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Abstract 

 

Reaffirming its commitment to advancing the educational attainment of students of color, the 

Lumina Foundation launched the Historically Black College and University (HBCU) Student 

Success Initiative. This forum allowed for three institutions (Dillard University, Morgan State 

University, and Howard University) to intentionally create a culture and strategies centered 

around improving student success. A key component of this work was the selection of an 

intermediary organization, HCM Strategists, to provide support to the institutions in meeting 

their goals. This study provides insights on how the role of the intermediary aided the institutions 

in the implementation of their strategies and ultimately in collaborating instead of competing. 
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The Opportunity 

 

For the last two decades, Lumina Foundation, a private foundation focused on creating 

opportunities for learning beyond high school, has made substantial investments to reach its goal 

of increasing the percentage of American adults with high-quality degrees and other credentials 

to 60% by 2025 (Lumina Foundation, 2020). In support of this, Lumina has been explicit that it 

will not meet its goal if there is not an intentional focus on racial equity, acknowledging that the 

opportunity to secure such credentials is not equally distributed across all populations. In fact, 

despite overall increases in the percentage of adults earning associate and bachelor’s degrees, 

stark disparities in educational attainment by race and ethnicity persist. As of 2018, the 

postsecondary attainment level for White/Caucasians was 47.9 percent. For people of color, 

postsecondary attainment was much lower, with Black/African Americans at 31.6 percent, 

Hispanics/Latinx at 24.5 percent, and Native Americans/American Indians at 24.5 percent 

(Periscopic, 2020). Without deliberate strategies to address these postsecondary attainment gaps, 

more and more Americans in communities of color will continue to be at a disadvantage. 

Understanding this, Lumina Foundation has made targeted investments in institutions who 

specifically serve large populations of ethnic minority students.  

 

Focusing specifically on increasing African American student attainment, Lumina Foundation 

made its first investment directly to institutions predominantly serving this population by 

launching the Historically Black College and University (HBCU) Student Success Initiative in 

September of 2016. The collaborative project focused on building a cohort among three diverse 

HBCUs based on type, funding, size, and location: Dillard University (a private, historically 

Black, liberal arts university in New Orleans, Louisiana), Howard University (a private, federally 

chartered historically Black university in Washington, D.C.), and Morgan State University (a 

public, historically black research university in Baltimore, Maryland). Each institution was 

selected based on its committed leadership and clear strategic focus to elevate student success. 



 

 

The goal of the initiative was to support the cohort of institutions in identifying challenges 

impacting retention and completion as well as identifying and implementing strategies that 

would reduce gaps and increase educational attainment for all students. An objective of the 

project was to help these institutions enhance internal capacity while creating a set of exemplar 

institutions that could inform other HBCUs, Minority Serving Institutions (MSIs) and the overall 

higher education landscape on strategies to enhance student success. To support the success of 

the initiative, each institution received a monetary investment and access to technical assistance 

facilitated by HCM Strategists (HCM), the selected intermediary.  

 

In its simplest definition, an intermediary is an entity that acts as a link or go-between (Center for 

Public Research and Leadership, 2017). HCM’s role was not too far from this general definition 

but more specifically HCM served to provide support to the institutions in meeting their overall 

goals. This included serving as a facilitator, progress manager, constructive critic, capacity 

builder, and coach. For the entirety of the initiative, HCM supported each institution’s 

implementation, the initiative’s overall collaboration and elevated the message that student 

success is everyone’s business.  

 

The Strategy 

 

At the outset of the initiative, the foundation facilitated a meeting with each university president 

to garner their commitment to student success as well as to this initiative. The presidents were to 

identify a point of contact as well as a team to carry out the work of the initiative over the three-

year period. The institutions were then invited to a meeting to discuss challenges impacting 

retention and completion at their respective institutions. A major objective of the meeting was 

for the three institutions to prioritize and agree to at least two strategies that they would work on 

together to close attainment gaps at their institutions. The institutions selected two principal 

strategies to drive their work: (1) the adoption of a predictive analytics platform to support a 

data-driven approach to academic advising described below and (2) the development of a 

