By Emma G. Ross '08

Empowering
Transformation

A grant from the Harold Alfond Foundation
supports student success and retention

E as old as higher education irself How

dversity make sure that saudents wh all are able

persist and succeed?
Mt experns agree thar a sense of suppor and opporunitics

for experiential learning ase essensial pars of the e . The

University of Malne's past efforts have
Grade program thar offered a free re-do course to any hrst-year
soudent who failed 2 class, and parrmerships wich local arganiza-
thes thia could provide incernship

Each of these imgacted the

lives of some ssudencs, but universiy and Universiy of Maine
System lesders didn’t just want re help some students succeed.

They wanred o transform the sadent ex)

e for each

¢ i thar transfon LY ||.'|.|uir1:

ridinated effore, as well as funding.

a long-term,

An Unprecedented Gift

In Odceaber 20240, in the midse of pandemic lockdowns and
challenges, the Us
unprecedented gift — a $240 million dellar grans from the
Harold Alfand Foundation. OFf dhag investnent, $20 million was
earmarked for a suite of student success and rerention programs.

Dhubbed UMS TRANSFORMS Seudent Success 8 Reren-
tinn Initiative, these programs are already mking shape and
praducing results acress the University of Maine System
They are:

versity of Matoe System received an almost

* Research Leaming Experiences for first and second-
vear undergriduate sudents
* Gareways to Success that expand lkeaming assistanee
o

in introd

CORrses

» Pathways w Careers that connect studenes with

credit-bedsing Internships and experlential learn-

ing apporminities

TRANSFORMS &
er education, Many universities
ancnts of cuch of eur inldadves

S that is

“There s nothin
complerely new o h
have con

d we

ko thar they wark for a wide variery of students,

The combimivon of chese proven pracrices,
hawever, and ensuring they are available to all

students, not just upperclasmen or the privileged
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fiwe, thar is the real innovagion here,” said Brian
Olsen, excoutive dirccwor of the TRANSFORMS
SRR dcrivities,

Success Bagets Success

"Ihe Universin of Maine.and irs regional campus,
the Liiniversiy of Maine ar Machias, led the wap
anc were the testing grounds for the il Research
Learning Experiences (RLE). Faculry and staff
ereatest RIEs, and rthe rollont was swift. Planning
sarved in carly 2021, just a fow months afer the
award was announced. By that time, inssructons
alresidy had class schedules for the semester, Thar
dudn'e stop them Frosrms purting fordy progesals fest
RLEs they could implement in their classes,

Heginning the following academic vear, in
2021-2022. 10 percens of incoming Ars-year
students ar UMaine participated in RLEs, The
program was so successhul that orpanizers skipgeed
the second planned pilor year and rolled i our
acrosy five more wniversitics for vear owo,

“People just really came mogether, It was both
fp down and botom ups. That firss year was really
successhul and success begers succes,” said John
Valin, executive vice president for academic affaies
ansd provost,

By the start of the 2023-2024 school year,
participation at UiMaine was up o 30 percent
and a majority of the Universicy of Maine ar
Farmingron’s first-year seudents were participa-
ing. Across the University of Maine System. more
than HWNb studenes were enmlled inan RLE.

Bridge Experiences

The research apporamities for students particigar-
ing in R1LEs span a bead J'.l|1gt:u|'ellm.i5|!uwa. Fou
students whao already know their major, chere are
opparmunirics in marine biology, education; arr,
hinchemistry, and other subjects. Students who
haven’s yer decided on a major abso have an amiy
of RLE apsions to explore.

Since the introducrion of RLEs, business, nurs-
I, and performing ans progrims have all made
she experiences mandatory, Other programs offer
RLEs, bur don’t require them,

Each RLE begins with a bridge experience,
which stares in lare summes, the week before regu-

lar classes begin. These inrensive arientarion and
learning oppormunitics can be 3 gencral experience
ar a focuied deep-dive,

Jason Balron '046, 048G, 12 Ph.D)., asociare
dean of UMaine Cosperative Extension and area
coordinarnr of the [nnavarion Program, was among
thse piloe group e offer a generalived bridge week
ar UMaine. The goal: to ger students comformble
with each orher. studens research, and rheir place
ar the universicy.

During Bolven's bridee week, smudents spent
marnings learning; about research, the challenges
and oppormnities of college, understanding
netwotks, and the support availalile on compus,
Group leisure and ream-building acrivitics filled
the afternoons.

When asked abeun their eoncerns for the schaol
vear, a parrern emerged ameng the smdents, who
had just arrived on campas wo bepgin their college
carcers, ~The thing that came up over and over
again wasnot having a friend network. a commu-
nitv nerwork,” Bolron said.

5o in the second year, Bohon added more
communiry building. He brought studenes to the
4H Exrersbon camps ar Bryans Pond and Blucherry
Cove, where they worked on seam building and
group problem solving,

By year three, Boltan felr like theyd really
found their sride. Srudents were prepared for
their RLE but also bad 2 neowork of classmates,
professors. and staff to call on if they fele souck.

