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THE OTTER PROMISE i 

 

Executive Summary 

	  
The Otter Promise is California State University, Monterey Bay’s (CSUMB) response to the CSU’s 

Graduation Initiative 2025 and represents our plan to develop an ecosystem of student success. 

As in any ecosystem, the conditions need to be healthy, appropriate nutrients need to be 

available, and the structure of the environment needs to be supportive. We have set ambitious 

but achievable targets, in keeping with our commitment to social justice. CSUMB holds student 

success is never about completion alone, but something more holistic: Students developing 

identity as self-directed learners in an interdependent community, cultivating the habits of mind 

to allow them to succeed in their academic, personal, professional and civic life, and to develop 

and achieve their goals here or elsewhere. This summary provides an extension of our work on the 

summary plan submitted in September 2016. What follows the summary is a more detailed 

accounting of our thinking and the University-wide measures that we believe will make a 

difference in helping students persist to their goals.  

 

Our plan has six major areas: 

 

• Ecosystem Wellness by the Numbers 

• Academic Structural Design 

• Curricular and Course Redesign 

• Wellness, Readiness, and Belonging: Creating a Student-Ready Ecosystem 

• Affordability Matters 

• Analytical Capacity and Communication 
 

For each, detailed background data, analysis, and goals are outlined in the full plan. 

 

Ecosystem Wellness by the Numbers 

 

We note that most of our students who do graduate do so by year 5. Indeed, a spike in 

graduation in Year 5 (capturing both 4.5 and 5 year graduates) is followed by a mere trickle of 

students of students completing at year 6 or later. It is thus apparent that our focus needs to be 

heavily weighted toward a student’s continued progress toward degree, rather than time-to-degree 

if we want to assist more students in achieving their academic goals. We find the following 

opportunities for improvement: 

 

Early Alert: Use an intrusive Early Alert system and peer mentoring to support a larger 

proportion of students. 

Mandatory Advising: Institute mandatory advising at key points in a student’s progress to 

degree and intrusive advising if that progress begins flagging.  
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Course Access: Require the use of SmartPlanner, a web-based tool that provides students 

with specific and timely information about their degree pathways and the terms in which 

courses are typically offered and provides anticipated demand information to departments 

several years in advance. We will use these data from SmartPlanner to develop a long-

term, regularized schedule that supports student needs. 

Removing Administrative Barriers: Address outdated policies and processes, some of 

which are more reliant on manual processing than makes sense given the technical 

solutions available to us. 

 

Academic Structural Design 

 

We have identified four leading indicators of student success: 

 

• Completing 24 or more units in each of the first two years 

• Completing Area A1 and 2/3 courses in the first two years 

• Completing Area B4 general education math in the first 2 years 

• Completing their lower division GE coursework in the first two years 

 

In addition to using Smart Planner to inform both students and departments of scheduling 

needs, we also see opportunities in the following areas: 

 

Structured Scheduling: By Fall 2018, guarantee access to GE area A1 courses for all 

freshman students in the first semester of enrollment and GE area A2/3 in the semester 

following completion of Area A1. We also seek to guarantee a seat in the appropriate 

Math course for their major pathway or support needs in the first semester, in addition to 

their First Year Seminar course. 

Summer and Winter Course Availability: Provide more opportunities for students to 

complete 30 units by using the summer and winter terms more strategically.  

 

Curricular and Course Redesign 

 

When the founding faculty received their charge to create a campus of innovation, they took 

those words to heart. Over the course of time, however, faculty also recognized the need to revise 

degree programs and transfer pathways. By 2012, a complete revision of GE was launched, and 

we were pleased to see a 4% increase in the 4-year graduation rate. However, both students and 

faculty also indicate that we still have work to do to consider what is working well and what can 

be improved. During the same period, the campus also responded to system directives to ensure 

that degrees could be completed in 120 units. Unfortunately, this work has not gone far enough 

to reduce the average course accumulation at graduation, as in spite of our efforts our students 

remain at an average of more than 141 units for all cohorts since 2006. We find the following 

opportunities for improvement: 
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Meta majors: Create well-charted, guided pathways between majors, allowing students to 

move from one degree to another during the lower division with minimal or no loss of 

units counting toward degree. 

Reducing Course Repeats: Continue to address the traditional bottleneck courses—those 

with a DFW rate that exceeds 20%. We are particularly committed to revisions of courses 

that are high enrollment and high DFW (nearly always GE), but also key courses in highly 

structured majors. 

Guided major pathways: Reduce the average units at graduation. Create pathways that are 

designed to intentionally guide students through to completion. Once established, it will 

be important that we better communicate these guided major pathways. 

Curricular and Co-curricular Learning: Advance the integration of curricular and co-

curricular learning with a goal of strengthening each.  

 

Wellness, Readiness, and Belonging: Creating a Student-Ready Ecosystem 

 

Remediation is not preparation, nor is preparation simply remediation. A campus ill prepared to 

support its community is a campus unprepared—and there is no remediation available for 

campus support structures that are not designed with students at the center. We find the 

following opportunities for improvement: 

 

Wellness Pedagogies: Develop a holistic pedagogy centered in wellness in both the 

curricular and co-curricular space.  

Community of Belonging: Reshape how we bring students into the CSUMB community 

and to create an “Otter Identity.” The primary work thus far has been in revising the 

onboarding process of new students. We look to expand these efforts into the recruitment 

and admissions cycle, including opportunities to welcome students to higher education 

broadly. 

Communication Practices: Ensure that our language is inclusive and makes clear that the 

actions we take are meant to help, not punish. Also place a “Concierge” in the Library--a 

rotating group of staff who serve as a one-stop for students who need to find someone or 

something on campus. 

Workplace Wellness: Create a healthy environment for employees in which students will 

also thrive and includes opportunities for personal and professional development, 

respectful communication that we model for our students, and support systems that are 

user-friendly. 

Academic Preparation: Fully implement in 2017-18 a stretch curriculum for GE Area A1. 

Students who would have generally placed out of developmental education having the 
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option to take an accelerated, single semester course. Pursue a similar curriculum for 

Math, integrating the successful measures we have already implemented in teaching 

developmental courses. 

 

Affordability Matters 

 

We recognize that college affordability is a crisis for many students. Roughly 35% of our 

students meet the federal definition of low income as outlined by the Department of Education 

TRIO program. We find the following opportunities for improvement: 

 

Financial Revisions: Eliminate the library daily late fines. Use this as a model to uncover 

other hidden fees and fines. 

Lowering the Costs of Books: Expand use of the Affordable Learning Initiative (ALI), 

looking to use more Open Educational Resources (OER) and other free or low-cost 

options. Collect copies of high prices textbooks in the library to make them available on 

reserve. Allow students to charge books they need to purchase against their student 

accounts. 

Finish in 4/Through in 2 Promise: Respond to the California Promise and offer incentives 

to qualified students who sign on to the program. At CSUMB, the promise is designated 

as CSUMB’s “Finish in Four” and “Through in Two” Promises. We begin with a limited 

population in Fall 2017, and we look to launch the full program in Fall 2018. 

Emergency Funds: Continue to raise funds for emergencies students may encounter that 

might otherwise impede their ability to stay. Work to ensure that faculty and staff are 

aware of both funds and how students may access them. 

Ensuring Food and Housing Security: Commit to engaging the campus in finding 

permanent and sustainable ways to address food and housing insecurity among our 

students. We hope to be able to expand the data we have so that we can create an 

actionable plan. 

 

Analytical Capacity and Communication 

 

A final area of need regards our capacity in data analytics, the communication of these findings, 

and the creation of additional spaces in which to crowdsource potential action steps. We have 

access to considerable amounts of data, so much so that it seems to inspire a form of analysis 

paralysis. We find the following opportunities for improvement: 

 

Data Communication: Invest in visualization tools to support the data warehouse, 

including the creation of dashboards for key areas of analysis that are most commonly 

used for this initiative, planning, and other campus work. Invest also in creating a 

calendar of actionable, student-level reports so that offices can respond to scheduling or 

other needs on a continuous basis.
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California State University, Monterey Bay’s Otter Promise:  

A Student Success Ecosystem 
	  
The Otter Promise is California State University, 

Monterey Bay’s (CSUMB) response to the CSU’s 

Graduation Initiative 2025 and represents our 

commitment to developing a student-readyi 

ecosystem. As in any ecosystem, the conditions 

need to be healthy, appropriate nutrients need to be 

available, and the structure of the environment 

needs to be supportive of these conditions. The 

targets (Appendix 4) are ambitious, and we believe 

them to be not only achievable, but also in keeping 

with our commitment to social justice. Throughout 

the process of preparing our student success plan, CSUMB has re-engaged in conversations 

about our shared understanding of what constitutes student success, including a renewed focus 

on what students bring to the table. CSUMB holds that our hallmark of student success is never 

about completion alone, but something more holistic: Students developing identity as self-

directed learners in an interdependent community, cultivating the habits of mindii to allow them 

to succeed in their academic, personal, professional and civic life, and to develop and achieve 

their goals here or elsewhere. Graduates are able to apply knowledge, theories, methods, and 

practices in a chosen field of study to address real-world challenges and opportunities. What 

follows is an accounting of our thinking and the summaries of University-wide measures that we 

believe will make a difference in helping students persist to their goals and to ensure to the 

maximum extent possible that students do not leave CSUMB with debt and no degree or without 

direction and preparation for completing that degree elsewhere. In order for our students to thrive 

and succeed, every area of the university must direct attention to the work of the Otter Promise. 

