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23,300 total student body; 8,329 undergraduates

3,170 freshmen; 2,200 transfers

90 bachelor’s degrees; 62 master’s and 
18 doctoral programs18 doctoral programs

Over 3,550 students are over the age of 25 and 
pursuing a first baccalaureate degree

Located just north of Charlotte, NC- which has a 
population of approximately 1.25 million



What student categories does your institution 
focus on when it comes to meeting 
enrollment  and retention goals?
◦ FreshmenFreshmen
◦ Transfers
◦ Graduate students
◦ Continuing students
◦ Nontraditional students
◦ International students



In 1996, the University of New Mexico conceived The 
Graduation Project- “a systematic effort to 
identify, recruit and support students who left the 
university after doing the majority of the work needed 
to complete a degree.”

UNM identified 3,855 students who had stopped out 
over the prior 10 years after earning at least 98 credit 
hours and had a 2.98 G.P.A.

Since the program’s inception, more than 2,000 
students have returned and over 1,000 have completed 
their bachelor’s degree.



In 2004, the University of Wisconsin System 
projected there were more than 15,000 students in 
good academic standing who had achieved senior 
status but left without completing their 
baccalaureate degree.

UW-Oshkosh established the “Graduation Project” 
similar to UNM and found that 1,500 seniors in ,
good standing left in the preceding 10 years. They 
started with 100 students who left between 1999 
and 2003.

UW System President Reilly said the campus-based 
projects could add as many as 4,000 UW System 
graduates to the state’s workforce in just five years!



In 2008, the state of Kentucky identified 11,000 
adult learners who came within a course or two of 
earning a college degree but never did.

All eight of the state’s public universities are part 
of the recently established “Project Graduate” to 
bring students back to finish what they started.



Persuade adults with three+ years of college credit 
to come back; 

Make the admissions process a smooth and 
friendly one; 

Provide detailed academic advising; 

Help them navigate academic regulations; and,

If possible, offer financial assistance!



They have already invested a major portion of their 
education with your campus!

They are older and wiser now!

They know how to study and the value of time and 
money.

A degree can improve their earning power and 
contribute more to their community and the state.

They are impressed when you reach out to them and 
provide personal attention. Such a program generates 
tremendous good will.



We had lost 2,464 seniors over seven years who 
left the university with a 2.0 G.P.A. or higher and 
did not complete their degrees. 

The average G P A of these students is 2 74 soThe average G.P.A. of these students is 2.74, so 
academic performance was not the issue. 



We are concerned by retention and graduation 
rates and this was a group we had not really 
considered.

It provides more personal support for our former 
students who have invested so much alreadystudents who have invested so much already.

It’s the right thing to do!

And, it generates great positive publicity!  It 
shows we value the efforts they have previously 
invested at our campus.



Worked with Institutional Research to identify all the 
students with 90+ hours, a 2.0 GPA and no disciplinary 
suspensions who left in the past 7 years.

Identified an existing unit head to take on the project if we 
could get funding.

Talked with the folks at U of NM to find out what they did.

Drafted a business case for our own graduation project 
and included a proposal in the 5-year strategic plan and 
annual budget request for 2005-06.

“Talked it up” with the Provost and others at every 
opportunity.



Decided to move forward whether we received
extra funding or not…

Enrollment Management provided $5,000 in seed 
money for fall 2005 to start work on a survey 
mailing in hopes of more funds!

Developed a returning student survey after 
reviewing similar forms from other campuses –
East Carolina University has a good one!

Refined that group by deleting those who owed 
money (we had no money to help them eliminate 
their debts) or had judicial holds.



Received $10,000 in one-time funds from 
Academic Affairs to hire a temp to manage 
the program in Fall 2005 -a graduate intern 
in adult education.



Asked the Alumni Office to run the names through 
the “Alumni Finder” process for current addresses.

Sent anonymous survey to the remaining 1,229 
former seniors in March 2006. (approved by IRB)

Included a postcard the student could return if they 
wanted us to contact them about completing their 
degree.



133 responded to the survey.

