
in fall 2016, fall 2017, or fall 2018—50 percent of whom 
were assigned a success coach. The timeframe of the 
study allowed for observation of the impact of success 
coaching over time, as outcomes of all treatment and 

control students in the study were tracked for at least 
two academic years.

Success coaches worked to develop personal rela-
tionships with students, serving as a main point of con-
tact as well as a connector to other key supports and 
resources at the college and in the community. In addi-
tion to providing direct support to students, coaches re-
ferred students to other college personnel and resources, 
following up with students to help with any next steps. 
At each of the ten North Carolina community colleges, 
success coaches utilized technology including predic-
tive analytics, performance tracking, and automated 
and early alerts. Through this technology, coaches 
could monitor student grades and attendance, and uti-
lize comprehensive predictive algorithms that focus on 
course-level risks as well as the likelihood to return 
to the next term, all to help prioritize real-time out-
reach. Notably, all students in the study (both treatment 
and control) received automated alerts on the basis of 
attendance patterns and grades; in addition, faculty at 
all colleges could generate early warning alerts about 
any student, which were routed to a campus-specific 
coordinator to handle these alerts. For students in the 
treatment group, their success coach also received these 
automatically-generated alerts as well as faculty alerts 
and followed up with the students proactively. In other 
words, the only difference between these two groups 
of students (treatment and control) was the presence of 
a success coach.

Success coaches in Carolina Works were employed 
by the college, worked on-site, and had the opportu-
nity to engage students in-person as well as to become 
familiar with institution-specific policies and proce-
dures affecting student success. In total, 37 coaches were 
employed across the ten colleges at some point during 
the five-year study period. Almost all coaches possessed 
master’s-level degrees, and although many coaches had 
backgrounds in counseling or education and extensive 
prior experience working within a community college 
setting, depth of experience in a student service role 
varied considerably among coaches.

With the exception of Central Carolina Community 
College, the other nine institutions were implementing 
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success coaching for the first time as a requirement for 
this study. All coaches underwent a two-day training 
provided by the lead college, Central Carolina Com-
munity College in collaboration with a student success 
platform and equity solution, which included training 
on use of the case management technology to inform 
coaching practice. The program trained coaches to pro-
vide email and text outreach to all students on their 
caseloads on the first day of each semester, followed by 
more individualized, proactive outreach throughout the 
first weeks of the term intended to intervene with stu-
dents before any issues arose. In addition, the program 
trained coaches to reach out to students based on au-
tomatically-generated notifications that included both 
positive achievements as well as challenges associated 
with attendance or grades and early alerts generated by 
faculty and staff at their institution.

To compliment the experimental study, the eval-
uation of Carolina Works included an in-depth qual-
itative assessment of implementation across the ten 
colleges. Through site visits to participating colleges 
that included interviews and focus groups with success 
coaches, faculty and staff, administrators, and students, 
the evaluation assessed six interrelated measures of 
implementation fidelity. These implementation fidel-
ity measures included key institutional factors such 
as strength of campus leadership, campus-wide com-
munication and engagement, and technology adoption 
and use—all of which influence colleges’ and coaches’ 
ability to implement success coaching most effectively. 
Based on an assessment of these metrics, the evaluation 
identified three colleges as high-performers in terms of 
implementation fidelity. These colleges demonstrated 
strong leadership support for success coaching, suc-
cessfully folding coaches into their existing staff and 
building institution-wide buy-in through campus-wide 
communication and engagement. Researchers further 
evaluated these high-fidelity implementation institu-
tions as a subsample in order to explore differences in 
impact based on implementation factors including the 
level of involvement from the institution and its staff.

Key Findings
Over the course of the grant period, the FITW research 
study documented the value of the student-coach rela-
tionship; the overall impact of having a technology-en-
abled success coach on student retention and credential 
completion within community colleges; and the varia-
tion of results based on implementation fidelity, which 
included qualitative measures of institutional com-
mitment and buy-in to this model of student support. 
The study also found that technology-enabled success 
coaching can be an equity solution for Black students. 
More details on the results are included below.

