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Abstract 

This proceeding argues for the implementation of model retention programs to support the 

retention and graduation of Black students. Specifically, the author utilizes the Crew Scholars 

Program at Drake University as a model program to interpret its impact on Black students. The 

author specifically utilizes Museus & Quaye’s (2009) intercultural persistence model to interpret 

the model program. Additionally, the author profiles the Crew Scholars Program’s components 

and institutional impact. Lastly, recommendations are given for implementing institutional 

retention initiatives as model retention programs for students of color. 

Keywords: Retention, Black, Students, Institution, Program 

 

Introduction 

In 2018, the National Clearinghouse Student Research Center reported that Black students were 

being retained at a rate of 52%–the lowest among major racial groups (National Student 

Clearinghouse Research Center, 2018). This report underscores institutional inadequacies in 

maintaining the enrollment of Black students. However, the concern of retaining Black students 

is not new to the field of higher education. For decades, several scholars have examined the 

issues impacting the retention of Black students and how to best address them (Tinto, 1987, 

1993; Kuh & Love, 2000; Braxton, Hirschy & McClendon, 2004; Museus & Quaye, 2009; 

Quaye & Harper, 2015; Wood & Palmer, 2015; McClain & Perry, 2017). Consequently, some 

institutions have turned to programs that support persistence among students of color (Johnson, 

2013). These often range from programs of all students to programs exclusive of racial 

minorities (Braxton, Hirschy & McClendon, 2004). This paper presents the components and 

analyzes the implications of one such persistence program that has yielded successful results in 

retaining and graduating Black students. While interpreting this program through the lens of 

Museus & Quaye’s (2009) intercultural perspective on minority persistence, the author presents 

the Crew Scholars Program as a model for retention programs that have proven to improved 

Black student retention and align with previous research findings.  
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 The terms retention and persistence are used interchangeably throughout this paper. 

Retention most commonly refers to continued enrollment of a student from the first to second 

year (Burke, 2019). Persistence refers to the continued enrollment through graduation (Burke, 

2019). Noting that the ultimate goal for an institution is to retain and graduate students, retention 

efforts must place a focus on both terms. Additionally, the emphasis on the phrase “continued 

enrollment” makes the two words interchangeable in the context of this paper, as this is the focus 

of the model program rather than the short-term retention of year one to year two.  

 

Making the case for race and ethnic centered retention programs 

 Since the inception of historically white institutions (HWIs), students of color have faced 

a myriad of challenges ranging from overt racial violence to covert microaggressions (Allen, 

1992; Thelin, 2004; Wilder, 2013). The “chilly” campus climate on these campuses largely 

impacts the sense of belonging, a trait many scholars discern to be crucial in the retention of 

students of color (Smith, Altbach & Lomotey, 2002). This standing at HWIs elicits the need for a 

vast improvement in retention efforts. Furthermore, many scholars have examined these needs 

and identified several factors that support retention. These research-informed factors often 

include updated curriculum informed by historical experiences of students of color, 

programming that encourages the recruitment, retention, and graduation of students of color, 

enlistment of faculty and staff of color and the investment of cultural spaces for people of color 

(McClain & Perry, 2017). Institutional retention initiatives are recommended to respond to these 

factors, ultimately impacting a positive campus climate and retention of students of color (Quaye 

& Harper, 2015). 
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 The congruency in what impacts retention, seems to have also impacted how it is 

implemented institutionally. Several institutions have developed and implemented retention 

programs that encompass one or more of the factors that positively influence student of color 

retention (Levitz, 2018). Although the success of some programs is unknown, many have been 

nationally recognized. Since 1989, Ruffalo Noel Levitz has honored the retention achievements 

of institutions that have developed successful student success and retention programs, including 

many who place a focus on minority student retention (Levitz, 2018). To date, there have been 

176 institutions recognized.  

 One of the retention programs recognized is El Camino College’s Project Success. Since 

its inception in 1987, the program’s mission has been to aid Black students in the transition from 

high school to postsecondary education. The program is comprised of five components: 

recruitment, learning, support services, mentoring and scholarships. In alignment with many of 

the aforementioned (and some unmentioned) factors supporting retention, the program matches 

students with both faculty and staff who act as mentors and commit to frequent check-in 

meetings. Additionally, students are required to take a Black Literature course that introduces 

them to the achievements of Black writers while developing pride and self-esteem. The program 

has proven to be a huge success boasting first-year retention rates upwards of 95 percent (Levitz, 

2018).  