Second-Year Experience (SYE) program. These strategies were intentional selections as they 

built upon programming already in place at the institutions such as advising, academic support, 

and data driven decision making. Additionally, research publications such as the book Helping 

Sophomores Succeed: Understanding and Improving the Second Year Experience (Hunter, 2010) 

and articles by online news sources, such as Campus Technology, often identifies both tactics as 

key levers to increase undergraduate retention and student success. However, research fails to 

include HBCUs in empirical studies that examine the success of the implementation of the 

strategies. This initiative created a unique opportunity for HBCUs to implement these strategies, 

collect and analyze student performance data, and develop and assess interventions from which 

scalable and replicable modes may emerge for HBCUs and other institutions serving these 

populations (Woods & Hinton, 2019). 

 

The next task of the institutions was to help the foundation select an intermediary who would 

assist them in carrying out the work of the initiative by providing technical assistance and who 

would serve as a conduit between the foundation and the institutions. Lumina put out a request 

for proposal to which HCM responded. The foundation narrowed down the proposals to two and 

both entities had to participate in a virtual interview process with Lumina and institutional 

representatives. The institutions selected HCM as the intermediary given the organization’s prior 



 

 

knowledge and experience working with HBCUs. Additionally, HCM presented a collaborative 

approach to the initiative which would allow HCM to not only provide technical assistance as 

needed but to serve as a collaborative thought partner in support of the work. Outside of HCM’s 

overall skill set, which allowed them to carry out the above supports, the institutions noted 

HCM’s familiarity with HBCUs and the target population of students made it easier to develop a 

strong working relationship with them as well as to be able to advocate for them when there were 

challenges in the process and understand the technical assistance needed to support the work. 

One member of the HCM team formerly served as a Vice President for Student Success at an 

HBCU and worked as a consultant for other HBCUs and MSIs. Another team member attended 

an HBCU. 

 

Following selection of the intermediary, the institutions focused on selection of a predictive 

analytics company to support their work. Although two of the three institutions were on the same 

platform, they chose to collaborate by interviewing and selecting the same company. Predictive 

analytics is a beneficial instrument that allows institutions to explore factors related to advising 

and overall academic success (Ekowo & Palmer, 2016). Such a tool allows users to develop 

institution-specific interventions across key areas including academic support services and 

program delivery. Within this initiative, the focus was not only the adoption of a platform but 

also campus wide training for all stakeholders including academic advisers, academic leadership, 

enrollment management, faculty advisors and institutional research, and more. Training was an 

essential step as it helped empower all stakeholders to use data to drive their decision making, 

and improve advising and retention of students.  

 

Since the institutions were at different stages of using data for decision-making as well as 

institutional technology and training of staff, another area of collaboration was sharing training 

manuals, assisting teams with data problem solving, as well as holding the vendor accountable to 

provide consistent support to all three institutions although each institution had a different lead 

from the company. As the intermediary, HCM was able to help facilitate the discussions with the 

vendor on behalf of the campuses which led to the company scheduling bimonthly check-ins 

with the intermediary and creating an HBCU summit as a part of their national conference. 

 

The commitment to developing Second Year Experience (SYE) programs was also steeped in 

data. Research indicates increasing the retention of second-year students positively impacts 

overall degree completion at institutions (Hunter, 2010). Each institution acknowledged that, 

although they implement robust supports for first year students, there was a lack of programming 

in place for one of the most vulnerable student populations – students entering their second year. 

This was supported by each institution reviewing their data. For instance, Howard determined 

that students who attain junior status in four semesters or less are more likely to graduate on 

time. This means that increasing the retention of second-year students can positively impact 

overall degree completion.  Focusing on this, the cohorts asked the foundation as well as the 

intermediary to help identify national models to which they could refer in building out their own 

second year programs. Unfortunately, the research did not yield any tested SYE models. 

However, we were able to identify a national organization that shared examples of strong first 

year programs on which institutions could build a model. The institutions launched SYE 

programing components including experiential learning, tutoring support, strategic advising, 

study abroad, and undergraduate research. The individual work done on each of the campuses led 



 

 

to the campuses hosting a Second Year Experience Summit facilitated by HCM where other 

HBCUs were invited to participate and begin to develop their own SYE programs. 