Over 100 returned the postcard asking us to 
contact them about completing their degree.

Office of Adult Students and Evening Services 
(OASES) staff called all of them individually to 
see what we could do to assist.



Some students thought they have already 
graduated and don’t know why you are contacting 
them!!! They got a bit upset!

These students’ lives are very complex. You’ll 
spend more time resolving issues than with a 
traditional student. You’ll feel like you adopted 
some of them!



Couldn’t get the courses they needed at the 
times they could take them;

Had trouble balancing school and life/work 
demands;

Couldn’t get adequate advising;

Couldn’t get enough financial assistance to 
complete school;

Dissatisfied with parking - ☺



No readmission application fee.
Academic advising by counselors in OASES -
available in the evening and Saturday.
Participants receive email and phone reminders of 
important deadlines.
Opportunity for scholarship monies.
Mentoring program and referral service.
Advocates help students with handling the red tape 
of exceptions, substitutions or special requests.



Met with Deans to explain the program and ask 
for their support – particularly with academic 
petitions for exceptions.
Met with Registrar’s staff and they agreed to 
waive the application fee and expedite 
applications.
Set up coding to track readmission in Banner andSet up coding to track readmission in Banner and 
expedite admission.
Developed 49er Finish web site and brochures.
http://www.oases.uncc.edu/49erfinish.html
Once again asked for permanent funding for fall 
2006!







20 students enrolled for the 
fall/summer of 2006.

Three students were able to 
graduate without taking any 
more courses!

W lWe are currently 
communicating with 1,300 
former seniors who have over 
90 hours and have not yet 
completed their degree. 

231 students have graduated 
because they were recruited 
through this program.









Continued to provide one-time funding to do 
mailings each semester to students who are 
seniors and have been out 12 months.
Funded a full-time coordinator position in OASES 
to manage the program in 2007to manage the program in 2007.
Provided office space for the coordinator in 2007.
Provost provides a letter and small gift to each 
49er Finish graduate.



In spring 2008, we applied for and received a 
Bernard Osher Foundation Grant of $50,000 to 
provide $2,000 one-time scholarships to adult 
students for spring and fall 2009!!

If our program continues to show success inIf our program continues to show success in 
attracting and retaining adult learners, we may 
receive an endowment of $1,000,000 in three to 
four years!

http://www.osherfoundation.org/index.php?prog
rams (grants at 73 universities)



“From providing the necessary forms to following up 
with the Registrar’s Office and my respective 
academic departments to course enrollment, Ms. 
LaMarche has been unfailing in her commitment 
and dedication on my behalf.”

“With the 49er Finish Program, you get access to the 
entire process under one umbrella with 
resourceful, talented and professional staff to 
assist you and work on your behalf.”



Develop a business case for the project:
◦ Do your research – partner with IR to collect data from your 

historical enrollment files.
◦ Project revenue generated by potential enrollments.
Gain your Provost’s Office support: 
◦ By submitting a proposal for permanent funding; or
◦ Submit a proposal for one-time funding to do the initial 

survey and mailing.
Piece meal it together if you have to:
◦ Hire a grad student to get the program moving until you 

can get permanent funding.
Be sure you can assess the impact:
◦ Set up codes in your student information system to track 

applicants.



Partner with the Registrar’s Office and Admissions 
Office to move these applicants through the 
process quickly.
◦ Waive the readmit application fee!
◦ Consider giving them priority registration.
Be sure your college deans and campus knowBe sure your college deans and campus know 
what’s going on and support the project.
Prepare a one-page handout to give to anyone who 
needs to help you support the program.
Develop a website and brochures for marketing.
Find a “catchy” name for good PR.



University of New Mexico – Graduation Project 
University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh- Graduation 
Project which received a grant from their state to 
expand in 2006-07
University of Kentucky- Project Graduate/part ofUniversity of Kentucky Project Graduate/part of 
the Kentucky Adult Learner Initiative
University of Utah- Returning to the U. program
Western Interstate Commission for Higher 
Education – “Non-traditional No More” project 
supported by the Lumina Foundation
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