 Another program recognized is Clemson University’s Program for Engineering 

Enrichment and Retention (PEER). The program began in 1987 in the College of Engineering to 

combat the low retention rates of Black students. Mentorship is the central component of the 

program with a specific focus on peer mentorship. Upper-class students are assigned to a 

freshman student each year and act as an informant, supporting the student and helping them 
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navigate the program and institution. The coordinator of the PEER program trains and advises 

mentors, meeting weekly to relay information and provides ongoing counseling. Additional 

components of the program include faculty mentorship, academic support, and career counseling. 

Since 1987, the retention rate of the program has not dropped below 80 percent, exceeding the 

institutional rate (Levitz, 2018).  

 The reported success of race/ethnic centered programs such as Project Success or PEER 

gives credence to the implementation of comprehensive retention programs that focus on factors 

that facilitate Black student retention. While qualitative research is necessary to capture student 

experiences in these programs, quantitative results from model programs (Levitz, 2018) suggest 

these programs are effective when implementing institutional retention initiatives. Furthermore, 

this method of implementation has been suggested by several scholars when considering 

engagement and retention for diverse student populations (Johnson, 2013; Wood & Palmer, 

2015; Quaye & Harper, 2015). Next, we will introduce and examine the Crew Scholars Program, 

a comprehensive retention program at Drake University. 

 

The Crew Scholars program 

Background/History  

 Since 2013, the Crew Scholars Program has been a staple of support and development for 

students of color at Drake University in Des Moines, Iowa. For context, Drake University is a 

private institution serving 4,869 graduate and undergraduate students. The program became a 

necessary intervention when the institution discovered significant disparities in the retention rate 

of Black students compared to white students. For example, in 2012, the year before the 

inception of the program, Black students (4 percent of the student population) were retained at a 
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rate of 68.5 percent; the lowest at the institution. In the same year, white students (81 percent of 

the student population) paced the university in retention at 87 percent. In hopes of vastly 

improving retention among Black students, Crew Scholars Program (commonly referred to as 

Crew) was developed.  

 Demographically, the program serves a large number of students across several 

races/ethnicities. As of the Fall of 2019, the program serves 90 students. While not exclusively 

supporting Black students, they make up more than half of the program at 56 percent, followed 

by Latinx/Hispanic students at 33 percent of the program, and Asian students with 10 percent. It 

is worth noting that, each group is not homogeneous; several students are also biracial and have 

ancestral origins in many different regions. Additionally, the program exclusively serves 

domestic students as research has found that the needs of international students vastly differ from 

domestic students (Alfattal, 2016).  

 

Program structure 

 Structurally, the program utilizes a cohort model and semi-selective admission 

procedures for recruitment. In partnership with the admissions office, students of color are 

identified and encouraged to apply before the program’s late January deadline. The application 

focuses on the responses of two essays; one encouraging students to critically consider 

race/ethnicity in their journey to postsecondary education and one identifying the qualities a 

student will bring to the program. All responses are read thoroughly and scored by the program 

admissions team who then selects students. No one response is weighted more than the other. 

Additionally, low scores to do not dismiss a student from the possibility of admission. The 

admissions team are also instructed to select students who could stand to benefit from such a 
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program, rather than just students who score high on essay content. It is worth noting that beyond 

essay reading, the program directors are heavily in involved the recruitment of students, 

including meeting with families on visit days, fielding phone calls and sending personalized 

letters.  

 A central piece in the program structure rests in its institutional agents. These institutional 

agents include two program directors; both staff and faculty. The director roles drive any 

programmatic development while bridging academic and student affairs for the program. This is 

crucial as recent scholarship suggests the need for collaboration among faculty and practitioners 

(Bensimon, 2007). While the directors bridge differing parts of campus, the positions elicit 

different functions. The faculty director primarily functions as the content expert in the 

curriculum and instruction components of the program. Additionally, the faculty director 

coordinates faculty mentorship training and academic check-in meetings with students. The 

primary function of the staff director is administrative and relational. The staff director oversees 

the use of the program budget and all programmatic events. It is crucial to note that the functions 

of these two roles are fluid; the staff director often acts as a content expert, and the faculty 

director often directs programs. A strong partnership between faculty and staff director is 

necessary to keep the programmatic component strong.  

