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Abstract

Past research has indicated that social connection with their community is an important factor in the
retention of graduate students. To help address this need, a Rowan University librarian led an
interdepartmental team of collaborators from across campus in developing a series of outreach events
specifically for graduate students, which evolved over time to include more and richer programming and
opportunities for socialization. This article describes the evidence basis for these events’ inception, the
essential components of each iteration of the event and its programming, and the results of holding these
events, including both their successes and their failures. Recommendations are included for other
professionals who may be considering similar outreach efforts for their graduate and professional
student populations, so that others can learn from these experiences.

Keywords
graduate students, retention, outreach

This peer reviewed article is available in Collaborative Librarianship: https://digitalcommons.du.edu/
collaborativelibrarianship/vol13/iss2/5


https://digitalcommons.du.edu/collaborativelibrarianship/vol13/iss2/5
https://digitalcommons.du.edu/collaborativelibrarianship/vol13/iss2/5

EY MG MD

Lierman: Partners in Graduate Student Retention

Peer Reviewed Article

Partners in Graduate Student Retention: A Library-Led

Outreach Collaboration

Ashley Lierman (lierman@rowan.edu)
Instruction and Education Librarian, Rowan University

Abstract

Past research has indicated that social connection with their community is an important factor in the re-

tention of graduate students. To help address this need, a Rowan University librarian led an interdepart-

mental team of collaborators from across campus in developing a series of outreach events specifically for

graduate students, which evolved over time to include more and richer programming and opportunities

for socialization. This article describes the evidence basis for these events” inception, the essential compo-

nents of each iteration of the event and its programming, and the results of holding these events, includ-

ing both their successes and their failures. Recommendations are included for other professionals who

may be considering similar outreach efforts for their graduate and professional student populations, so

that others can learn from these experiences.
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Introduction

Retention of graduate students has been a signif-
icant ongoing concern in higher education for
decades. In their 2010 study of master’s and doc-
toral student completion, the Council of Gradu-
ate Schools (CGS) found that only 66% of STEM
master’s students completed their programs.!
The same study found that no more than 75% of
doctoral students completed their degrees even
“under highly favorable conditions.”? These low
rates of graduate persistence have negative im-
pacts on universities, particularly in the form of
lost revenue from student tuition. Even more so,
however, they negatively impact students, who
must pay a substantial portion of the cost of
postgraduate education without achieving the
ultimate benefit of a degree. It is in the interest
of all stakeholders to ensure that every possible

effort is made to support graduate students to
program completion.

Rowan University is one institution that shares
in these challenges regarding graduate pro-
grams. Rowan is a public R2 university in south-
ern New Jersey with just under 20,000 total stu-
dents, and provides significant vocational and
economic educational support for the surround-
ing area. Concerns about graduate retention at
Rowan were first brought to the attention of Ro-
wan’s Instruction & Education Librarian in 2018,
shortly after beginning employment at Rowan.
The Librarian was invited to serve as a repre-
sentative of the University Libraries on the uni-
versity's Graduate Advisory Council. Graduate
Advisory Council is a body that brings together
representatives from each of the university's col-
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leges and departments that host graduate pro-
grams, along with administrative stakeholders,
to discuss policies and matters relevant to grad-
uate education at the university. Participating in
this group brought graduate retention concerns
to the attention of the Instruction & Education
Librarian, who then sought to determine how
the Libraries might be able to help to address
them.

Two main supports libraries could provide
emerged from the professional literature. The
first of these is academic support for graduate
students, through providing resources and in-
formation literacy instruction, which the Instruc-
tion & Education Librarian identified as an area
in which the Libraries were already actively en-
gaged. The second support that emerged from
the literature, however, was facilitating social
connections between graduate students and
their peers, faculty, and librarians. The Librar-
ian found this to be an area where the Libraries
had not tapped as much potential. With this in
mind, the Instruction & Education Librarian
gathered a collaborative team of librarians, staff,
and administrators in support roles for graduate
students on campus, in order to organize a so-
cial event for graduate students. Beyond the li-
braries, this team included representatives from
the office of Global Learning and Partnerships,
the office of the Dean of Students, and the office
of Graduate Research Services. The event would
be based in the library and draw attention to its
other support functions, but would also intro-
duce students to other resources and support
systems across the university. Our primary goal
was for the event to help increase graduate stu-
dents' feelings of belonging and connectedness
to the institution, and thereby encourage them
to persist in their programs. Over the course of
its development, this event evolved and
changed significantly in form, but that central
purpose remained the same.