	  
Ecosystem Wellness By the Numbers 
	  
Persistence 

 

When we look to our retention and graduation rates overall, we are moving in the right direction 

for most students. However, the process of engaging these data has challenged a number of our 

assumptions, which will be evident throughout this plan. One of the most visible examples of 

these challenges regards time-to-degree, a simple measure of systemic wellness. In our response 

to the first Graduation Initiative, we dramatically revised our advising structure, and we were 

pleased to meet our goal early through the campus efforts. The earlier Initiative and target were 

based on a 6-year graduation rate for First-time Freshman (FTF), so this has informed the context 
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F igure 1: F reshman Retention, Year 2  

URM/not-URM 

of how we conceptualized our progress. We have a clearly growing 6-year graduation rate, and, 

because we knew the 4-year rate was low and had not typically looked at year 5, we have tended 

to assume that most freshman-entrants completed around year 6 by choice or necessity. 

However, our data show that most of our students who did graduate did so by year 5. Indeed, a 

spike in graduation in Year 5 (capturing both 4.5 and 5 year graduates) is followed by a 

continuing trickle of students of students completing at year 6 or later. It became apparent from 

these that our focus needs to be heavily weighted toward persistenceiii to degree, rather than 

time-to-degree if we want to assist more students in achieving their academic goals.  

 

Freshman one-year retention has trended upward, with a high in the Fall 2013 cohort of 83.5%, 

and surprisingly holding more ground than we expected for the unusually large 2014 cohort at 

81.8%, but we have since continued to drop, seeing 80.1% for the Fall 2015 cohort. We had 

assumed that the 2014 cohort would suffer for the chaos experienced in the first several weeks 

as we absorbed almost 400 more freshman students than we had anticipated. But that was 

manifestly not the case, leading us to need further inquiry: What did we do in the scramble to 

accommodate students in 2014 that worked, given all of the crises that we are aware of in that 

enrollment period, particularly in housing? How much of that effect was scale, particularly for 

male URM (Underrepresented Minorityiv) students who outperformed the average, retaining at 

83% after year 1 in a cohort in which we had over 200 for the first time? What were we doing in 

2013 that worked so well? 

 

The second year, however, tends to show another decline in retention overall, dropping to around 

70% (Figure 1), even in the robust freshman cohorts in 2013 and 2014. Pell-eligible students 

persist through the second year at a rate 

on par with the overall, most recently at 

70.6%. URM-identifying students have 

also seen gains in second year retention, 

exceeding the overall rate in the fall 2014 

cohort at 74.3% (up from 69.8% in the 

previous cohort). However, non-URM-

identifying students are seeing a serious 

decline in Year 2, down to 65.7%. Our 

current efforts in support of sophomores 

are small and not especially well 

coordinated, affording a particularly strong 

opportunity for us to assist students in 

persistence to degree. We recognize that 

supporting at least 70% of freshman-entrant students to degree in 6 years or less is well nigh 

impossible if we are losing 30% by the end of year 2. Upper Division Transfer (UDT) students, 

not surprisingly, have a higher retention rate than FTF, a rate that has been relatively constant 

over the last 7 years, in the mid-80%s, with a low of 72.8% for the Fall 2008 cohort. The most 
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Figure 2: Unretained Students Found at Other Institutions 

recent UDT cohort was retained at 86.5%, our highest ever. URM-identifying and Pell-eligible 

members of these cohorts tend to persist at almost the same rates as the overall.  

 

As importantly, while we know that 8.8% of our 2009 FTF cohort completed a baccalaureate 

degree at another CSU or elsewherev (a percentage that has declined as our own graduation rates 

have risen), we are also aware that many of those who depart from CSUMB return to community 

colleges--perhaps unnecessarily if we can provide more cohesive support at the sophomore year. 

We note that a dismaying number of departing students—approximately 20%—cannot be found 

in the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC)vi data for each cohort between 2008 and 2014, 

suggesting that the 

worst scenario—

departure with debt 

and no degree—is a 

very real possibility 

for some of these 

students (Figure 

2)vii.  

  

As with their 

freshman 

counterparts, a high 

percentage—more 

than 30%—of UDT 

students who leave CSUMB cannot be found in NSC data. While there are any number of reasons 

for students to not be in these data, their absence is particularly concerning for the upper 

division transfer student who has earned, at minimum, 60 units even before arriving to CSUMB.  

 

Though we resisted impactionviii because of the ways in which it conflicts with our values 

regarding access to the University, we eventually acknowledged that our enrollment was, indeed, 

surpassing our resources, particularly in light of the effect for Fall 2014 entrants, which saw, for 

instance, new transfer students averaging only a bit above 10 units attempted because of course 

availability. Resources had been redirected largely to the incoming freshman cohort, though the 

transfer cohort was also bigger than usual. Without providing sufficient access to support and to 

classes, we impede students’ progress.  

 

We initially used the opportunity to respond to data regarding the preparation, time to degree, 

and the related expense for UDT students in our Biology and Marine Science programsix. 

Students were coming to the programs without the appropriate or, in some cases, any lower 

division science coursework. This oft-repeated scenario effectively required them to move 

through the curriculum as if they were freshmen-entrants, extending both their time and expense 
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F igure 3: FTF  4-year G raduation by Overall; Pell/not-Pell; 
URM/not-URM 

F igure 4: UDT 2-year G raduation by Overall; Pell/not-Pell; URM/not-URM 

considerably. From these data we developed a transfer impaction we could live with, based as it 

is in preparation. As we have continued to impact additional majors as a means to ensure current 

student access, we have continued to focus on preparation levels, shaping the entrance criteria 

on the Associate Degrees for Transfer (ADT) agreements with the California Community Colleges. 

The first cohort of these students will reach the first graduation benchmark in May 2017, and we 

look forward to seeing what improvements in time to degree occurred for students who came in 

major-prepared. 

 

Achievement Gaps 

 

With respect to achievement gaps for 

freshman at 6-year graduation, we are 

pleased that the average of 5 years, per 

the CSU Student Success Dashboard, 

reveals only a 0.3% achievement gap for 

Underrepresented Minority / Non-URM 

students, the lowest such gap in the 

system. However, when we look to the 4-

year rate disaggregated in Figure 3 for 

URM-identification and Pell-eligibility, we 

find several dramatic gaps that must be 

addressed given our mission and vision for 

student success, even if they have generally closed by 6 years. For instance, when we look at the 

URM achievement gap for First-time Freshmen (FTF) at 4 years, we see a persistently growing 

one. The achievement gap is particularly apparent, though not shown separately in this graph, for 

FTF male URM-identifying students. Likewise, achievement gaps for Pell-eligible students is of 

concern, though it is also much more variable annually than that of URM/non-URM comparisons. 

Variability aside, Pell-eligible FTF students persistently graduate at lower 4-year rates than non-

Pell eligible students. The gap at 6 years is considerably smaller, but still present.  

 

The story for UDT students is 

similar, as we see persistent and 

growing gaps for both URM and 

Pell-eligible students, with Pell-

eligible students having seen a 

decline in the most recent cohort’s 

2-year graduation rate from 31% in 

the 2013 cohort to 29% in the 

2014 cohort (Figure 4). By the 4-

year graduation point, the gaps 

have largely closed with all 

students groups between 72% 
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(Pell-eligible) and 76% (not Pell-eligible). To reach the goal of a 0% achievement gap for both 

URM/non-URM and Pell eligibility, we need to be highly intentional in the work toward 

supporting all students through to completion and discovering what systems are driving the 

growing gaps as our overall graduation rates improve.  

 

Opportunities 

 

Early Alert: Some of our highest persistence and completion rates come from student populations 

who receive significant wrap-around services, including intrusive early alert and peer mentoring 

in CAMP (College Assistance Migrant Program) and EOP (Educational Opportunity Program). 

While it is neither fiscally possible nor sustainable to replicate those services for all students, we 

can do so for targeted populations and replicate more broadly what we are able to reasonably 

sustain. Broadly, we can establish a more structured early alert system with clear outcomes for 

all users so that student wellness—academic or personal—can be addressed as early as possible. 

Our present system requests information far too late in the semester to be of assistance to many 

students who find themselves struggling and is far too limited in scope, in no small part because 

of our disconnected academic and student affairs data systems.  

 

Mandatory Advising: The second area of support is mandatory advising at key points in a 

student’s progress through the curriculum and intrusive advising if their progress begins flagging.  

 

Course Access: In our CSUMB Experience surveys, National Survey of Student Engagement 

(NSSE), a recent survey on General Education (GE), and even in the responses to needs 

regarding this plan specifically, students indicate over and again the difficulty in accessing 

courses because of availability and/or schedule. Requiring the use of SmartPlanner, a web-based 

tool that provides students with specific and timely information about their degree pathways and 

the terms in which courses are typically offered, in conjunction with mandatory advising is one 

systemic effort to change this environment, providing anticipated demand information to 

departments several years in advance. Too, we will use these data from SmartPlanner to develop 

a long-term, regularized schedule that supports student needs, including a highly structured 

night schedule for majors with large numbers of part-time and evening students that includes 

classes from A4 and capstone, the ones most commonly cited as inaccessible in the evening. 