 

Program components 

 The Crew Scholars Program is comprised of two main components: curriculum and 

mentorship. Both components cover several of the factors that facilitate retention for Black 

students specifically, and students of color generally (Johnson, 2013; Wood & Palmer, 2015). 

Within the curriculum component, students in the program are required to take one credit hour 
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course with the faculty and staff directors for their first four semesters. The course curriculum 

centers on the three main values of the program; academic support, leadership development, and 

community building. These values manifest in the curriculum through the facilitation of small 

and large group activities, as well as class dialogue and place significant importance on the 

culture of the students. Additionally, the curriculum includes a required, four-day, pre-welcome 

week program called Crew Days. Crew Days is primarily mandatory for first-year and second-

year students. The main objectives for Crew Days are to support students in their acclimation to 

campus while also building a foundation for the community in the cohort.  

 Mentorship is the last key component of the Crew Scholars Program. All Crew Scholars 

receive two mentors; a faculty and peer mentor. Upon entering the program and institution, 

students are paired with a faculty mentor who serves as an additional support system for students 

navigating the academic and social environment at Drake University. Before becoming a mentor, 

faculty must attend an intensive two-day workshop held by the program directors, focused on 

supportive engagement and dialogue with students of color. The workshop consists of reflective 

writing and group dialogue. Faculty mentors are tasked with meeting regularly with their 

students for check-in meetings and are financially supported for off-campus meals as well. 

Additionally, peer mentors play a significant role. During Crew Days, each first-year Crew 

Scholar is placed in a quad with another first-year student and at least two second-year scholars. 

These upper-class peer mentors act as an additional informant for first-year students, aiding in 

navigating institutional norms and culture.  
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Program Outcomes 

 The program has largely impacted both the students and campus at large. The current 

retention rate (first year to second year) for the program stands at 90.2 percent, exceeding the 

university average. Additionally, the 6-year graduation rate of the program holds strong at 86 

percent, also exceeding the university average. Most striking is not just the success of the 

program, but the impact it’s had on institutional retention rates. In the year after the Crew 

Scholars program’s inception, the retention rate of Black students drastically rose from 68.5 

percent to 87 percent and has remained in the 85th percentile present day. In this regard, the Crew 

Scholars Program has proven to be a successful implementation of retention initiatives, 

supporting, developing and graduating Black students specifically, and students of color in 

general.  

 

Crew as an exemplary retention program 

 Braxton, Hirschy &McClendon (2004) evaluated and identified nine retention programs 

as exemplary retention programs based on criteria set forth by Tinto (1993). Tinto (1993) 

recommended retention programs can be assessed based on his three principles:  

1. Institutions are committed to the students they serve. The welfare of the student is 

primary. 

2. Individuals at the institution are committed to the education of all students. 

3. Individuals at the institution are committed to the development of supportive social and 

academic communities in which all students are integrated as full members. It is the 

institution’s obligation to provide ways for students to integrate into the community.  
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 Braxton, Hirschy & McClendon (2004) noted that exemplary in this context refers to 

programs that satisfy at least two of Tinto’s three principles. It is the author’s contention that the 

Crew Scholars Program fulfills all three principles, solidifying it as an exemplary retention 

program. Additionally, the program places a specific focus on a subpopulation of students who 

are historically underserved at HWIs. Operating as an exemplary retention program, the Crew 

Scholars Program presents itself as a model retention program, well-aligned with research 

findings on retention. 

 

Theoretical interpretation of the Crew Scholars Program 

 The Crew Scholar Program’s internal success, as well as its larger campus influence, 

make it ideal for a scholarly theoretical interpretation. This paper employed Museus & Quaye’s 

(2009) intercultural perspective of racial and ethnic minority college student persistence to 

interpret the Crew Scholars Program. Museus & Quaye’s (2009) intercultural framework focuses 

on the interactions between students’ cultures of origin and cultures of immersion. Moving away 

from Tinto’s integration theory (1987, 1993) to interpret student departure, Museus & Quaye 

(2009) employed Kuh & Love’s (2000) conceptual framework of cultural perspective on student 

departure, expanding upon their eight cultural propositions. Rather than test Kuh & Love’s 

(2000) theory, they placed a focus on critically examining and refining the eight propositions.  