Literature Review

To determine the role that libraries can play in
graduate student retention, it was first necessary
to determine the factors that best support reten-
tion. CGS's study of master's students found that
the strongest predictors of persistence were stu-
dent motivation, social support in general but
support from family in particular, and work-
study-life balance.3 CGS studies of doctoral stu-
dent persistence, meanwhile, found the strong-
est predictors to be institutional fit, strong fac-
ulty-student relationships and mentoring, fi-
nances, environmental factors of the program,
disciplinary research demands, students' ability
to navigate the administrative aspects of the
program, successful orientation, and peer sup-
port and cohesiveness.* Higher levels of formal
research training may also lead to greater persis-
tence through the dissertation stage.> For doc-
toral students from underrepresented groups in
particular, however, the most important factors
in retention appear to be somewhat different. In
these cases, the key factors are motivation and
determination, social support especially from
family, having mentors and advocates, adequate
financial support, support from peers, the avail-
ability of professional and career guidance, fit
with the institution, and the first-year transi-

tion.6

While none of these factors are directly library-
related at first glance, there is evidence that li-
brary services can support graduate student re-
tention, either directly or indirectly. Multiple
studies have found correlations between more
frequent library use by students and those stu-
dents' GPAs, and these correlations tend to be
especially strong at the graduate level.” Library
expenditures have been found to directly corre-
late to student retention in general, with the
strongest correlations at doctoral institutions ex-
isting between student retention and salary lines
for professional staff.8 Students in higher educa-
tion who use the library late into the night have

Collaborative Librarianship 13(2): 162-172 (2023) 163



Lierman: Partners in Graduate Student Retention

also been found to be more likely to graduate,
across programs and levels.?

Recommendations have also emerged for how
library services can support the factors that CGS
has found to be most relevant to graduate stu-
dent retention. Multiple studies recommend or
describe positioning the library as a facilitator of
interpersonal relationships for graduate stu-
dents. Libraries may foster relationships be-
tween students and librarians as a form of fac-
ulty-student mentorship,'? or between student
peers with the library as setting and support.!
A number of other recommendations focus on
promoting library services as academic support
for graduate students' studies. This can be ac-
complished by targeted marketing of graduate
student services, providing information literacy
instruction and support, partnering with other
academic services on campus, and extending li-
brary night hours to accommodate common
study habits.12 There is also some evidence that
orientation for beginning graduate students is a
significant factor in retention, and could be bol-
stered with a first-year experience similar to
those available for undergraduates, including a
library and information literacy component.!3
Other innovative approaches have included
providing graduate student employment and in-
tegration by engaging students as editorial staff
for in-house journal publishing, and providing
specific library support for student teaching.1®

Additional recommendations have been made
for specific demographics of graduate students.
There is evidence that master’s students, for ex-
ample, may particularly benefit more from cur-
riculum-integrated library services, such as
those available through an online course shell,
than from services that they need to seek out in-
dependently.® A recurring recommendation for
doctoral students is that more in-depth and ro-
bust information literacy instruction is needed at
this level, ideally embedded in the program in
the form of a full credit-bearing course, or part
of one.?” Other recommendations for library

support of doctoral students include facilitating
peer connections through communities of prac-
tice such as study or writing groups, providing
instruction and mentoring on tasks like manag-
ing program requirements, research organiza-
tion, grants and funding, or time management,
encouraging graduate student voice in library
collections, and creating doctoral-student-spe-
cific spaces in the library building.18

Graduate students from underrepresented iden-
tity groups are also a demographic group of par-
ticular concern when it comes to retention, and
specific recommendations have emerged con-
cerning these students, as well. The most com-
mon suggestions to libraries in this area are to
attend to matters of diversity, equity, and inclu-
sion in their own policies, procedures, spaces,
staffing, and instruction, and also to consider
providing programming on matters that have
been observed to be of particular concern to
these students, such as work-life balance, stress,
securing financial support, and writing skills.1®
There are a number of other miscellaneous rec-
ommendations as well, such as providing space
for student groups to socialize,? creating pro-
gramming highlighting the successes and
achievements of members of underrepresented
groups,?! representing underrepresented groups
in collections, exhibits, archival materials, pro-
gramming, and reading or discussion groups,??
partnering with other campus organizations
supporting particular groups,? and giving re-
sponsibility to specific individuals within the li-
brary for providing programming and develop-
ing collections focused on specific groups.?