Should we be able to build the appropriate student support staffing for nights, weekends, and 

our CSUMB@ North Salinas site, we can further improve course access. The importance of hiring 

more permanent faculty and staff to provide more comprehensive wrap-around services and to 

expand access to courses cannot be understated in order to support these efforts and those that 

followx. 

 

Removing Administrative Barriers: We have noted in the course of our reviews that we have a 

number of outdated policies and processes, some of which are reliant on more human processing 
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than makes sense given the technical solutions available to us, including the paperwork that is 

still moved from department to department to authorize study abroad courses and some other 

articulation or substitution requests. Likewise, the increased technical capacity provides us with 

the opportunity to automate graduation audits at the point of enrollment in a Proseminar or other 

introduction to the major course, perhaps affording the opportunity to completely revise the 

graduation process. 

 

Goals 

● Increase in freshman and sophomore retention 

● Elimination of retention gaps 

● Increase in average units enrolled and completed 

● Increase in student preparation in all programs 

● Redesigned policy and process where practicable to remove barriers and/or accelerate 

responsiveness 

	  
Academic Structural Design 
	  	  
Based on the CSU Student Success Dashboards and our own assessments, we see four leading 

indicators of success for freshman-entrant students, using the 2009 cohort as a model:  

 

● Students who complete 24 or more units in each of the first two years have a 71% 

likelihood of persisting to degree. Over the last two Fall cohort years, our freshman students 

are averaging 30.30 units in the first year and completing 25.10. If we assume a similar 

model for UDT students, we see that they are averaging slightly lower and completing slightly 

higher: averaging 28.13 units over the last two Fall cohorts and completing an average of 

26.10 units. Spring cohorts, on the other hand, tend to see poorer outcomes by these 

measures. 

 

● Students who complete their GE Area A integrative communication classesxi in the first 

two years have a 66.7% likelihood of persistence to degree, while students who do not have 

only 14.2% likelihood. For the most part, our students complete A1 in the first two years, but 

our A2/3 is a known bottleneck because of seat availability. Not completing the freshman 

communication series also prevents students from taking GE area A4, our Upper Division 

Integrated Communication and GWAR Course, which is also a Proseminar in many majors.  

 

● Students who complete Area B4 general education math in the first 2 years 67.2% 

likelihood of persistence to degree. Student who do not have only 18.7% likelihood. 

 

● Students who complete their lower division GE coursework in the first two years are 

90.9% likely to persist to degree. Only 3.5% of the 2009 students completed all of lower 

division GE in those first 2 years. In addition to seat availability in Area A2/3, our audit of the 

records of students nearing graduation shows that attention to Area D2 (Democratic 
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Participation), which also fulfills the American Institutions requirement, is a seat availability 

bottleneck, and a number of B4 (mathematics) courses are among the highest DFWxii classes, 

following national norms. For many majors, having the ability to scatter GE courses 

throughout the degree pathway is helpful, so identifying and ensuring access to foundational 

GE courses to be completed in the first year for students seeking these degrees may provide a 

solution to balance these success data with the demands of a highly structured degree 

program. 

 

In a broad study by the Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR)xiii, Tristan Denley, Vice Chancellor for 

Academic Affairs for the TBR, notes that students who complete both first-year writing and a 

General Education math are 25% more likely to graduate from the University system. Based on 

our on leading indicators, Denley’s extensive work, and other similar studies, we should track 

when students progress through these courses and ensure that we provide adequate seating. 

However, we recognize that our DFW data indicate that some B4 courses have a very high fail 

rate, which will potentially slow a student’s progress to degree. We also know that we have high 

fail rates in general education Spanish at the lower division and that the University Language 

Requirement is by far the most unrealized requirement for students approaching graduation. 

Completion of as many of these requirements as early as possible provides more opportunity for 

intervention and support. 

 

Opportunities 

 

SmartPlanner: These data highlight the importance of the first Key Initiative in our 2016 

Foundational Plan (Appendix 4), the launch of SmartPlanner, which provides students with 

direct access to a user-friendly, responsive platform to chart out their course selections for their 

entire degree plan, rather than a semester at a time. The program also affords students the 

opportunity to test scenarios, such as time-to-degree if selecting a minor or changing majors, and 

adjusts automatically to place failed courses in the next semester. Moreover, in light of the 

known need for additional seat capacity, provides more comprehensive detail to departments 

regarding seat needs in future semesters which can help better inform long-term resource 

planning. We note that because of our distributed GE model, we should have an office 

responsible for examining the seat availability across GE areas and the multiple departments 

involved. 

 

Structured Scheduling: By Fall 2018, we hope to guarantee access to GE area A1 courses for all 

freshman students in the first semester of enrollment and GE area A2/3 in the semester following 

completion of Area A1. We will also seek to guarantee a seat in the appropriate Math course for 

their major pathway or support needs in the first semester, in addition to their First Year Seminar 

course. Such arrangements provide all students with 12 units of guaranteed coursework in 

semester one and the opportunity to choose to add an additional course, either major preparation 
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or GE, balancing known success measures with student agency. Modeling such guarantees for 

transfer students, we look to examine how we can guarantee an Upper Division General 

Education Integrated Communication and GWAR course (area A4) and the appropriate 

Proseminar (when different from A4) for their majors in the first term of enrollment. Students will 

be encouraged to begin their language study in the first year, as the language requirement is the 

most prominent missing requirement at graduation.  

 

Summer and Winter Course Availability: We also look to provide robust opportunities for students 

to complete 30 units by using the summer and winter terms. Strategic summer scheduling 

focuses on high-demand bottleneck courses and those required for accelerating completion for 

students nearing graduation, such as our Business program has done in offering summer 

Capstone. However, students will also have more opportunities to begin coursework in the 

summer prior to freshman enrollment, including beginning communication across the 

disciplines, FYS, math, chemistry, and other as we examine efficacy and demand through our 

new JumpStart Program.  

 

Goals 

● Students complete an average of 30 units in the first year 

● FTF student completion of Lower Division area A by the end of the second year 

● Upper Division Transfer student access to Area A4 in first semester of enrollment 

● Student completion of Language Requirement in the first 2 years 

	  
Curricular and Course Redesign 
	  
When the founding faculty received their charge to create a campus of innovation, they took 

those words to heart, and innovative our curriculum was and remains. Over the course of time, 

however, faculty also recognized the need to revise and strengthen the structure of degree 

programming, as well as transfer pathways. By 2012, the most comprehensive curricular reform, 

a complete revision of GE, was launched, and we were pleased to see a 4% increase in the 4-

year graduation rate for the first student cohort in this new GE path, the Otter Model. Student 

responses in surveys show improvement in their understanding of GE at CSUMB since then. 

However, both students and faculty also indicate that we still have work to do in creating a 

shared understanding of the purpose and importance of GE, and the campus relishes the 

opportunity to consider what is working well and what remains to be improved. 

 

During the same period, the campus also responded to Chancellor’s Office directives to ensure 

that degrees could be completed in 120 units. Unfortunately, this work does not seem to have 

had the anticipated effect of reducing the average course accumulation at graduation, as our 

students remain at an average of more than 141 units for all cohorts since 2006. Precisely why 

that is remains unclear, and we hope to form cross-campus workgroups, including students, in 

the Fall to hone in on the variables that account for these persistent averages. 
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One recently recognized data point that may speak to this effect regards our GE program. An 

analysis completed in December, for instance, has revealed that our distributed structure has 

both very large pathways and very small ones, greatly exceeding the 48 units proscribed in the 

governing document for GE at the CSU, Executive Order 1100, on the one side and not quite 

reaching 48 on the other. Students are unlikely to take either extreme end of the pathways, but 

we recognize the need to ensure that students do not accidentally fall into these pathways and 

that no further large and small pathways are unintentionally developed in the course approval 

process. We also note that in spite of the unlimited double-countingxiv of GE and major 

coursework, the higher end of these ranges may be part of the total unit accumulation averages 

above. 

 

A related area of concern comes from the exercise by a small group of faculty who were recently 

asked to navigate majors other than their own using only the tools at the disposal of students. 

They found that the information regarding pathways through major was unclear in many cases, 

partially because of information layout and partially because of the degree requirements 

themselves. They also noted that a lack of intentional overlap at the lower division was likely to 

impede student flow from one major to another without losing units toward degree.  

 

Opportunities 

 

Meta majors: Responding to these data, including those contained in the CSU Student Success 

Faculty dashboard detailing student flow between majors, several colleges are working on 

creating well-charted, guided pathways between majors, allowing students to move from one 

degree to another during the lower division with minimal or no loss of units counting toward 

degree. In effect, departments are looking to create what is being called nationally “meta 

majors,” groups of related majors that share common courses for GE credit that expose students 

to the potential majors. Meta majors have been used to considerable successxv, including at 

universities with high minority enrollment, including the nationally recognized Georgia State 

University, and are considered part of the “Game Changers” in the ongoing Complete College 

America effortsxvi.  