 Through their study, Museus & Quaye (2009) revised five of Kuh & Love’s (2000) 

propositions with 1, 3 and 4 similar to the original. Their eight revised propositions are as 

follows: (1) minority students’ college experiences are shaped by their cultural meaning-making 

systems; (2) minority students’ culture of origin moderate the meanings that they attach to 

college attendance, engagement, and completion; (3) knowledge of minority students’ cultures of 
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origin and immersion are required to understand those students’ abilities to negotiate their 

respective campus cultural milieus; (4) cultural dissonance is inversely related to minority 

students’ persistence; (5) minority students who experience a substantial amount of cultural 

dissonance must acclimate to the dominant campus culture or establish sufficient connections 

with cultural agents at their institution to persist; (6) the degree to which campus cultural agents 

validate minority students’ cultures of origin is positively associated with reduced cultural 

dissonance and greater likelihood of persistence; (7) the quality and quantity of minority 

students’ connections with various cultural agents on their respective campuses is positively 

associated with their likelihood of persistence; (8) minority students are more likely to persist if 

the cultural agents to whom they are connected emphasize educational achievement, value 

educational attainment, and validate their tradition cultural heritages. It is worth noting that 

Museus & Quaye (2009) refer to “cultural agents” as faculty and peers on their campuses. 

Additionally, they describe two categories of cultural agents: collective and individual. 

“Collective cultural agents” refers to groups in campus culture, with whom students can connect.  

 

Theoretical Interpretation  

 Museus & Quaye’s (2009) intercultural perspective of minority student persistence is an 

ideal interpretation of the Crew Scholars Program because it prioritizes a cultural engagement of 

students of color versus the separation of culture that Tinto (1993) suggest. In the context of 

Black students, cultural engagement has proven necessary for retention and persistence (Quaye 

& Harper, 2015; Wood & Palmer, 2015). Furthermore, research underscores the connections 

between campus engagement and successful educational outcomes (Kuh, 2009). For example, 

Museus (2008) found that ethnic organizations served as spaces for cultural expression and 
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validity for Black spaces. Additionally, Patton (2006) found that cultural centers provided Black 

students a safe space to engage in co-curricular activities. Moreover, cultural engagement for 

Black students has also facilitated student activism, ultimately challenging the established 

cultural norms of HWIs (Jones & Reddick, 2017). In essence, Museus & Quaye (2009) deepens 

the connection between cultural engagement on campus, and persistence within an HWI.  

 For the theoretical interpretation of the Crew Scholars Program as a model program, the 

author attempted to examine connections between Museus & Quaye’s (2009) framework and the 

program through inductive reasoning and examples. While all eight propositions would benefit 

from empirical evidence to confirm its influence, the author specifically identified propositions 

3, 7, and 8 as having lucid connections with the program. It is key to note that empirical evidence 

would provide a more thorough interpretation of the program, for example:  

Proposition 3: Knowledge of minority students’ cultures of origin an immersion is required to 

understand those students’ abilities to negotiate their respective campus cultural milieus. 

Museus & Quaye (2009) posit that administrators must “comprehend” the cultural heritages of 

students of color in or to understand the challenges in those students adjusting to college. In the 

context of Crew, all program directors have had experiential evidence of knowledge of minority 

students’ cultures of origin. This evidence comes from their work as a scholar-practitioner and/or 

lived experiences as a person of color. Since 2013, the program has had three Black 

administrators serve as staff director for the program. Research supports that this representation 

in faculty or staff has a positive effect on the educational outcomes of Black students (Wood & 

Palmer, 2015; Quaye & Harper, 2015; Sax, Bryant & Harper, 2005; Tinto, 1993; Astin 1993). 

Representation, however, does not guarantee knowledge of minority student cultures of origin. 

Knowledge of cultures of origin, in this case, is facilitated through experientially. For example, 
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recruitment for the staff director position has historically required experience working with a 

diverse student base. Conversely, the faculty director, who has been retained since the program’s 

inception, has over 15 years of experience in anti-racist scholarship and community engagement. 

Additionally, evidence of knowledge in cultures of origin is required of both program directors 

to facilitate the aforementioned required Crew course, which positions culture as an essential 

function.  

Proposition 7: The quality and quantity of minority students’ connection with various cultural 

agents on their respective campuses is positively associated with their likelihood of persistence. 