 

While each institution agreed to the above two strategies, they each implemented and adopted 

them based on their own campus context. To support this, each institution developed an 

individual workplan that served as a roadmap for the work over the course of the three-year 

project. Additionally, while at a macro level HBCUs serve majority students of color, each 

institution dove deeper into their data to better understand the subsets of the students they serve. 

Dillard University concentrated on the achievement gap among students who were in one or 

more of the following categories: earned a GPA lower than 2.0 in the first semester; had unmet 

need greater than $4000 or were first-generation college students. Howard University focused on 

the gap between students with an estimated family contribution (EFC) of 0 and other students. 

And lastly, Morgan State University selected to focus on reducing the gaps in retention and 

graduation rates for Pell-eligible students relative to the institution’s non-Pell-eligible 

population. Pell-eligible is defined as undergraduate students who display exceptional financial 

need (US Department of Education Office of Federal Student Aid, n.d.). The focus on these 

specific populations is important as it further undergirds the need to disaggregate data to identify 

which students need the most targeted assistance for success.  

 

The Role of the Intermediary 

 

In support of the institutions serving these populations, HCM’s intermediary role was to help 

ensure success by providing support in the following ways: 

• Review and provide feedback on the institutional individual workplans; 

• Serve as the main contact for the institutions;  

• Host monthly calls with each campus team to support their progress on the goals and 

objectives outlined in their work plans;  

• Join team leads’ check-in once a month to hear how the work was intersecting and 

provide support to the leadership of the grant; 

• Host quarterly calls with the predictive analytics platform to understand the challenges 

and opportunities facing the institutions;  

• Provide technical assistance to support the implementation of the strategies as well as 

identify supports that might be beneficial;  

• Provide monthly reports to the foundation on the work accomplished; 

• Co-develop with the institutions a common tool for evaluation and select a predicative 

analytics platform check-list; 

• Conduct annual on campus site visits;  

• Attend and support the planning of annual fall convenings and the campuses’ summer 

planning meetings; 

• Participate in the implementation of the strategies including the campus-wide trainings 

and second year experience programming; 

• Maintain consistent communication with all members of the Partners’ Circle to ensure 

there was clear understanding of expected outcomes; 

• Assis the institutions with developing strategies to assist with a communication plan for 

initial buy-in and long-term sustainability; 

• Plan a Second Year Experience Convening for other HBCUs to learn about the work 



 

 

taking place; and  

• Represent the initiative and elevating the work of the institutions for grants and at 

conferences. 

 

The role of the intermediary provided each institution support in staying on task given their 

many other competing priorities and allowed the foundation (the funder) one clear point of 

contact to help drive the work. At the close out of the initiative, each institution stated that the 

intermediary played a vital role in the success of the collaboration. 

 

The Collaboration 

Understanding the opportunity at hand, these very different institutions (both in size and mission) 

set aside competitive natures as it pertains to who has the best academics, who has the best 

football team, who has the best band, who has the best president, who has the best alums, and 

who can raise the most money, to work collaboratively in addressing barriers that keep students 

from being successful. These HBCUs moved from seeing themselves as competitors to 

becoming collaborators by adopting the following practices: 

 

A Commitment and Willingness to Share Best Practices  

Intentional collaboration of the institutions allowed the communication of vital lessons learned 

and resources throughout the implementation of the initiative. This created a consistent feedback 

loop. The intermediary supported intentional sharing of information both within the cohort of 

institutions and with external stakeholders. For example, Morgan State developed a training 

manual that the intermediary encouraged to be adopted at other campuses. Externally, HCM 

worked with the institutions to host a day long Second Year Experience convening which 

allowed all three institutions to present to a larger group of HBCUs on the development of their 

SYE programming. 

 

Elevation of Data Driven Decision Making 

The use of predictive analytics and the identification of subpopulations of students (including 

second year students) allowed for the development of more targeted strategies and emphasized 

the importance of data informed decisions. This allows strategies to be grounded in response to 

the students who need the most support. Due to the progress made by the institutions, they were 

invited by the predictive analytics company to share best practices for implementation at their 

national conference.  