Evolution of Graduate Student Events
Fall 2019: Graduate Student Library Social

The first iteration of the graduate student event
was styled as a Graduate Student Library Social.
This idea was initially conceived and developed
by an interdepartmental team, consisting of li-
brarians and representatives from the office of
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Global Learning and Partnerships. This office
was, at the time, responsible for oversight of the
university’s graduate and professional pro-
grams. The event was held in an open house
style on an evening in late September, in a gath-
ering space in Campbell Library, on the univer-
sity’s main Glassboro campus. A light dinner
was catered by the university’s food services,
and a designated children’s play and coloring
area was made available. Students were encour-
aged to bring their families and children as de-
sired. “People bingo” sheets were also provided
as an icebreaker activity, to encourage attendees
to socialize with and learn more about one an-
other. Completed sheets could be submitted in
order to enter a drawing for a gift card. Tables
were set up in another portion of the space, and
representatives from numerous university of-
fices were invited to attend the event and pro-
vide literature and giveaways. Many of these el-
ements were originally suggested by members
of the planning team who were also current
graduate students at the university, and their in-
sight into graduate student needs was highly
valuable.

In the course of the planning process, however,
it came to the team’s attention that two other
events for graduate students had coincidentally
been scheduled by other university offices on
the same day. The Dean of Students had sched-
uled a discussion forum that afternoon for grad-
uate students to raise issues and give feedback
about their needs from the university, and the
Graduate Research Services Specialist from the
Office of Research had scheduled a workshop in
the late evening on thesis and dissertation prep-
aration. The thesis and dissertation workshop
was to be held in Campbell Library, as well, and
the discussion forum was to be held in the stu-
dent center, which is directly next door to the li-
brary building. Once the planning team became
aware of these events, we immediately saw the
potential for these to be complementary, rather
than competing, programs. We reached out to

the Dean of Students and Graduate Research
Services Specialist, and were able to coordinate
our efforts. The scheduling of the three events
was adjusted so that they would take place con-
secutively with short breaks between, and each
event would advertise the one following and
shepherd students to it. The food planned to be
offered at each event was coordinated as well, to
make best use of our respective budgets.

To assess the success of the Library Social event,
we recorded attendance by graduate students
(excluding the campus representatives at the
event who were not also current graduate stu-
dents). We also asked attendees to complete a
brief paper half-sheet feedback form as they left
the event. Approximately fifty attendees were
counted at the Library Social, although only
three feedback forms were completed. On all of
the completed forms, a 5 out of 5 selection was
made for satisfaction with the event, but none of
the submitters provided any substantive qualita-
tive feedback. Ten completed “people bingo”
sheets were submitted for the gift card drawing,
however, indicating that a number of attendees
did engage with this activity. Event organizers
who work directly with graduate students also
reported hearing anecdotally from individual
graduate students that they enjoyed the event,
and were appreciative of having a set of a pro-
gramming focused specifically upon them.

Spring 2020: Graduate Student Day

The attendance and positive (though admittedly
sparse) feedback the fall event received were
sufficient to be encouraging, and so we planned
to hold a second iteration in February of 2020.
This time, all of the organizers of the separate
events of the fall came together early in the plan-
ning process, and coordinated from the outset.
We developed a revised version of the program
where the forum, workshop, and social would
all be held consecutively over an afternoon and
evening in the same location. For centrality and
convenience for catering, we selected a large
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meeting room in the student center as the venue.
The events were re-branded as a single event
called Graduate Student Day. All organizers
pooled our previous budgets to provide both
light refreshments during the discussion forum
at the start of the program and a light dinner
during the social at the end. We were able to in-
vite representatives of more campus offices and
units to table at the event, as well. None of the
attendees at the previous event had ultimately
brought children, so we omitted the play area
from this version’s social, although families
were still explicitly welcomed to attend along
with students. The new space also made it possi-
ble to have university staff record the events,
and to set up a more prominent welcome table
and thus collect attendee sign-ins. This allowed
us to track attendance with more granularity,
and send event recordings and other follow-up
materials to attendees afterward. Recordings
and other materials were also shared with
online-only students, which made it possible to
include them to a degree in the event. Sharing a
single venue did also mean, however, that the
space was still set up with auditorium-style seat-
ing at the start of the social event, which made it
more physically difficult for attendees to mingle
and engage in informal conversation. Forty
graduate students attended for at least some
portion of this event. Given the low success rate
we observed with feedback forms the previous
fall, however, direct feedback was not collected.