 

Reducing Course Repeats: In addition to structural reforms at the GE and major levels, CSUMB 

looks to continue to address the traditional bottleneck courses—those with a DFW rate that 

exceeds 20%. We are particularly committed to revisions of courses that are high enrollment and 

high DFW (nearly always GE), but also key courses in highly structured majors. We look to 

encourage innovation in these efforts by aligning our annual CSUMB Innovation Grants with the 

commitment to change in these courses. We also look to encourage faculty to address courses 

which may not have this high of a DFW rate overall, but may have a substantial achievement gap 

for URM or Pell-eligible students. In order to best support these efforts, CSUMB commits to 

finding means to expand teaching and learning development opportunities, including those that 
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address technology-supported solutions, new pedagogical practices in general and in discipline, 

and wellness-centered pedagogies. 

 

Guided major pathways: Finally, we need to reduce the average units at graduation. Pathways 

that are designed to intentionally guide students through to completion might be of assistance 

here. Once established, it will be important that we better display these guided major pathways. 

In order to do so, however, we need to address matters of user experience with our web-based 

information and tool set. Technology is only a supportive means to success, however, so we also 

must ensure that the purpose of these pathways is clear to all users: students, faculty, and staff. 

 

Curricular and Co-curricular Learning: Looking to the successful work to bring the campus to a 

common understanding of the purposefulness of GE, we note that another relevant issue 

receiving national addition is integration of curricular and co-curricular learning. Kuh and 

Bantaxvii draw attention to the importance of connecting curricular and co-curricular learning 

when they write, “students are more likely to persist to graduation when their in-class and out-of-

class experiences are meaningful and complementary” (p. 4). Keeling, in Learning Reconsidered: 

A campus-wide focus on the student experience (2004) and Learning Reconsidered 2: 

Implementing a Campus-Wide Focus on the Student Experience (2006), presents strong 

evidence and arguments for intentionally integrating curricular and co-curricular learning, 

“put[ting] academic learning and student development processes together in a format that 

requires all the resources of the academy to function together in an integrated manner on behalf 

of students” (p. 65)xviii. We look to continue to draw together the strengths of the curricular and 

co-curricular learning in which our students engage through advancing the integration of 

curricular and co-curricular learning throughout these other curricular efforts.  

 

Goals 

● Reduction in DFW rates in targeted courses or gaps specifically in identified GE and 

major courses 

● Creation of publishable meta majors pathways through GE 

● Clarification of degree pathway requirements 

● Streamlining of curriculum  

	  
Wellness, Readiness and Belonging: Creating a Student-Ready Ecosystem 

	  
On February 3, 2017, Dr. Loren Blanchard, CSU Executive Vice Chancellor for Academic and 

Student Affairs, distributed to the 23 California State University Presidents “The California State 

University Student Health, Wellness, and Safety Report.” In the accompanying memo, Dr. 

Blanchard explicitly noted the relevance of concerning data in the report to students’ 

“persistence and timely completion of their respective degrees,” explicitly linking student health 

and wellbeing to the Graduation Initiative 2025. Dr. Blanchard further noted that “the data 

highlight a troubling trend—both nationally and at the CSU—that threats to health, wellness and 

safety were most prevalent among students of color and students of non-binary gender.”  
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In a study conducted by the RP Group and the California Community Colleges (Student Support 

(Re)defined, 2011-2014)xix, it was found that if faculty and staff are proud of their institution, 

students will share that affinity and will have a heightened sense of belongingness. A 2014 

Gallup-Purdue pollxx indicates that the experiences a student has at an institution are far more 

important than the type of institution, both during the college years and after. While responses in 

our 2015 Campus Climate Studyxxi were generally positive for questions regarding belonging, 

several groups of faculty, staff and students reported feelings of estrangement from the campus, 

particularly African American faculty, as well as students identifying as persons of color or 

LGBTQ and those reporting disabilities. Additionally, less than 2/3 of respondents (59%) to the 

2016 CSUMB Student Experience Survey reported feeling satisfied or very satisfied with “the 

sense of community or belonging to campus.” We clearly have considerable work to do to build a 

campus of inclusion and belonging, both of which are central to building a campus committed to 

wellness. To meet these goals, we must be a campus ready for our students and provide support 

to ensure that they are ready for the experience of and learning in college. We believe that 

continuing our work to ensure a welcoming and inclusive campus environment and wellness 

activities for all members of the university community are key factors in improved student 

persistence. 

 

For too long, readiness referred only to academic preparation and remediation in higher 

education settings. But, remediation is not preparation, nor is preparation simply remediation. A 

campus ill prepared to support its community is a campus unprepared—and there is no 

remediation available for campus support structures that are not constructed with students at the 

center. In order for students to achieve their goals through the means outlined throughout this 

plan, we must begin by ensuring that they are prepared for the breadth of what they will face in 

college and that we are ready for them. Recent surveys on mental health and wellness support 

indicate a high degree of anxiety and depression, even in our entering freshman, 67% of whom 

reported feelings of depression on the CIRPxxii Freshman Survey (TFS), outpacing the national 

rate by 16%. While not as dramatic a difference, CSUMB students also reported anxiety at 

higher rates than nationally on the TFS. In related surveys, quantitative and qualitative, students 

report a need for greater access to wellness support, including mental health.  

 

With only 59% percent respondents reporting feeling a sense of community of belongingness in 

the Experience Survey and the levels of anxiety and depression reported by freshman 

respondents to TFS, we can see a need to be more focused and intentional in building a sense of 

community and belonging as early as recruitment, and building upon that foundation as students 

enroll, progress, and complete. One means we have begun to implement is work in orientation 

and arrival to campus to promote community building within the incoming cohort through 

Student Convocation and a common read, to name only a few of these efforts. 
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Academic preparation cannot, of course, be ignored, however much controversy exists around the 

efficacy and effect of remedial coursework. In the 2015 entering FTF cohorts, 46% of all 

students required one or more of such courses as did 62% of our Tri-county (Monterey, San 

Benito, and Santa Cruz counties) students, both rates considerably higher than the national 

average of 20% in a 4-year institutionxxiii. Remediation, though intended to provide students with 

enhanced preparation to increase academic success, has historically seen major gaps in efficacy, 

with a very low percentage of students who begin in remediation completing a bachelor’s degree, 

with a national average of about a third completing in 6 years. CSUMB students have seen far 

more success with this metric, with an average of about 45% of students who place into 

remediation completing in 6 years, though this remains considerably below the average for their 

cohortsxxiv.  

 

Part of these successes is CSUMB’s long history of high achievement for students in math 

remediation. Math Huge, wherein a large class of students is led through a high support 

developmental model, was awarded an innovation award in 2015 by the CA Department of 

Finance. Students complete Math Huge with a success rate over 80%, far higher than the 

national average. Math Huge strives to work with students to produce a “Growth Mindsetxxv,” 

changing the internal narrative from “I’m no good at math” to “I can learn math.” Considerable 

research indicates that co-requisite and stretch remediation, both of which have students in 

college-level courses from the beginning, have better long-term outcomes for student 

persistencexxvi to completion, overcoming what is regarded as a major part of the low success rate 

in remediation generally—messaging that fails to communicate to students that they belong to 

the community: “welcome to college, but you aren’t ready for college-level work.” Co-requisite 

remediation sees students enrolled in the general education-level course as well as a support 

course or other required activity that runs in concert with their GE courses. Stretch coursework 

takes the general education course and develops it across two semesters, rather than one.  

 

A discovery in the process of divining our way forward regarded challenges to who we imagined 

our students to be and how ready we really are for them as a result of those assumptions. We 

note that it is essential to our efforts that the campus engage in conversations about and with the 

students we serve, rather than those we imagine we serve, and nowhere is this more necessary 

than the reflexive response of “our students can’t finish in 4 years (or 2 for transfer).” This belief 

is partially rooted in the sense that the majority of our students must work a significant numbers 

of hours in order to afford their education. We have conflicting data to this end that is worth 

more exploration, particularly since the reality is less that our students are taking longer to 

complete but are very often not completing at all. Such outcomes mean that they may well be 

leaving and finding themselves in debt without a degree, which is the most unconscionable thing 

we may be allowing to happen. 

 

A recent study in the New York Timesxxvii suggests that CSUMB has the third-highest family 

income in the CSU, with 45% of our students coming from the top quartile (“about $110,000 or 

more per year” – family size, DACA-status, and multigenerationality, notably, are not included in 
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the analysis) and 1.5% coming from the families in the top 1% of family incomes. Our NSSE 

data also does not bear out the story of working students across the University (we know that 

certain majors see larger numbers than others). Though the response rate is lower than we would 

like, and that does raise concerns with the analysis, our students are reporting lower rates of 

working at all than their peers at the CSU, in California, and nationwide. Habitual statements 

regarding income (even bearing in mind non-nuclear family types) and hours worked that end in 

“can’t” at best lack nuance and, at worst, are means to avoid addressing where the University is 

accountable for time-to-degree. That said, an increasing percentage, now 35%, of our students 

are Pell-eligible, which tracks with the Times’ study which cited that 35.5% of our students 

come from families in the bottom 60% of family incomes. 

 

More pressing in this narrative of “can’t” is that we unintentionally communicate it to students. 