 

Fervent Advocacy for HBCUs 

HBCUs have a unique purpose and mission. Based on the engagement with certain vendors 

during this initiative, it became evident that a “one size fits all” approach did not serve these 

institutions well. Vendors and other higher education stakeholders were asked to modify their 

approach to supporting and elevating these institutions in the larger higher education landscape. 

This advocacy was specific to equity and the need to be more intentional in creating policies and 

procedures that are framed through an equity lens. Hence, the first HBCU Summit as a part of 

the national conference for one of the vendors. 

 

 

 



 

 

Commitment to Changing Institutional Culture 

This work is not for the faint of heart! Each institution committed to enhanced integration and 

buy-in of student success strategies from the President to the students, shifting the campus 

culture. There was an assumption that although these institutions were selected based on their 

innovative leadership and strategic focus that elevated a commitment to student success, this was 

widespread across the campus. However, as this work was carried out, it became apparent that 

there was a need for not just “buy-in” across campuses for student success but a commitment 

from all for long term sustainability beyond the life cycle of the grant. 

 

Creation of a Safe Space  

Fostering trust is an important step in true collaboration. Not every idea, policy and/or practice 

will garner the best results or be implemented with ease. Trust allows partners to act with 

confidence knowing their counterparts are there for guidance and support. Having worked 

together during this three-year timeframe allowed the campus leads and their teams to develop a 

comradery around this work. This extended to the intermediary, as HCM positioned its role to be 

a trusted partner in this work to support the institutions from a place of transparency and 

beneficial support. Throughout the three-year period, the intermediary, with the three 

institutions, presented at national conferences on the progress made through this initiative. 

 

Positive Results of Collaboration 

 

The book Examining Student Retention and Engagement Strategies at HBCUs (Woods & 

Hinton, 2019), includes a chapter written by the institutional project leads. The chapter focuses 

on the work they accomplished together through this collaborative process which speaks to the 

selection of the strategies based on the overall goals of the initiative; the individual institutional 

capacities and priorities; empirical evidence of how the strategies have positively impacted 

degree completion and achievement gaps at other institutions; and the potential of lessons 

learned from the implementation of these strategies to influence higher education practice, 

policy, and research (Woods & Hinton, 2019).  

 

This initiative confirmed that collaborative work amongst competing institutions can lead to 

other opportunities that allow HBCUs to align their work with the nation’s priorities. A priority 

of the initiatives was sharing lessons learned on national platforms including webinars and 

conferences. Toward this end, the initiative has heightened awareness of the HBCUs to be fully 

and equitably engaged in closing attainment gaps which lead to greater prosperity for their 

students and this nation.  

 

The Pathway Forward 

 

In times of economic downturn and likely lower enrollment numbers due to what the COVID-19 

pandemic has ushered in, it is easy to see how competition among institutions might readily rear 

its head. Yet, this initiative has offered a unique approach to consider as institutions move 

forward. As the intermediary, HCM had the unique opportunity to assist three distinct 

institutions in their common goal of increasing student success. By working collaboratively 

throughout this process, they were able to scale strategies across all three institutions that will be 

beneficial to other institutions in an effort to build capacity for the success of all students.  



 

 

 

The process we outlined shows that, if institutions are willing, there is a great benefit in 

intentional information sharing that allows institutions to learn proven practices that lead to 

increased student success but that can also change the landscape of higher education. While 

institutions are always vying for new students, more of an emphasis should be placed on 

focusing on the internal culture and institutional practices that allow students to successfully 

matriculate. Such a focus allows institutions to collaborate freely as they seek to increase 

retention and move more students to the finish line. By strengthening these practices institutions 

will see an increased return on investment and better be able to serve more students who choose 

to attend their institutions. This work also brings to the forefront how there must be intentional 

efforts that elevate HBCUs in the higher education landscape. HBCUs have always been and 

continue to be the pipeline for African American talent. Research that highlights this and 

collaboration strategies that support students of color should not be an anomaly but rather the 

expected norm. Using this initiative as an example of what is possible when HBCUs collaborate 

more intentionally to close attainment gaps and produce more talent should motivate funders and 

other institutions to invest in the same.  
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