Spring 2021: Graduate Student Days

The spring 2020 event was successfully held be-
fore the COVID-19 pandemic had fully risen to
national attention. Less than a month afterward,
however, Rowan closed campus, and shifted to
remote learning for the remainder of the spring
semester. The disruption associated with this
change, along with the heavy summer workload
required to prepare for a remote fall semester,
discouraged all participants from planning an-
other version of the event for fall 2020. During
the fall semester, anticipating that in-person

gatherings would still be restricted in spring of
2021, the Instruction & Education Librarian be-
gan planning a third, fully-online graduate stu-
dent event for February of 2021. Encouraged by
the success of combining multiple events into a
single afternoon, the Librarian brought in even
more campus partners to create a full mini-con-
ference of graduate student programming. Simi-
lar to previous versions, the schedule included a
virtual thesis and dissertation workshop and a
discussion with the Dean of Students, as well as
a virtual resource fair with multiple campus of-
fices, and socializing periods at the end of each
day. New programming was also added, how-
ever, incorporating other campus offices and
groups. A welcome and introduction was deliv-
ered by the deans of the newly-formed Schools
of Graduate and Professional Studies. The Assis-
tant Director of the Wellness Center’s Healthy
Campus Initiatives program also led a work-
shop on stress management and well-being. Ad-
ditionally, three doctoral students were invited
to present on their research in a panel discus-
sion.

The event was held via Zoom over the after-
noons of a Friday and Saturday in early Febru-
ary. Attendees were invited to register in ad-
vance and provide contact information, which
made it possible to track interest in the event
and provide links and shepherding to each of
the sessions. After the program, registrants were
also sent an online follow-up survey on the
event’s relevance and convenience for them. All
students who had registered were encouraged
to complete the survey, whether or not they had
ultimately been able to attend.

Attendance and Feedback

The first two events in the 2019-20 academic
year had remarkably similar outcomes. Both
events were reasonably well-attended, at ap-
proximately equal rates, but we were unable to
gather substantive evaluative feedback. The
short surveys that we did receive were positive,
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but very few were completed. Also notably, the
library social was perhaps the best-attended of
all three events in fall of 2019, with a regular
flow of students for the duration. In spring of
2020, however, the discussion and workshop
were well-attended but most students left quite
early in the social event. It is perhaps significant
to this outcome that the order of events in spring
of 2020 was changed to hold the social event
last.

The virtual event in spring of 2021, meanwhile,
had slightly over 30 registrants initially, but
fewer than ten students actually attended any
part of the event. Recordings were posted online
after the event, but also garnered only a handful
of views each. There were also only 4 total re-
sponses to the feedback survey, but those re-
ceived indicated that the timing and content of
the event were only moderately helpful to po-
tential attendees. These results were discourag-
ing, particularly after the relative success of the
previous two in-person programs, but at the
same time, this failure may be instructive for the
organization of future events.

Discussion
Limitations

Lack of rich assessment has been noted as a per-
ennial problem in studies of outreach program-
ming,? and unfortunately this study is subject
to the same limitation. Evaluation of the success
of these evolving events has been mostly limited
to attendance counts, which may not paint a
completely accurate picture. We attempted to
collect more direct feedback from attendees at
each event, but received very low response
rates, which is a common problem for optional
event evaluations.

Unfortunately, given the original motivation for
developing these events, it is also difficult to es-
tablish the impact of these events on graduate
students’ engagement and sense of belonging.

Our efforts at collecting feedback proved insuffi-
cient to measure any influence on these factors
that the events might have had. The online
event, also, was particularly limited in its poten-
tial impact on students by the uniquely chal-
lenging circumstances of the 2020-2021 academic
year. Our future programming in this area
should be designed to include feedback mecha-
nisms that will successfully indicate its impact
on student engagement and sense of belonging,
rather than gauging students’ positive or nega-
tive impressions, or the events’ logistical con-