“L still see them cruising around campus
manths larer in seme of the same groups,” Bolion
LT VEN

Subject-Specific Opportunities
Associare Professor of Genomics Sally Dion bMol-
boy ‘07 Phl?, parmered wich Edward Bernard ‘07,
12 TPhD, wice chair, co-graduire and undergrad-
uate program coordinator and senior lecourer of
microbiclogy to offer a more subjoct-specthe hridjp
week 1o prepare sudents for her SEA-PHAGES
program, a veac-long rescarch course destgned o
give hirstyear students anthensic research experi-
ences in bacreriophage binlogy:

The centerpisce of the experience i the oppor-
runicy v rake isalares from pathogenic becreria and

“College is a life-changing experience, and the more a student
15 involved in that process the more effective it becomes.

This new opportunity ... transforms our students into producers
of knowledge and not just consumers, starting in their

wvery first semester.” ot voin

Brian Olen is the
wanrutive direciar of LIS
TRANSFORMS Shademt
Suceess & Retention
Initiatives amd prodessor al
armitheisgy.

Saly Disen Malloy
ergages first-year studants
in a year-long course that
enables them to see the
results of their research
and lah wark.
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“The idsa that we would have this kind of an investment in the University of Maina
System and in particular in the University of Maine — it's transformative, it's a chance
to do so many things that matter for all of us and for cur students.” jen Ferin-Wandy

a

lason Ealton adpsted his
FAE to improue the student
axper|ence and strengthen
thst sUppOT network:
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seqience the penomes. In the spring semester,
those bacreria sequences come buck 1o the lal
and the susdents analyze them.

“Whar's exciting is the viruses they're isolaz-
ing in class. Some are used for phage therapy
successfully o wreat patients with drug resistant
infections,” Molloy said. “Studenes are juss s
excited ro de some real science,”

ﬂ|ml5 el way students learn reseancly shalls,
hear from alumni, and ger 1o know cheir profes-
sors, They're oriented o campus resources and
hear abous the projecrs thar faculey are work-
ing on. They also get access 1o a peer mentor
pragram where they can build connections and
gain ext credit,

Gateways and Pathways

While the RLEs have 1!rlJIJS|!t prssitive resalis
for participaring smedents, other componenss
of the Alfond grane are further swengthening
smidbent rerention and success

By the 2022-2023 school vear, the Gateways
to Success initiative was in place across all seven
campaises of the University of Maine Syseem,
It trained upperchassimen as Maloe Lauadng
Assisrants {MLAs} or other types of peer-embed-
deel support who were placed in inlmdudur:r
conrses to Facilicere learning, Ir also creared an
carly alere system thar would flag swudents who
were having difhculcy. The program enabled
instructors and MLAS o intervene and set
up greater options in online ruroring. where
srupgling srudents were matched one on one
with peers from iheir univessity who have been
sucerssful in the course in the past.

That inirial wave of propasals focused on
the course kevel with professors supgesting whar
they thought would be helpful for their classes,
The nexs round of proposals is gaing (o suppoo
smudents in gateway courses more broadly.

Parhueys ro Careers is the newess of the three
iniriarives arvd i seill in the developmental stage.
The goal is w increwe awarenes; of and access
o career-relevant opporunicies for smdents,
especially in the form of paid internships. Most
commonly, such experiences go o stdents who
knew aboat themn, and :J|n.';u]}' lve congaets.
Thar's abowt o change.

“The initarive will develop a one-stop shep

for expericnrial learning appormnities, shared
across the entire Unlversity of Maine Systei.
“The first step is to build a porial sie thar is easily
accessible mo all students, The majorioy of UMS
campuses are also currently planning pre-inem.
ahip training programs thag will Bunsch chis spring.
These activities will help connect students with
internships and help them ger the most oue of
those experionces when they occur

“Through funds provided by the Mainz fobs and
Recovery Plan, Pachways to Carcers has ales extab-
lished a grant for any UMS student, o thar the
often-ignored costs of participating in-an intern-
ship — baying professional attire, mileage, remote
lousing, childcare, a laptop — won't be barriers
tor the students.

“Me know that internchips and other similar
career-rebevint postions can spell the differeace
besween gerring a good job or not afrer grad-
uwarlon, And we ales know thar i isn't random
which studenis do nor get the chancs o parici-
paee in thise life-changing experiences, Pathways
to Careers is going to-change thar,” says Olsen.
‘Ihe hope is thar alumni and professional dona-
tions to UMS TRANSFORMS will help keep
these srudent suppers running after the Recovery
Plan hunds are gomne,

Promising Praliminary Results

Measuring the remles of all these nitiatives will
take time. Volin potiues our dhar many of the
merrics nsed o measure student success are lapging
indicarars. Retention, for example, is often based
on six-yeir grdhisation rates.

“¥ou're pot poing o expect 3 huge change over-
night. Ir will ke years o fully underseand the
impact,” Volin said.

However, sumveys ase already highlighting the
vilue of these effores, Preliminanrdata indicats that
3 percent of the RLE smedents feel supported by
their peers versus abour 48 percent of non-RLE
srudents, Students in BLEs comie our of thelr first
semester with a sirong sense of belongring and
community, an ahility 1o refleco on and use whar
they are lewrning, and a ressanch mindsee.

“I really-do think this will have a significant
impact on overall student wellbeing, not just
during their undergraduare years, bur afier they
praduare,” Volin said. M
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