The Value of the Coach-Student Relationship
A core component of success coaching is relationship 
building between the student and coach. Focus groups 
with students, which were conducted as part of the 
implementation study, revealed five key attributes that 
students valued in their success coaches. Across the 
ten colleges, more than 50 students discussed their ex-
periences and interactions with success coaches, the 
extent to which success coaches had impacted their 
college experience or their lives in any ways, and their 
perceptions on the benefits of having a coach as well as 
any challenges or areas for improvement.

Students indicated that success coaches were per-
ceived as a reliable, caring, and proactive personal con-
nection; a mentor identifying barriers and building their 
personal capacity to address them; a source of encour-
agement and accountability; a bridge to resources on- 
and off-campus; and a guide for academic and career 
goal setting (Curtis and Valentine 2020). These student 
perspectives align with the importance of combining 
both transactional services with deeper bonds of be-
longing so the twin pillars of SEM—recruitment and 
retention—are more effective (Henderson and Pollock 
2021). The following student quotations are illustrative 
of the importance of strong relationships as a founda-
tion for additional supports and assistance that coaches 
can provide to help engage and retain more students 
(Curtis and Valentine 2020):
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“I was scared when I decided to go to college but after meet-
ing with my Success Coach, the college did not look so 
big - a friendly face goes a thousand miles. Knowing you 
have this person, this go-to person, made college easier 
for me. It was no longer overwhelming, having a Coach 
was calming.”

“I think we should have more people like [my Coach], be-
cause she’s awesome, she cares about students academi-
cally and personally. If we had more of [her] it would be 
really good. She helped me do a 180. My first semester 
was really horrible, I got into academic probation. But she 
helped me turn it all around. Now I’ve been on honor roll 
two semesters in a row.”

“I think the biggest thing [about having a Success Coach] is 
that if you are juggling jobs and school, they help remind 
you what you need to do to be successful. Not for the rest 
of the semester but for the next year.”

Student Retention and Completion
The overall results from the experimental study showed 
that benefits of success coaching grow over time, as 
relationships with success coaches take time to develop. 
For the full sample, students assigned a coach were 4 
percent more likely to stay enrolled for two academic 
years (Valentine and Price 2020). (All findings reported 
in this article are statistically significant at p < 0.10.) 
In addition, and further emphasizing the importance 
of relationships, the study found that students bene-
fit more from success coaching when their coaches do 
not change over time. When assessing outcomes for 
students within the subset of colleges where coaches 
were in place for the duration of the entire study pe-
riod, students assigned to coaches experienced a 6 per-
cent increase in fall-to-fall retention and an 8 percent 
increase in fall-to-second-spring retention (Valentine 
and Price 2020). Students assigned to success coaches 
who remained in place for the full study were also 12 
percent more likely to complete a credential compared 
to students without a coach (Valentine and Price 2020).

Institutional Support for Coaching
As discussed earlier, institutions were evaluated on key 
measures of implementation fidelity, including key in-
stitutional factors that support effective coaching such 
as strong leadership and campus-wide communication, 
collaboration, and engagement of faculty and staff in 
addition to student services personnel. Those institu-
tions that demonstrated high fidelity of implementation 
generated larger positive impacts on both retention and 
credential completion. According to the study, success 
coaching—when combined with high-fidelity imple-
mentation—resulted in a 9 percent increase in students’ 
fall-to-second-spring retention as well as a 9 percent 
uptick in credential completion (Valentine and Price 
2020). The importance of implementation fidelity iden-
tified in the FITW study reinforces how organizational 
change management is critical for effective SEM imple-
mentation. Adopting a collaborative approach to change, 
with formal and structured processes among faculty, 
staff, and administrators, enables a more constructive 
management of the inevitable differences of perspec-
tives that will arise (Smith, et al. 2020).

