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Student Success Teams: Why? 

• Students’ needs beyond the classroom play 
an important role in their ability to be 
effective learners. 

• We know that providing a holistic support 
system that adheres to SSIPP principles 
improves student outcomes. 

• Bringing holistic support systems to scale 
within a resource-constrained environment 
requires us to think differently about how we 
organize service delivery. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
There is a substantial body of evidence that supporting students outside of the classroom helps them remain enrolled and be successful learners. 

When we look across interventions that promote student persistence and completion, there are a number of through-lines—maintaining support beyond the first year, being proactive in building relationships and intervening early, and providing students personalized support (what they need, when they need it). This research was summarized most recently by the US Department of Education’s What Works Clearinghouse, which concluded that colleges should “transform advising to focus on the development of sustained, personalized relationships with individual students throughout their college careers.” (https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/28)

Providing this kind of personalized, sustained support in the community college can’t be as simple as hiring more advisors or counselors; instead, we need to think about how to use existing resources differently to create holistic support environments. SSTs are a strategy to bring effective practices to scale. 

(It’s important to note that such sustained, personalized support exists at many colleges in the form of small, cohort-based support programs. Many of these focus on supporting racially-minoritized students, first-generation students, or students with low incomes. The strength of these smaller programs is one reason why it’s important to bring their design principles to as many students as possible.)



Student Success Teams: How do we know?

• Detailed exploration of SST 
implementation at 9 colleges around 
the country

• 48 interviews with 81 individuals 
across the institutions

• Colleges were leaders in SST 
development, but varied in their 
location, demographics, and 
approach

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Phase Two Advisory conducted this research. Phase Two is a woman-owned consultancy focused on bridging research and practice to support equity-forward college transformation efforts. We work with colleges, foundations, and improvement networks to translate evidence into contextually-responsive reform strategies. We do four things:

Strategic planning and implementation support for individual colleges
Just-in-time research
Development and nurturing of professional learning networks
Supporting foundations in designing evidence-based funding strategies

This research was funded by the College Futures Foundation, and focused on understanding how colleges are implementing Student Success Teams in order to help the field learn from early adopters of the SST strategy. The full guide and additional resources can be found at https://www.phasetwoadvisory.com/sst-guide/



Student Success Teams: What?
Cross-divisional teams of individuals who collaboratively engage in cohort 
management to support and assist a group of students from entry to 
completion, with a focus on equitable outcomes. 

• Build on the success of equity-focused programs 
to scale holistic support throughout an institution.

• Creates campus structures to build systems of 
holistic support.

• Students experience streamlined supports that 
promote equitable outcomes by helping them get 
what they need to be successful learners, when 
they need it.

• Colleges have multiple teams, each serving a 
different group of students—ideally, each student 
is connected to a team.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This definition of Student Success Teams (SSTs) emphasizes that the purpose is to support a cohort of students (rather than the entire institution). They are a mechanism for scaling holistic student support. Also note the focus on equitable outcomes—SSTs should enhance, complement, and build upon existing equity programming, not replace them. 

Minimally, the SST approach means: 
Identifying cohorts of students
Assigning them to a team, and 
Providing cohort-based case management to meet students’ needs in and out of the classroom in proactive and personalized ways.





A Continuum: Three types of Student Success Teams

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We found three different designs of cohort-focused SSTs among the colleges in our study. These structures build on one another, and grow in their sophistication to provide personalized support for each student. Sometimes, they overlap as colleges journey from Backend Coordinating through Networked Support to Networked Single Points of contact. 

All teams rely on a robust data infrastructure; starting with a Backend team lets you build that infrastructure and learn to use it before you move into more sophisticated student-facing support practices. All three types of teams also help you build cross-functional working relationships and break down silos within the institution to create a web of support for students. 