As the work at University of Texas by David Laudexxviii and elsewhere indicate, students who 

already perceive themselves to be less college-ready or are part of groups for whom college going 

is not the norm—such as the 65% of first-generation college students enrolled at CSUMB—are 

likely to be adversely affected by such assumptions (particularly as they are made manifest in 

actions, such as the traditional “weed out course”) and come to internalize these beliefs—

indeed, throughout the process of creating these plans, we have heard students vocalize the 

same: “we can’t.” The last thing we want to be is a University of can’t; that is not who we believe 

ourselves to be and not who we aspire to be. We would do well to have deliberate conversations 

on these topics and to divest ourselves of the language of “can’t,” flipping instead to questions: 

how can we provide the opportunities and support to complete and to decrease time to degree in 

areas where we have unintentional administrative and curricular roadblocks do that our 

organization is not an impediment for students? What creative solutions can we engineer in 

partnership with and behalf of our students? We must be a University with an ecosystem of not 

only of can, but also will.  

 

Opportunities 

 

Wellness Pedagogies: The campus commitment to these areas is nowhere more visible than in 

the considerable investments in planning by individual areas throughout campus. At its broadest 

are efforts outlined by the Center for Teaching, Learning, and Assessment (TLA) and the Personal 

Growth and Counseling Center (PGCC) to provide a multi-prong support for wellness initiatives on 

campus, including developing a holistic pedagogy centered in wellness in both the curricular and 

co-curricular space. Ample evidence suggests that careful integration of these spaces has 

profoundly positive outcomes for students, and developing a culture of growth mindset is 

certainly among the potential benefits. We have expertise in an integrated wellness approach at 

the campus, and we can model these effects throughout our ecosystem. Of particular concern is 

the desire to provide students, faculty, and staff with the tools to recognize gaps in wellness 

support, to self-regulate, and to know where to seek assistance when the environment--physical, 
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mental, or communal--isn’t well. We look to build student capacity in self-management, 

strategies to promote academic success, career development and readiness, interpersonal 

communication, and leadership so that students’ in-class and out-of-class experience complete 

each other in ways that support student retention and success. To transform these ideas into 

action, a CSUMB team – which includes the Directors of TLA and PGCC will attend the AAC&U 

2017 Summer Institute for Integrative Learning.  

 

Community of Belonging: Our work within the American Association of State Colleges and 

Universities’ (AASCU) Re-imagining the First Year project is devoted to reshaping how we bring 

students into the CSUMB community and to create an “Otter Identity.” The primary work thus far 

has been in revising the orientation and registration process in the summers and the advent of a 

new student convocation and a common read. We look to expand these efforts into the 

recruitment and admissions cycle, including structuring on-campus events as opportunities to 

welcome students to higher education broadly. We look to create programming within on-campus 

housing for the first six weeks which cover topics needed for community living: sexual health and 

wellness, financial literacy, sexual assault awareness, life skills like cooking and laundry, as well 

as other topics based on community need and to scale those important topics to all students 

where appropriate and possible. Drawing from this entrance to the university, we look to grow our 

wellness support through better coordination of the wellness and belongingness efforts 

associated with finals week and to scale those events across semesters. The Library is a central 

haven for these efforts, which have included bringing support animals to campus during high-

anxiety periods, feeding comfort foods, and posting notes of support from students to one 

another. The central tenet of these efforts is “you are welcome here.” 

 

Communication Practices: A well campus communicates support for one another in all 

messaging. Beginning with some of the most difficult communication we share with students, 

probation and disqualification letters, we seek to ensure that our language is inclusive and 

supportive and makes clear that the actions we take are meant to help, not punish. A related 

means of supporting better communication is the placement of a “Concierge” in the Library--a 

rotating group of staff and faculty who serve as a one-stop for students who need to find someone 

or something on campus. We seek to reduce the number of times a student is sent from 

department to department when seeking help and to broaden the faculty and staff awareness 

regarding mental, financial and physical wellness support and, when needed, how to provide or 

seek assistance in such matters.  

 

Workplace Wellness: We need, too, to ensure the health and wellbeing of the faculty and staff 

members of our community. A healthy environment for employees creates the ecosystem in 

which students can also thrive and includes opportunities for personal and professional 

development, respectful communication that we model for our students, and support systems 

that are user-friendly. Since, as with a part of our student population, many of our faculty and 

staff have long commutes to and from campus or teach online only, we must be mindful in 

building our sense of community in through multiple means and to be attentive to this reality. 
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Academic Preparation: Our Communication across the Disciplines program launched a pilot 

stretch curriculum in Summer 2016 that will be implemented in 2017-2018 as the standard 

approach to teaching GE Area A1, with students who would have generally placed out of 

developmental education having the option to take an accelerated, single semester Area A1 

course. Likewise, the math faculty, not content to rest on their laurels, are examining the data for 

stretch curriculum and looking at the means of integrating the successful measures of this 

course with stretch B4 model for students. The College of Science is considering numerous 

courses for high-support and stretch redesign, including Chemistry, Precalculus, and Calculus, 

all of which have persistently high fail rates, find slightly higher such rates for both URM and 

low-income students, and are critical gateway courses into their majors.  

 

Goals 

● Self-reported gains in a sense of belonging, particularly for groups who reported lower 
than average rates in the Campus Climate Survey and for incoming freshmen 

● Students and campus community members provided with tools to address anxiety and 
fixed mindset assumptions and information on support services 

● Focus on employee health resources and support 
● Increased campus training in wellness and mental health support 
● Substantially revise remedial coursework 
● Increased integration of curricular and co-curricular learning and assessment 

	  
Affordability Matters 
 
While our understanding of our data on finances may have lacked nuance, we recognize that 

college affordability is a crisis for 

many students, federal definitions of 

income-eligibility notwithstanding, 

and that this has an effect on their 

academic and personal health. As in 

higher education generally, CSUMB 

students have seen an increase in 

costs associated with attendancexxix 

(Figure 5). Over the past 4 years, 

tuition fees and other expected costs 

have risen, particularly for non-

resident students. Putting time-to-

degree in an economic context, each 

additional year is more than $20,000 for on campus residents and more than $15,000 for those 

students living “off campus,” which is, for the purposes of these figures, assumed to be with 

parents or family. In light of the potential tuition increase for the 2017-2018 academic year, 

 Figure 5: Estimated Annual Costs of Attendance, 
2013-2017 
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attention to costs and payment structures where possible must be a major component of our work 

and our campus work must remain mindful of these realities.  

 

Roughly 35% of our students meet the federal definition of low income as outlined by the 

Department of Education TRIO program: a student whose adjusted gross income (AGI) or their 

parent(s) does not exceed 150 percent of an amount equal to the poverty level set by the US 

Census thresholds. Students who come from families with Expected Family Contributions (as 

defined by Federal Student Aid) above the threshold for Pell but below the top quartile are likely 

to rely heavily on loans, many of which may be private (about 4%) or Federal loans that are 

unsubsidized and therefore accruing interest throughout the student’s college years. We are 

concerned about the growing reliance on loans, seeing an average debt of $20,869 for the 2015-

2016 graduating classxxx. We share student concerns about expenses and recognize that all of our 

community would prefer no student debt to low student debt and that members of our student 

community do struggle, whatever the family income averages might suggest. 

 

Given the increases we have seen in expected costs, we found it not at all surprising that one of 

the most persistent complaints in the NSSE 2014 qualitative data is about money—from the 

costs associated with food on campus (and the lack of alternatives in the immediate area at the 

time) to housing on and off campus to tuition and parking fees. The timing and consequences of 

financial holds are also of note, so CSUMB has been systematically examining and removing 

administrative financial barriers to completion. Included in these actions was raising the limit for 

fees owed before dropping for non-payment, taken after an analysis of seniors who did not return 

in Spring 2016 revealed that nearly all of them owed less than $100.  

 

On April 4, 2017, Sara Goldrick-Rab, author of Paying the Price, tweeted a remark strongly in 

keeping with CSUMB’s focus in this work: “So we’ve got a culture of retention focused on 

completion not wellness. And efforts to keep students on campus skip food & housing.” As with 

others nationwide and in the CSU, CSUMB has become far more aware of those struggles in 

recent years, particularly with regard to food and housing insecurity. Our Associated Students 

have started a monthly food pantry to help decrease food and hygiene insecurity on campus. We 

have not, however, been able to make as much headway yet into identifying the scope of housing 

insecurity nor more directly confronting the sources of food and hygiene insecurities. As with 

other financial matters, such insecurities are likely to be more prevalent or sudden for students 

who are independent of their parents in all ways except those considered in financial aid awards. 

Students who would do well to withdraw for a semester to protect their mental or physical 

wellness or for whom unexpected registration holds could result in their removal from housing, 

often avoid action out of concern of losing housing. While the numbers of such students are 

small, the refrain is the same: I have nowhere else to go. This is not acceptable. 
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Opportunities 

 

Financial Revisions: While there are fee conditions over which we have no or limited control, 

there are ways individual areas have begun to highlight as opportunities for improvement. In 

particular, comments from student surveys (NSSE, CSUMB Experience, etc.) and those collected 

in preparation of this report suggest that we examine the extended payment structures available, 

building in more flexibility. Too, we can control for some costs, and it is incumbent on this work 

to identify those that may present barriers to completion, perhaps through financial registration 

holds. The Library has identified one such cost and is moving to eliminate the daily late fine in 

response. 