Equity Among Students
As previously stated, the goal of the FITW research 
study was to validate the effectiveness of technolo-
gy-enabled success coaching among the ten North Car-
olina community colleges that participated. In addition, 
the study examined the extent to which the impacts of 
coaching may vary for different student groups, with a 
focus on student groups typically underserved within 
higher education. Importantly, results from the experi-
mental FITW study found significant benefits of success 
coaching for Black students, a group that has not been 
served well by higher education institutions (Garibaldi 
2014). In particular, the study shows that among Black 
students, those assigned to a success coach were 8 per-
cent more likely to stay enrolled in the college for one 
year and 18 percent more likely to stay enrolled for two 
academic years (Valentine and Price 2020). A follow-up 
case study at Roanoke-Chowan Community College, a 
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small, rural, and predominantly Black institution par-
ticipating in the study, provides an explanation point for 
this finding: among Black students, who comprise the 
majority of all undergraduates at this institution, those 
assigned to a coach were 50 percent more likely to be 
retained from fall-to-fall and were 40 percent more 
likely to be retained after two academic years (Valentine 
and Price 2021).

Discussion and  
Implications for Practice
The FITW study was designed to analyze the impact 
success coaching has on student retention and student 
completion among community colleges. The findings 
demonstrate that technology-enabled success coaching 
is an effective strategy to increase student retention and 
credential completion, especially when coaches remain 
in place and can work with the same students across 
multiple semesters. The results indicate that combin-
ing technology solutions with a highly-trained success 
coach who can build trusting and reliable relationships 
with students can be an effective component of SEM. 
The use of technology and the implementation of suc-
cess coaching can ensure that students are provided 
timely and proactive support, guidance, and assistance 
to facilitate their path to success in higher education.

The findings from this study underscore the impor-
tance of strong institutional support, including wide-
spread communication and engagement supported by 
college leaders, in order to build campus-wide buy-in 
for success coaching that can lead to better results for 
students. Regular and frequent communication about 
success coaching by college leadership increases faculty 
and staff awareness of the coaching intervention and 
ways to support it; a coach’s effectiveness, in turn, is 
greatly influenced by faculty and staff actions, under-
standings, and behaviors. For example, coaches cannot 
respond to early warning alerts from faculty if faculty 
are not entering them into the student success platform, 
and coaches cannot respond to the platform’s automated 

alerts unless faculty are entering students’ grades and 
attendance, which is the basis for these alerts.

An equally important consideration for successful 
implementation of coaching is the stability of the suc-
cess coach position. Results from the FITW study point 
to the benefits of coach continuity, with impacts on 
retention growing over time, and with larger impacts 
of coaching within institutions where coaches were in 
place for the duration of the study period. Colleges can 
ensure the stability of a dedicated coach role by using 
operating revenues to protect the coach position from 
the swings of grant-funded projects.

Results from the FITW study also suggest that suc-
cess coaching can be a solution to help close racial eq-
uity gaps. Black students in the FITW sample persist at 
notably lower rates than the whole-sample average, but 
the impact of coaching on their longer-term retention 
outcomes is large. Black students too often confront 
systemic racism within institutions of higher education, 
which can affect their sense of belonging, their mental 
health, and ultimately their success in college (Massey 
and Fischer 2005). Research also points consistently to a 
lower perceived sense of belonging reported by students 
of color versus white students within the same campus 
environments ( Johnson, et al. 2007; Rankin and Reason 
2005). Success coaches in the FITW study focused on 
developing trusting relationships with students based 
on a respectful and non-judgmental understanding of 
students’ circumstances, which may be particularly im-
portant for students who are underserved or who con-
front systemic racism within higher education. More 
broadly, results from the FITW study suggest that in-
tentional targeting of coaching services could help close 
equity gaps in student attainment.

With more intentionality, resources, and dedication 
of enrollment managers, student services professionals, 
faculty, and executive leaders, colleges can successfully 
implement technology-enabled success coaching to 
achieve the results they want—more students earning 
a credential who are better prepared for life and a career.
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