Aforementioned, students within the program receive a minimum of three connections that 

Museus & Quaye (2009) describe as cultural agents: peer mentors, faculty mentors and the 

program directors. This aligns with high quantity of connections to cultural agents that impact 

the likelihood of persistence for students. The three fixed cultural agents also present quality in 

their connections. Outlined in proposition 3, program directors display a quality in experience 

working with students of color and implement this experience in course curriculum. 

Furthermore, directors are act as advocators and informants for the students, supporting their 

navigation through the institution. Faculty mentors also represent a quality connection as they are 

required to attend training on how to effectively work with and support students of color. Lastly, 

the program as a whole act as a quality “collective cultural agent” for students. For the past six 

years, the program has positioned itself as a group with whom students can connect. Moreover, 

quality is evident in the programs’ resources of curricular, co-curricular and mentorship 

engagement.  
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Proposition 8: Minority students are more likely to persist if the cultural agents to whom they 

are connected emphasize educational achievement, value educational attainment and validate 

their traditional cultural heritages. The Crew Scholars Program’s basic premise stands on 

emphasizing educational achievement and valuing education attainment. The program was born 

out of institutional deficiencies in educational achievement and attainment in Black students 

specifically, and students of color in general. Furthermore, the program seeks to validate 

traditional cultural heritage through its course curriculum. 

 Empirical evidence is needed to thoroughly interpret the Crew Scholars Program through 

Museus & Quaye’s (2009) theoretical framework. However, this engagement of practical 

application underscores the possible strong connections that could be made with more nuance 

empirical evidence. Despite of the lack of empirical evidence, there are already clear connections 

made with quality and quantity of student engagement with cultural agents in the program. 

Moreover, propositions 3, 7, and 8 were confirmed as valid in this practical application. As a 

recommendation, future investigators of this model retention program should closely examine all 

intercultural propositions, paying specific attention to their impact on student persistence.  

 

Thoughts on implementation 

 While program components of the Crew Scholars Program have been influential in the 

program’s success it must also be noted that implementation of the Crew model would like 

require adaptation based on institution size and type. Despite this, it’s strongly recommended 

that these program components are central to any institutional implementation of retention 

initiatives for Black students. This is primarily because culturally centered curriculum and 

mentorship have been identified is key factors to persistence (McClain & Perry, 2017; Johnson, 
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2013). Aside from the current program components, future implementation should consist of 

financial support, high impact practice engagement and family support.  

 Retention research has demonstrated that ability to pay is significant factor in the 

persistence of Black students (Perna, 2006). Students with greater financial concerns experience 

almost immediate barriers of engagement in their social communities (Cabrera, Stampen & 

Hansen, 1990). Moreover, financial standing has been identified as a crucial predictor of college 

choice for Black students (St. John, 2002). Institutions looking to implement the Crew model 

must be aware of the role financial support plays for Black students. A sustainable financial aid 

package not dependent on student loans, could vastly influence the institution’s standing as an 

affordable option.  

 Engagement in high impact practices also reports positive educational outcomes, (Sweat 

et.al, 2013; Bonet & Walters, 2016). High impact practices refer to specifically designed co-

curricular experiences such as study abroad experiences, internships and community engagement 

opportunities (Kuh, 2012). Black students specifically, and students of color generally, lack 

engagement in high impact practices (Sweat et.al, 2013). Implementation of engagement 

opportunities in high impact practices could not only produce positive educational outcomes, but 

also expand leadership development among Black students.  

 A breadth of research underscores family involvement as a crucial factor in student 

success for Black students (Guffrida, 2004; Rosas & Hamrick, 2002). Guffrida’s (2004) study 

specifically illustrated how familial involvement in the form of emotional, financial and 

academic support can positively impact the success of Black students. Institutions considering 

familial support in the implementation of the Crew model could incorporate a family newsletter 

or family weekend for the program to encourage family engagement.  
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Conclusion 

 This paper does not provide an empirical analysis of the model’s programs or their effect 

on Black student retention. Scholars are encouraged and invited to review model retention 

programs (such as Crew) and evaluate the growing effects they may have on Black students. A 

progression in scholarship on the evaluation of retention programs could bridge the gap between 

scholarship and practice in retention. Moreover, it is crucial to the success of Black students. 

Disparities reported in retention rates among Black students undergird the need for innovative 

scholarship and practice in higher education to close gaps. The alleviation of the myriad of 

challenges facing Black students today ultimately rests on the actions of the agents (faculty, staff, 

and administration) occupying the institution.  
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