 

Lowering the Costs of Books: The estimated costs of attendance each year include over $1000 

for books and supplies, so we recognize those as an area ripe for attention. The costs associated 

with books is well-known and a conversation in various national and state associations, and many 

of our own faculty have been participants in the Affordable Learning Initiative (ALI), looking to 

use more Open Educational Resources (OER)xxxi and other free or low-cost options. However, in 

Fall 2016, CSUMB still had over 85 required books priced between $200 and $400. As an 

adjunct to the ALI work by individual faculty and some initial department-wide efforts, the 

Library has begun to collect copies of the highest-priced required books in order to make them 

available to loan. Similarly, out of concern that students are not purchasing books early enough 

(or, anecdotally, at all), the bookstore has proposed an initiative to allow students to charge 

books against their student accounts, allowing later financial aid disbursements to cover the 

costs or to pay down the account over time. Both CSU Stanislaus and San Jose State have seen 

gains in student access to books since instituting this option. 

 

Finish in 4/Through in 2 Promise: As with other CSUs, CSUMB is responding to legislation 

known statewide as the California Promise and offering incentives to qualified students who sign 

on to the program. At CSUMB, the promise is designated as CSUMB’s “Finish in Four” and 

“Through in Two” Promises. We begin with a limited population in Fall 2017, and we look to 

work on a structure this year that ensures that students who are, perhaps because of part-time 

study or remediation requirements, not qualified for the program are not further disadvantaged 

before launching the full program in Fall 2018. We also look to create multiple on-ramps for 

students, including means by which students requiring remediation can be part of the 

opportunity or FTF students who are not immediately qualified for the “Finish in Four” promise 

can later commit to “Through in Two.” The University promises, among other things, adequate 

seat availability, which will not serve these students alone, and may go a long way to decreasing 

time-to-degree and final costs of attendance, and, we hope, student debt. 

 

Emergency Funds: As with the change in limits for dropping students from courses for non-

payment, we have sought to raise funds for emergencies students may encounter that might 
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otherwise impede their ability to stay. Evidence from the work through the Wisconsin Hope Lab 

and other studies suggest that small amounts can be the difference between persistence and 

stop- or drop-out for students, even as small as $300 to cover health care, which appears to be 

one of the most common unexpected costs, and the avoidance of which can, of course, seriously 

undermine the student’s wellnessxxxii. These funds provide non-debt inducing support for students 

who may otherwise stop or drop out over book fees, car repairs or other needs of up to $500. 

Taking to heart Goldrick-Rab’s admonition regarding such funds-- “Emergency funds are not 

available if students don’t know about them”—we are working to ensure that faculty and staff are 

aware of available funds and how students may access them as well as determining how best to 

keep the fund availability close to mind for students who may not be comfortable asking for 

assistance in financial matters. 

 

Ensuring Food and Housing Security: Finally, CSUMB commits to engaging the campus in 

finding permanent and sustainable ways to address food and housing insecurity for our students. 

A number of institutions nationally are taking steps to do so, and we hope to be able to expand 

the data we have so that we can create an actionable plan. We recognize that these are critical to 

the wellness of our students and to their capacity to reach their goals. We have identified several 

initiatives that begin to at least move toward reducing and eliminating these insecurities and 

reducing debt, and we are pleased that we have already been able to address some of them 

sustainably in the course of this academic year. As a campus community for whom service is in 

our DNA, these are issues that simply cannot be overlooked or waved away. We have the capacity 

and the care to seek and implement solutions to ensuring access to these core needs.  

 

Goals 

● Reduction in average book costs 

● Reduction in student debt 

● Documented use of emergency funds 

● Campus awareness of financial aid matters 

	  
Analytical Capacity and Communication 
	  
A final area of need regards our capacity in data analytics, the communication of these findings, 

and the creation of additional spaces in which to crowdsource potential action steps. We have 

access to considerable amounts of data, so much so that it seems to inspire a form of analysis 

paralysis. In order to best analyze and communicate what is most important in our data, we must 

find a sustainable way to provide visualization of University and area-level disaggregated data 

that is easily updated and accessible. The viability and utility of a different kind of data 

presentation is apparent in our own data warehouse and the CSU Student Success Dashboards, 

both of which translate the raw numbers into a variety of easily manipulated charts and graphs. 

The data from the major pathways has been presented as a flowchart of student movement in 

this process, so departments are seeing a much clearer picture student flow in and out of the 
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major. Bringing these data together is making visible a powerful opportunity for action that is 

specific to student need. 

 

As pressing as a need for better means of communicating the data is the need to provide reports 

that are actionable. Much of what we have, including the degree audit reports that provide 

information on what requirements students still need to meet, lists of students who appear to be 

on track to complete in 4.5 or 2.5 years, or names and contact information for students who are 

eligible to register and did not in a given semester, must be researched by hand as to what 

classes fulfill the generally named requirement, the student’s academic standing, or other 

information necessary to create an alert or to act. In order to be more efficient in responding to 

these reports, we must provide better detail in the initial reports, invest in technological 

solutions, and seek to expand the human resources available to act on them, whatever the needs 

are revealed to be.  

 

Opportunities 

 

Data Communication: CSUMB seeks to invest in visualization tools to support the data 

warehouse, including the creation of dashboards for key areas of analysis that are most 

commonly used for this initiative, planning, and other campus work. We also plan to invest in 

creating a calendar of actionable, student-level reports so that offices can respond to scheduling 

or other needs on a continuous basis.  

 

Data Dialogues: In providing these data in more user-friendly formats, we look to increase the 

campus capacity to address the stories the data tell. We will create spaces for the campus 

community to come together to find creative solutions and identify and celebrate good work. 

Recognizing that we have a campus that exists beyond the physical borders, we look to house 

these conversations both face-to-face and through virtual means, so that everyone has 

opportunity to participate. 

 

Goals 

● Create necessary dashboards  

● Provide Degree Audit reports provided to colleges regularly 

● Meet Monthly with groups to analyze data for future action steps 
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Communication Plan 
	  
The Otter Promise is led by a steering committee that is co-chaired by Dr. Bonnie Irwin, Provost 

and Vice President for Academic Affairs and Dr. Ronnie Higgs, Vice President for Student Affairs 

and Enrollment Services. The committee meets monthly, and the members represent Associated 

Students and a breadth of Student and Academic Affairs roles. Multiple committees across the 

campus have provided input into the scope of this plan. Academic Senate has held town halls for 

faculty to discuss the initiative and the potential outcomes. Associated Students has also 

provided feedback, including the reminder not to “do things to us without us,” partially inspiring 

the crowdsourcing opportunities that recalls our founding, when faculty and students created 

curricula together. Ideas and initial responses were additionally gathered through the various 

surveys and data collection efforts outlined throughout, in the colleges and administrative units, 

through informal conversations at the “Pizza with the President” events, and other formal and 

informal structures, including the public review of two drafts of this document. The final version 

will be posted publically and the data, success stories, and action steps updated annually. 

 

Beginning in Fall 2017, the University will launch a website dedicated to Otter Promise, 

housing, among other things, key updates to strategies and metrics, information on the CSUMB 

Finish in Four and Through in Two promises (the CA Promise initiative) for freshman and transfer 

students respectively. The website will be owned and maintained by a cross-divisional group with 

representation on the steering committee. Regular communications to the campus will also come 

from the President’s newsletter, as part of the regular by the Provost to Academic Senate, 

Associated Students, and to Extended Cabinet. The Otter Promise will also be a standing item on 

the agenda for the Academic Leadership Team, and it is expected to be a standing item for 

College meetings as well. 

 

The broad opportunities for input will continue in an annual Student Success Symposium as 

another opportunity to bring the campus together to celebrate our successes, efforts to re-

imagine the transitional points in the enrollment management processes, pedagogical 

development efforts centered on campus wellness, and reading groups focusing on critical topics 

in higher education (such as financial aid). 

 

As CSUMB is preparing for our WASC Senior College and University (WSCUC) self-study and 

reaffirmation, the committees associated with that effort form an additional arm to the 

communication of the efforts in the Otter Promise. The work of the two efforts form the 

foundation for a sustainable infrastructure for continuing both the Promise and the efforts 

associated with continuous improvement long after the WSCUC reaffirmation. 
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Otter Promise Steering Committee Membership 

Chairs 
 
Bonnie Irwin, Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs 
Ronnie Higgs, Vice President for Student Affairs and Enrollment Services 
 
Members 
 
Hayley Azevedo, Assistant to the Provost 
Lauren McClain, Associated Students President 
Fran Horvath, Associate Vice President for Academic Planning and Institutional Effectiveness 
Dan Shapiro, Director of Teaching, Learning, and Assessment Center 
Paula Carter, Interim Director of Admissions and Recruitment 
Caroline Haskell, Director, Health and Wellness Services 
Sheila Hernandez, Registrar 
Chip Lenno, CIO 
Christine Erickson, AVP for Student Affairs and Dean of Students 
Patsy McGill, Faculty Senate Chair and Professor, Business 
Petra Valenzuela, Director for Academic and Centralized Scheduling Office 
John Banks, Director for Undergraduate Research Opportunities Center 
Ilene Feinman, Dean for the College of Arts, Humanities, and Social Sciences 
Andrew Lawson, Dean for College of Science 
Veronica Chukwuemeka, Director for Institutional Assessment and Research 
Kris Roney, Associate Vice President for Academic Programs and Dean, Undergraduate and 
Graduate Studies 
Seth Pollack, Director for Service Learning Institute 
Tami Pullins, Director for Center of Academic Advising, Career Services, and Student Success 
Joy Brittain, Director, Early Outreach and Support Programs 
Natalie King, Associate Vice President for University Personnel 
Cindy Lopez, Director for Sponsored Programs 
Kirby Garry, Athletics Director 
Tim Angle, Dean, Extended Education and International Programs 
Andrew Drummond, Associate Dean, College of Arts, Humanities, and Social Sciences 
Sharon Anderson, Interim Associate Dean, College of Science & Professor, School of Natural 
Sciences	  
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Metrics 