Student Success Teams: How do colleges develop and 
implement them? 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
There is no standard timeline or set of steps to SST development. We do find a general set of phases, but colleges move through them in different ways. (Some colleges need to spend a lot of time in design planning, while others need to spend more time in implementation planning, for example. We also found that the process isn’t linear; colleges often cycle among the phases as they develop, refine, revisit their plans and as campus contexts evolve. 

The most successful colleges are those that commit to a design and run with it, understanding the delicate balance between substantive planning and the need to act. Throughout the process, they also are thinking one to two steps ahead, constantly fine-tuning and refining their work while also keeping an eye on a very clear vision of where they want to end up.

The five phases are: 

Reflection: Explore what is happening at your institution and what problem you are trying to solve. 
Design planning: Understand how SSTs will address your challenges, and engage in an imagining process to build an SST that meets your needs.
Implementation planning: Figure out how to bring your vision to fruition. The questions at this phase get much more granular.
Launch: Try it! Your SSTs may not be perfect, but at some point, you just need to get them going.
Continuous improvement: Understand what is working and what isn’t, and revise accordingly. 




Student Success Teams: What do colleges think 
about? 

• Equity considerations need to be foregrounded 
within every phase if a college is to truly make 
SSTs a strategy to close gaps across racial or 
economic student groups. 

• The considerations identified in the guide play 
out in different ways and at different times for 
each college—but all are critical.

• Planning for these considerations in advance 
helps colleges overcome roadblocks to design 
and implementation. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
These five areas are the heart of SST design and implementation. They are the most critical things to think about, plan for, and problem solve around. Colleges confront each one differently and in a different order, but all of them matter and need to be integrated into planning and launch.

Equity is at the center of the circle because it is where teams need to anchor their work. 

The full Guide is structured around these themes and provides things to think about on your own institution, as well as strategies to address the topic used by colleges in our study. The remainder of this deck provides high-level overview of each area.



Thinking about: Keeping equity at the center

An equity-forward 
perspective means looking 
beyond aggregate success 

rates to find ways to use 
SSTs to help ensure that 
students’ backgrounds do 

not predetermine their 
outcomes.

SSTs can and should promote equity…but only if you 
intentionally design them to do so.

Make sure you have clear definitions of “equity” and 
“equitable outcomes.” 

Integrate the student perspective.

Build equity-forward learning into SST development.

Embed team members whose role it is to focus on equity.

Learn from and build on existing cohort programs.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Remember that SSTs are an effort to build on effective work done for decades by smaller, cohort-based programs like TRIO, EOPS, Puente, Umoja, and MESA. 

Many people conceive of SSTs as a strategy for improving equitable outcomes. However, SSTs are only such a strategy if you intentionally design them to achieve equity goals. To make sure that SST design and implementation supports a shift towards more equitable practices and outcomes at your college:

Make sure you have clear definitions of “equity” and “equitable outcomes,” and you connect them to SST design and implementation.
Integrate the student perspective to address the challenges students themselves say matter.
Build equity-forward learning into SST development.
Embed team members whose role it is to focus on equity, so that thinking about equitable outcome is an embedded, visible part of day-to-day work.
Learn from and build on existing cohort programs.




Thinking about: Leading the work

SST implementation is effective when senior 
and mid-level leaders are aligned in the goals 

for SSTs, understand and support their 
respective authorities, and work together to 

achieve both planning and launch. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Higher education leans towards distributed leadership, and middle-level leaders are often asked to shepherd SST design and implementation. But our interviewees made it clear that both senior-level and mid-level leaders have key roles to play, and “bottom up” does not mean “bottom only.” Without strong involvement of senior leadership, mid-level leaders are left with (a) an unclear vision for the end goal; (b) lack of authority to implement work across functional areas; (c) a culture of talking rather than acting; and/or (d) not enough resources for high-quality design and implementation. 

