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College Student Success: There’s No Right Way to Do It 

College student success can be defined in a variety of ways. Earning high grades, 

graduation, and active participation are all thought of as successes. Alexander Astin has created 

an IEO model which describes the transition process into college as the student bringing in 

characteristics, or Inputs, the institution creating the Environment, and the student and institution 

working to create some sort of Outcome. This model has been used to try to identify what inputs 

a college student brings, what type of environment an institution creates, and what kind out 

outcomes are produced which lead to college student success. From this model, many theories 

about success have been formed. Laurie Schreiner says that a college student must engage 

academically, socially, and psychologically in order to be successful. Academically, a student 

must engage in learning and have academic determination, socially, a student must connect with 

others and practice diverse citizenship, and psychologically, a student must have a positive 

perspective. (Schreiner, 2012) Ken Bain says that in order for a college student to be successful 

they must explore themselves, their learning style, and how learning is a personal endeavor. He 

says that it takes creativity and curiosity for a student to find success. (Bain, 2012) George Kuh 

focuses on college student success from an institutional angle, saying that the higher education 

environment must be conducive to success in order to produce successful students. His approach 

to success is more programmatic and systematic at an institutional level and is less focused on 

the characteristics of the student. He lists a focus on learning, affirming diversity, and data-

informed decision making as important factors for college student success. (Kuh, 2010) All of 



the authors mentioned say that higher learning which goes beyond attempting to earn high grades 

is a key to success. 

While these models and theories certainly bring clarity to the notion of college student 

success, I do not believe they are all-encompassing. In fact, I believe that some elements of these 

theories may be idealistic. Perhaps it is important for a student to have a positive perspective in 

order to be successful, according to Schreiner, but how does one encourage or nurture positivity? 

It may seem easy to create an institutional environment which promotes college student success, 

but what about when an institution is rooted in tradition and history and will not change to meet 

the requirements of Kuh’s ideal institutions? It is important to consider alternatives and diversity 

when it comes to success so that the models and theories can become adaptable to the institution 

and the student; therefore, the following are the practices that I believe can promote college 

student success. Some of the elements I mention are the supported by the above authors while 

some ideas were not explored in their books. 

 

Self-Knowledge 

 Having a clear understanding of self is key to college student success. Schreiner talks 

about working out of strengths in order to be more fruitful and efficient in transitioning 

(Schreiner, 2012) and Bain lists self-reflection as important to deeper learning. (Bain, 2012) It 

seems true that when one is working out of their strengths or pursuing their passions that they are 

efficient, satisfied, and successful. There is an element of drive one has when doing something 

they care about or enjoy doing. 

 Not only is using strengths a satisfying and empowering feeling, it is also mandated by 

God in Matthew 25. The Parable of the Talents talks about three servants who are given talents 



by their Master, and only two of the servants use their talents. The third servant does not use his 

talent and is rebuked by God, being called “wicked” and “lazy.” Amy Sherman created a model 

in her book, Kingdom Calling: Creational Stewardship for the Common Good that lists 

gifts/passions as being essential elements to creational stewardship in work. She says, “The 

[vocational] sweet spot is that place where our gifts and passions intersect with God’s priorities 

and the world’s needs.” (Sherman, 2011) 

 Bain insists, “To be creative…you must understand yourself, including your strengths 

and your weaknesses. You must learn to integrate your abilities, to train them to support each 

other. To do that, you must open up an inner dialogue with yourself.” (Bain, 2012) His idea is 

that in order to learn, you must know your learning style, and in order to know your learning 

style, you must explore it in creative ways. Understanding your learning style is another essential 

element to college student success when it comes to academics. “…Explore who you are, how 

your mind works, and what keeps it from working.” (Bain, 2012) Bain encourages students to 

examine their environment when they feel academically successful and to produce those 

conditions again in order to create further success. Schreiner implores institutions to create 

environments that promote academic success saying, “Design active-learning experiences that 

are connected to the students’ current interests and that capitalize on students’ strengths and 

learning styles.” (Schreiner, 2012) 

  

Social Structure 

 Schreiner mentions social engagement as being one of the elements of college student 

thriving or success. (Schreiner, 2012) This social engagement should come in the form of social 

structures or networks which allow students to find stability, encouragement, and support. 



Mentorship, team involvement, and leadership are all things I find important to college student 

success when it comes to social engagement. 

 Both Kuh and Schreiner list peer mentorship, tutoring, and learning as effective 

promoters of student success. Kuh says, “Teaching, assisting, and evaluating peers places 

students at the center of their learning experience.” (Kuh, 2010) Schreiner lists best practices for 

peer mentoring: 

 “Link students not only to others who are experiencing the same transition, but also to 

peers who have successfully navigated that transition. 

 Include peer instructors as co-teachers within first-year seminars or courses to offer 

relational, as well as academic, connections. 