Action Baseline Measure Opportunity 

Reduce average FTF unit 

accumulation at 

graduation 

Reduce by 

3%/year 

2016 graduation 

cohort 

• Curricular redesign 

• Meta majors 

Increase UDT annual 

unit attempted to 

average of 30 units 

 

Academic Year 

2015 

 

Annually: average 

.5 units/year 

• Increase course 

availability 

• Increase alternative 

schedules for courses 

(Project NOW) 

Ensure FTF annual units 

attempted at average of 

30 units 

Academic Year 

2015 

Maintain • Schedule analysis for 

seat availability in key 

gateway courses 

• Disaggregate by 

Pell/URM 

Increase FTF units 

completed percentage in 

first year 

Fall 2015 DFW 

rates 

Increase by 1% 

annually 

• Revision of CSUMB 

Innovation Grants to 

reflect goals of Otter 

Promise  

• Course redesign of 

high DFW courses 

• Provide reports on 

DFW by Pell/ by 

URM-identity 

Maintain UDT units 

completed percentage in 

first year 

Fall 2015 DFW 

rates 

Maintain • Revision of CSUMB 

Innovation Grants to 

reflect goals of Otter 

Promise  

• Course redesign of 

high DFW courses 

• Provide reports on 

DFW by Pell/ by 

URM-identity 

Identify top 5 practices 

of high-performing 

majors in graduation 

cohorts for FTF and for 

UDT 

N/A 5 years; FTF and 

UDT  

• Use as Best Practices 

for major redesign 
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Increase overall 2nd year 

retention for FTF to 80% 

Increase by 

1%/year 

Fall 2015 FTF 

cohort 

• Create sophomore 

support 

FTF student completion 

of Lower Division area A 

by the end of the second 

year 

 

Increase 

enrollment in A1 

accelerated or A1 

stretch in Year 1  

Fall 2016 cohort • Increase course 

availability 

• Offer summer start 

for A1 accelerated 

and/or A1 stretch 

Upper Division Transfer 

student access to Area 

A4 in first semester of 

enrollment 

 

Increase 

enrollment in A4 

in Year 1 

Fall 2016 cohort • Increase course 

availability 

• Offer summer start 

for A4 in large majors 

and majors with no 

major-specific A4 

University Language 

Requirement completion 

Decrease 

percentage of 

students at 90 

units or above and 

language not met 

by 1/ year 

Fall 2014 FTF 

cohort; Fall 2016 

UDT cohort 

• Expand data 

communication and 

analysis of Degree 

Audit reports 

• Alternative delivery 

and schedule modes; 

marketing California 

Community College 

opportunities 

Acceleration Project Measure efficacy 

of Spring 2017 

and Summer 2017 

increased course 

availability on 

students 

progressing toward 

degree 

Fall 2013 FTF 

cohort; Fall 2015 

UDT cohort 

• Compare student 

enrollment in or 

completion of 

outstanding 

requirements from 

Degree Audit Query 

run December 2016 

• Examine practices of 

highly successful 

majors in deploying 

courses that 

accelerated 

completion 
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Appendix 1: Graduate Studies in the Otter Promise 
	  
CSUMB recognizes that our graduate and credential students are of considerable importance 

both to the graduation initiative and to the economic development of our region. The majority of 

our post-baccalaureate curricula are professional programs intended to support the local, 

regional, and state communities. The programs directly serve approximately 450 graduate 

students, with a higher percentage of students coming from the Tri-county area than we see for 

undergraduates at about 45%. During the course of the Otter Promise work, in collaboration with 

our students, we will adapt what we learn to ensure appropriate academic, financial, and 

wellness support for CSUMB’s graduate and credential students.  

 

Our graduate student population is not as diverse as their undergraduate counterparts, but we 

see a 29% URM-identifying student population at this level, which is on par for a medium-

selectivity institution (28%) nationally, but considerably lower than a low-selectivity institution 

(40%) nationally. In the 2015 cohort, 22% were low income and 46% were first generation 

college students. 

 

Notably absent at CSUMB is a centralized structure for assisting graduate and credential 

students in academic success, with the exception of online writing tutoring. While post-

baccalaureate students are welcome to use the Cooperative Learning Center, the emphasis there 

is on the lower division undergraduate student, not the graduate and credential student. Here we 

have a significant opportunity to build success-support with the post-baccalaureate student in 

mind. 

 

We see, too, a need to continue to build a visible graduate and credential culture on campus, not 

least by making clear that they are members of our community and have needs that are not 

identical to the undergraduate. Efforts to separate graduate and credential policy from 

undergraduate policy more completely are presently underway, and, for the first time, the 

student-initiated hooding ceremony will be conducted as a part of Commencement this year, 

centering the effort, success, and importance of these students in front of the University at large. 

In the coming years, we commit to creating academic honors parallel to those for undergraduates 

for graduate and credential students to further increase their visibility and to celebrate their 

success. 

 

Such work is not enough, and we look to work with this population in building leadership 

opportunities and structures that support their inclusion and sense of belonging, whether they 

are on-campus students or online. What we will need in working with this population is to be 

more intentional in soliciting their feedback. We have historically tracked considerably less about 

our graduate and credential population than that of their undergraduate counterparts. In order to 

ensure the viability of our programs, this must change. A singularly important change in this area 

is the regular collection of student experience surveys directed at the post-baccalaureate student 

experience. 
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Goals: 

 

• Achievement Gap at 0% by program (URM) 

• Achievement Gap at 0% by program (Pell-eligible) 

• Maintain or increase diversity in program through recruitment efforts directed at ensuring 

a diverse student body in all programs 

• Implement Student Success structures to increase success and completion in a timely 

fashion appropriate to the degree. 

• Examine and increase efforts to provide external funding for graduate and credential 

students. 
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Appendix 2: University Targetsxxxiii 
 
	  

Freshman 

Target Current 

2023 

2025 

Four Year Graduation 27.1% 44% 

Six-Year Graduation 54.4% 63% 

	  

Transfer 

Target Current 2025 

Two-Year Graduation 36.7% 46% 

Four-Year Graduation 74.1% 80% 

	  

Achievement Gaps 

 Current 2025 

URM/non-URM 

(FTF, 6 year) 

1% 0% 

Pell-eligible/not Pell-

eligible (FTF, 6 year) 

3% 0% 

 

URM/non-URM 

(UDT, 4 year) 

-2% 0% 

Pell-eligible/not Pell-

eligible (UDT, 4 

year) 

4% 0% 
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Appendix 3: College-Level Goals 
	  
All goals below are based on IPEDs-defined cohorts who graduate from CSUMB in any College, 

irrespective of College of entry. 
	  

Freshman 

College Current 4 year Goal 4 year Current 6 Year Goal 6 year 

Arts, Humanities, and 

Social Sciences 

32% 57% 56% 66% 

Business 23% 44% 60% 70% 

Education 26% 44% 58% 68% 

Health Sciences and 

Human Services 

26% 44% 53% 63% 

Science 14% 34% 51% 61% 

Undergraduate 

Students and Programs 

24% 44% 46% 56% 

Anticipated University Freshman Goals 

  44.05%  63.07% 

	  

Transfer 

College Current 2 year Goal 2 year Current 4 Year Goal 4 year 

Arts, Humanities, and 

Social Sciences 

46% 61% 74% 84% 

Business 39% 54% 69% 80% 

Education 8% 23% 63% 78% 

Health Sciences and 

Human Services 

17% 32% 62% 77% 

Science 28% 43% 70% 80% 

Anticipated University Transfer Goals 

  47.75%  80.43% 
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Appendix 4: Update to 2016 Foundational Plan 
	  

Tactic Key Deliverables Update 

1) Enrollment Management: Degree 

Planner 

● Program available for 

student and advisor use  

● Data analyses available 

to departments for more 

efficient course 

scheduling 

● The first 4 majors have been 

built and are in testing.  

● Student testing to begin soon 

2) Enrollment Management: 

Automated Transfer Articulation 

● Upgrade to ASSIST 

software completed 

● Consultant hired to address 

remaining gaps in transfer 

articulations 

● Departments ready to test and 

review 

3) Advising: 

Advance current junior or senior 

freshman-entrants to 4-year plans or 

transfer-entrants to 2-year plans. 

● Students on track to 

complete in 4.5 or 2.5 

years identified 

(approximately 477) 

● Plans to facilitate 

student progress to 

degree in 4 or 2 years 

created and executed 

● DARS reporting query written 

to identify large bottlenecks 

to inform additional classes 

needed 

● Students with high units 

contacted by advising for 

2013 and 2015 cohorts. 