SENIOR LEADERS include Presidents, cabinet, and/or VP-level personnel who manage multiple departments/units and help to lead and guide institutional strategy.
Set the vision
Bridge academic and student affairs
Provide support and resources
Empower others
Take action

MID-LEVEL LEADERS include managers, faculty, classified professionals, and support staff administrators that typically report to executive or VP-level leaders, and hold titles such as department chair, dean, or director.
Provide connection to broader college work
Inform the reflection phase 
Lead subsequent phases
Support front-line staff





Thinking about: People

“Thinking about people” means thinking 
about three distinct things:

1. Professional roles, and how they evolve 
to meet the SST approach

2. The time it takes for practitioners to do 
the work required, during and after 
launch

3. Learning to provide equity-forward 
holistic support in a team environment

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

Existing “people structures” can be generative when leveraged well. Use HR, collective bargaining, and governance to support new and refined roles, professional learning, and workload management. 

SSTs require professional roles to evolve—team members will be asked to do new things as part of their job that are often aligned with the spirit of their role but not contractual language. Bring governance, collective bargaining, and HR leaders in early on to support thinking about role evolution, appropriate compensation, contract grade, etc.
SST design takes time—as does implementation and sustained SST functioning. Building capacity is challenging but can be supported through buy-out time, hybrid coordinator/practitioner positions that support student-facing activities and back-end systems building, and cross-training of staff. 
SSTs require individuals to do their jobs differently, and so it’s necessary to support them in learning how to successfully meet new expectations. We found that professional learning tends to focus on the “why” of SSTs, but people really want to know “how.” Individuals need to learn how to shift mindsets, build skills, and work cross-functionally. Internal learning structures can effectively and efficiently support this type of learning. 




Thinking about: Infrastructure

Successful SSTs rely heavily on a robust data 
and technology infrastructure. Regardless of 

SST type, this infrastructure requires 
substantial time and attention during design 
and implementation to make sure underlying 
systems work in the ways needed by team 

members.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
SSTs rely on a robust data and technology infrastructure to help them coordinate and execute their collective efforts. It’s important to differentiate between the two. 

Data provide SSTs with information to understand their students, what they need, and what impact SST interventions have. They can be quantitative or qualitative.

Technology allows SSTs to interact with data from different sources, departments, or functions in a streamlined manner. It also allows SST members to coordinate with each other and conduct student monitoring and outreach.

It’s critical to bridge systems and people so that technology personnel and vendors understand end-user needs well enough to identify appropriate products and data requirements. Building a “translational culture” that intentionally connects data, technology, and people can reduce confusion and frustration. 





Five lessons from the colleges in our study

• Make equitable outcomes the north star for your efforts. Start by clearly defining what equity 
will look like on your campus, and design SSTs to support that definition. 

• Set a clear vision for your SSTs. Understand the type of team you are building, why, and how 
you will know your teams are functioning effectively. 

• Lead together. Middle and senior leaders both have critical roles to play in designing and 
launching SSTs. 

• People are the heart of the work. Professional roles and expectations may shift, and so you 
need to plan for changed workflows and capacity. 

• You need a strong data and technology infrastructure. It takes time and intentionality to build 
systems that will support the “people side” of SSTs. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes





Using the Guide
Each section includes some combination of: 
• Why the consideration matters
• What it looks like when it goes awry
• Two to three sub-topics within the consideration
• Strategies used by the colleges in our study

Potential uses:
• Share with stakeholders to generate an understanding of the phases
• Identify priority considerations in your context
• Review subsections and/or vignettes as a group and discuss 

reactions
• Ask, “What does or can this look like here?”
• Integrate considerations and unsticking strategies into your 

implementation plan
• Get ideas for overcoming a challenge in your current planning or 

implementation work



   

• To access the full guide: 
https://www.phasetwoadvisory.com/sst-guide/

• To sign up for our listserv to be notified when 
new resources are released: 
http://www.phasetwoadvisory.com/sst-contact

• For more information and support, please reach out!
Suzanne@phasetwoadvisory.com
Melinda@phasetwoadvisory.com
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