 Design peer mentorship programs and campus leadership opportunities specifically for 

transfer students or encourage transfers to pursue existing opportunities by initiating 

transfer-friendly meeting schedules.” (Schreiner, 2012) 

In addition to peer mentoring, faculty/staff mentoring is also effective and important to student 

success. 

 Learning how to work well with others is an important factor to social engagement and 

college student success. Understanding self is the first step and the second is exploring how 

different strengths work together collaboratively. Teams do not necessarily involve athletics, but 

any time a group works together for a common goal. Through these types of interactions, 

students learn about roles, focus, morale, and team strategies for efficiency and tact. 

 Stemming from team interactions, students often identify themselves as leaders and 

followers. Kuh identifies certain institutions which have elements essential to college student 

success as DEEP (Documenting Effective Educational Practice) schools and says, “DEEP 



schools provide a wellspring of other cocurricular offerings that involve students in campus life, 

connect them to the institution, and provide leadership opportunities.” (Kuh, 2010) During 

college students often have opportunities to become involved in leadership programs, and, in 

order to be successful, students should become involved with these programs to learn more about 

the influence they have on the people with which they interact. Understanding leadership 

principles will allow students to identify situations where they are called to be leaders and know 

how to respond. 

  

Initiative 

 An element of student success which seems often overlooked is the idea of initiative or 

responsibility; students owning their college experience and making it what they want. Bain 

encourages students to explore and create during their time in college, which are important 

elements to success but are forgotten amidst the business. Taking initiative means exploration, 

creation, and focusing on legacy. 

 Guided exploration seems an oxymoron; however, students who explore based on what 

they know about themselves often find things worthwhile. For example, a student who has the 

gift or passion of service or care should explore in those areas in search of outlets to use those 

talents. Being gift-minded allows students to approach their exploration informed so that they 

may maximize their time and efforts. Students who take the initiative to explore and become 

involved based on their strengths are often satisfied and successful. 

 Many successful college programs are created by students. Students are informed, have 

ideas relevant to the student situation, and have the energy to pursue action. Therefore, it seems 

natural for successful students to pursue their passions and create. Creating something is an 



empowering feeling. Students may create programs, events, articles, or even influential posters; 

it does not matter what the creation is as long as it is based on the interest of benefitting the 

student and the campus community. Students are able to take control of their college experience 

by creating. 

 Many students go through four to six years of college in order to graduate and earn a 

degree. Having that mentality often eliminates thoughts of leaving a legacy, which can be 

detrimental to student success. If students cared about what they left behind after graduation, 

their time in college would prove more successful. Having a focus on legacy can allow students 

to have a stronger devotion to their place and a greater motivation to become involved, two 

elements of college student success. 

 

Summary 

 College students who know themselves, connect socially, and take initiative may become 

successful. Those three factors are important to success along with many things not listed. It is 

important to understand that the theories and models of college student success must be adapted 

to meet the needs of the specific institution and student culture. Looking at research and statistics 

is helpful in creating opportunities for student to become successful; however, the options for 

student success cannot be limited to the three categories listed above. Just like the “Initiative” 

section of this essay, it is important for people interested in understanding college student 

success to explore, and sometimes even get on the floor and experience the student culture at 

various institutions. It may not be possible to become fully informed about the ever-changing 

college student success ideals without experiencing it first-hand. 

  



College Student Success Model 

 

 

 

 

 

According to this model, self-knowledge is the first step to college student success. After a 

student acquires self-knowledge, they will know how they will interact and respond in social 

structures (mentorships, friendships, teams, and leadership situations). Once the student becomes 

involved socially, they should take initiative to explore and create based on their self-knowledge 

and ability to connect socially. 
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Appendix 

Geneva College: Geneva College has a program called the Compass Club. The club consists 

of mentors and mentees, all students, who meet weekly for one on one 

mentorship meetings. During these meetings, peers discuss their strengths 

and how they may best use their strengths to better the campus 

community. Then, each week, the mentors and mentees all come together 

to complete an on-campus service project. The goal of the club is to allow 

students to understand themselves, connect socially through a peer 

mentorship structure, and explore ways to use their gifts with their peers to 

serve. 

George Fox: George Fox is a Christian university in Washington State. This institution 

is so focused on community development that it shuts down the school for 

one weekend out of the year so that students, faculty, and staff may go into 

their surrounding community and serve at various locations. This is a 

student-run program which was started by students and is a great example 

of initiative as it relates to college student success. 

Taylor University: Students at Taylor University collaborate with the college administration 

each year to host a large leadership conference. The conference is open to 

college students from across the country and has grown in size each year 

of its existence. This program was started by student leaders at Taylor and 

is hosted by primarily students. This is a great example of initiative, 

teamwork, and leadership, which are all elements of college student 

success. 
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