Analysis of effect planned for 

July 2017 

4) Data Analytics:  

Expansion of analytic capacity in 

CSUMB data warehouse  

● Background  

● Data modeling 

completed 

● Dashboards built from 

models 

● Training for effective 

data usage created 

● Visualization tools analyzed 

for sustainability and efficacy 

● CO Dashboards presented to 

faculty for use in planning 

5) Appropriate and Timely 

Communication:  

Student-facing business processes, 

policies and timelines overlap 

appropriately without unnecessary 

conflicts 

● Business process and 

calendar created to 

regularly provide key data 

to high-level committees 

 

● Calendar under creation and 

evaluation 

● Student communication 

models evaluated by multiple 

offices prior to sending 

● Revision of Onboarding 

Process to include holistic 

and multimedia forms of 

communication 

6) Financial Outreach:  

Degree completion emergency grant 

program for students in need who owe 

less than $500  

● Stop-outs and time-to-

degree decreased 

● Provost’s Academic 

Emergency fund established 

● Raised amount of fees 

students can owe without 

being dropped from classes 
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Appendix 5: Opportunities and Resourcesxxxiv  
	  

Short-term 2017-2019 xxxv 

Task Support Needs New Funds Estimated 

(w/benefits) 

• Early Alert 

• Mandatory 

Advising 

 

Early Alert Analyst 

 

$100,000 

 

2.0 FTE Academic Advisor $170,000 

• Course 

Availability 

• Course and 

Curricular 

Redesign 

• Affordable 

Learning 

10 FTE Tenure-line faculty lines in next two years 

 

$1.4 million 

 

1.0 FTE Teaching, Learning and Assessment 

Center 

 

$120,000 

 

Professional Development Funds (mini-grants, 

reassigned time; hospitality; symposiums and 

workshops) 

$50,000 

Additional 

Needs for 

Course 

Availability 

Lecturer Funds 

 

Dependent on enrollment 

and tenure-line increases 

SmartPlanner System Analyst 

 

$100,000 

 

Summer and Winter course availability Scholarship funds 

Cooperative 

Learning 

Expansion 

1.0 FTE Supplemental Instruction SSPII $120,000 

Belongingness Student Life professionals  $250,000 

Health and 

Wellness 

Counselors (Student Fee Supported) 

Emergency and 

Gap grants 

Financial Aid Advisor $120,000 

Data Capacity 

Resources 

Data Warehouse Specialist $180,000 

Institutional Research Position $110,000 

 Approx. $2.9 million  
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Long-term Resources 

Tactic Support Needs New Funds Estimated 

Course Availability 20 FTE Tenure-line faculty lines 

over 6 years; 1 additional tenure-

line faculty per 200 students 

$ 2.7 million; $135,000/200 

additional students 

Lecturer Funds Dependent on enrollment and 

tenure-line increases 

Mandatory Advising 6.0 FTE; 1 FTE advisor for each 

additional 400 students 

$510, 000 (+$85,000/ additional 

400 students) 

Graduate and 

Credential Student 

Success 

2.0 FTE SSPII Student Success 

Advisors online and face-to-face 

$170,000 

Evening 

Advising/Student 

Services Support 

2.0 FTE SSPII Advising or 

Enrollment Services Generalists 

$170,000 

Graduation 

Automation 

2.0 FTE SSPI Graduation 

Counselors 

$150,000 

Health and 

Wellness 

Counselors (Student Fee Supported) 

Emergency and Gap 

grants 

Fundraising  

Data Resources Data Analytics $300,000/year 

	  
	   	  



	  
	  

 
THE OTTER PROMISE 3

1 
 

Endnotes and Resources 
	  
                                                
i The text from which this term is drawn asks that institutions change the narrative from the student’s 

preparation for us to our preparation for the student in our structure and assumptions. In short, it posits an 

assets-based model (which CSUMB shares); rather than focusing on what students do not come with, the 

model looks at what they bring to the table, and that that a great many of the challenges the encounter are 

on us, not them. McNair, Tia Brown; Albertine, Susan; Cooper Michelle Asha; McDonald, Nicole; and 

Major, Thomas, Jr. Becoming a Student-Ready College: A New Culture of Leadership for Student Success. 

Jossey-Bass, 2016. 
ii Habits of Mind at CSUMB’s Center for Teaching, Learning and Assessment 
iii Persistence refers to a student’s continued progress toward degree. Retention is the measured rate at 
which students stay or leave the University. 
iv Underrepresented Minority statistics in the CSU includes African American, non-Hispanic; Latino/a; and 
Native American/Native Alaskan students. 
v From CSU Student Success Dashboard, “Historical Persistence and Graduation Summary.” 
vi National Student Clearinghouse. NSC has announced that they will be doing more to track students in 
the future, so these may shift as a result of their revised work.  
vii Since the announcement of the Graduation Initiative 2025, we have seen an increase in our former 
students reaching out to find the means to complete their degrees. While completing with CSUMB is not 
always practicable, particularly for students who no longer live in the area and are not seeking a degree in 
our limited online program options, we see a need to create a pathway to return for those who are able and 
a pathway to another CSU for students who are not able to return to Seaside. We have begun to model a 
business process for working with these students through our present resources, though that can slow 
progress considerably, particularly for students who stopped out more than a decade ago. Our hope is that 
in the long-term we will be able to dedicate an advisor to these students as they seek to complete their 
degrees at CSUMB or elsewhere.  
viii Impaction is the sole action by which CSUs can limit new student access in order to prevent enrollment 
that surpasses a campus’ resources.  
ix CSUMB is also impacted for some large freshman programs, though the impaction here is limited to out-
of-area (the application address is not in Monterey, San Benito, or Santa Cruz counties) and is managed 
through raising the Academic Index, which is the only option available to us, unfortunately, in impacting 
these majors for freshman. 
x See Appendix 4 for more detailed information on these needs 
xi CSUMB’s Otter Model takes the approach of combining oral and written communication for the A1 and 
A2 areas, and includes Critical Thinking and Ethics in A2, which then double counts for A2 and A3, per 
Executive Order 1100. 
xii DFW rates look at the pass rates for courses with grades of D or F or withdrawn from class. A high DFW 
rate means fewer students passed. 
xiii Denley, Tristan. “Guiding a System Along a Pathways’ Journey.”  
xiv Double-counting allows for a single course to be counted for both GE and major requirements in hopes 
of reducing unit accumulation. CSUMB has no limits on double-counting. 
xv Denley, Tristan. “Choice Architecture, Academic Foci and Guided Pathways.” 
xvi Complete College America. “Game Changers,” Guided Pathways to Success. 
xvii Kuh, G.D. & Banta, T.W. “Faculty-Student Affairs Collaboration on Assessment: Lessons from the 
Field.” About Campus Jan/Feb. 2000. 
xviii Keeling, R. P. Learning Reconsidered 2: Implementing a campus-wide focus on the student experience. 
American College Personnel Association (ACPA), Association of College and University Housing Officers–
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International (ACUHO-I), Association of College Unions–International, (ACUI), National Academic Advising 
Association (NACADA), National Association for Campus Activities, (NACA), National Association of 
Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA), and National Intramural-Recreational Sports Association 
(NIRSA). 2006. 
xix Karandjeff, Kelley, Senior Researcher, & Cooper, Darla, Director of Research and Evaluation, Research 
and Planning Group. Student Support (Re)-Defined.  
xx Ray, Julie and Kafka, Stephanie. “Life in College Matters for Life After College.” Gallup-Perdue, 2014. 
xxi Hiramoto, Patti; Villaseñor, Maria; and Grobman, Kevin. Campus Climate Study, California State 
University, Monterey Bay. 
xxii Cooperative Institutional Research Program 
xxiii Remediation: Higher Education’s Bridge to Nowhere. Complete College America, 2012. This data point 
includes more selective 4-year institutions as well, so it is worth noting that 50% of 2-year students, who 
enroll in institutions more likely to have an access mission similar to our own, place into one or more 
remedial courses. 
xxiv CSUMB, IAR. Retention & Graduation. “Graduation—First-time Freshman.” 
xxv For a short introduction to Carol Dweck’s research, please check out her TED Talk, “The Power of 
Believing that you can Improve.” 
xxvi Spanning the Divide. Complete College America.   
xxvii Some Colleges have More Students from the Top 1% than the Bottom 60%. New York Times. January 
2017. 
xxviii Tough, Paul. “Who Gets to Graduate?” New York Times, May 2014. 
xxix Cost of attendance figures as reported in the annual Common Data Set by the Office of Institutional 
Assessment and Research at CSUMB. The total cost is comprised of tuition fees, room and board, books, 
transportation, and “other expenses.” 
xxx Per the Project on Student Debt by the Institute for College Access & Success (TICAS), the average debt 
for U.S. students is over $30,000. Their report, “Student Debt and the Class of 2015”, has excellent 
comparative data. 
xxxi See CSUMB Affordable Learning Initiative page for more information on ALI activity on campus as well 
as OER links. 
xxxii Dachelet, Karole and Goldrick-Rab, Sara. “Investing in Student Completion: Overcoming Financial 
Barriers to Retention Through Small-Dollar Grants and Emergency Aid Programs.” WI Hope Lab, December 
2015. 
xxxiii Assigned by Chancellor’s Office Summer 2016 
xxxiv These are the resources we expect to need to do everything we have presently identified. This neither 
means that all of these funds will arrive to campus nor that nothing will happen without these funds. The 
campus will mindfully prioritize resources available. 
xxxv In the next several years, CSUMB is also constrained by a lack of office space for new personnel.  