venience.
Successes

With these limitations in mind, from an attend-
ance perspective, the first two events can be con-
sidered a success. For a university with approxi-
mately 3,600 graduate students, most of whom
attend online or remotely while also working
full-time, a turnout of fifty students at an inau-
gural event of this nature is relatively robust. If
the event had remained identical on the second
iteration, furthermore, we might have expected
an increase in attendance, but considering that
the format and location were significantly
changed, maintaining a steady attendance level
when repeating the event within the same year
was encouraging. In spite of the lack of recorded
evaluative feedback, additionally, all of the
event organizers reported hearing anecdotally
from students that the events were highly ap-
preciated and well-regarded. The primary focus
of Rowan University has remained for some
time on undergraduate education, and many of
its graduate programs are still relatively new, or
are somewhat isolated from the rest of the life of
the university. University employees who serve
our graduate students have often heard (also an-
ecdotally) complaints that these students feel
underserved and overlooked by the majority of
services and events on campus. As a result, stu-
dents who attended these new events seemed to
be pleased that a program like this had been of-
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fered specifically for them. This informal feed-
back gave an encouraging impression that, at
least for some students, these events helped to
support their engagement and sense of belong-
ing at the university, as intended.

Another success related to these events, which
might be more easily overlooked, is their impact
on campus partnerships. In the process of work-
ing together on event planning, we established
and strengthened collaborative partnerships be-
tween different units across campus that serve
graduate students. The Libraries worked closely
with the office of Global Learning and Partner-
ships from the earliest stage of this project, and
also forged additional connections with the
Dean of Students and the Office of Research. By
bringing our parallel events together into one,
we also increased communication and interac-
tion between our units. The Instruction & Edu-
cation Librarian also established contacts in
other offices and departments from across the
university by inviting their participation, both in
the tabling and resource fair portions of each
event, and in programming for the spring 2021
virtual mini-conference. Improving these lines
of communication between units that serve
graduate students is valuable for coordinating
our services to students, and for any future out-
reach events. The process of developing this se-
ries may in many ways have been as important
as the events themselves.

Failures

Neither, however, can these events be described
as a complete success. The virtual event in
spring of 2021, in particular, did not live up to
the success of the previous two events. This was
particularly disappointing given how much the
program had been expanded, and how much ef-
fort and coordination had gone into its delivery.
Given the few lukewarm responses to the feed-
back survey, it is possible that many students
found either the content or the timing of the pro-
gram to be insufficiently compelling. At least

part of the problem, however, was most cer-
tainly the extraordinary circumstances students
were facing at the time of the program due to
the pandemic, and the demands of the situation
on their time. Many Rowan graduate students
are not only working full-time and engaging in
graduate study, but also caring for children,
who were likely attending school from home at
the time of the program. It is easy to see how
even a single interesting session of a mini-con-
ference could have seemed like too much time to
invest in a non-essential task. This event was
conceived as a way to create much-needed com-
munity and socializing time for graduate stu-
dents during a period of additional isolation,
which seemed like it might help to attract at-
tendees. It is clear in retrospect, however, that
pragmatic issues of time, virtual meeting fa-
tigue, and general fatigue should have been
given greater weight in considering whether to
offer another event (and a much lengthier one)
at this juncture. Especially when compared with
the success of the in-person events, the low at-
tendance of this virtual one may also suggest
that much of the perceived value of graduate
student programming is the opportunity to meet
and mingle with other graduate students face-
to-face, particularly for students who ordinarily
participate primarily in online programs. An-
other virtual meeting with their fellow students
may not have been as compelling for this popu-
lation.

Another area where these events have not been
as successful is, as mentioned, in collecting eval-
uative feedback from attendees. Attendance
numbers and word-of-mouth feedback may
have been encouraging, but more in-depth re-
sponses would have been valuable to gather.
Given the low rate of exit and follow-up survey
completion (which is a common issue in these
types of outreach events), more innovative strat-
egies for collecting feedback during the event it-
self may be necessary. One such strategy, for ex-
ample, might be a feedback wall at the event,
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where attendees could provide quick ratings
and identify elements contributing to their en-
gagement and sense of belonging on a white-
board or post-it notes. This and other non-sur-
vey mechanisms for collecting feedback would
likely be worth considering for future events.

Concluding Thoughts
Outcomes and Future Directions for Programming

No single event or program will ever immedi-
ately foster engagement and a sense of belong-
ing in students, nor were these events designed
to do so. They were developed, held, and
evolved as one element of a coordinated effort to
increase the inclusion of graduate students, to
which units all across the university contributed.
Their primary outcomes were (anecdotally) a
modest increase in goodwill from graduate stu-
dents and (definitively) a strengthened coalition
between different units supporting graduate
students. The collaborative team that developed
these events has considered these outcomes to
be sufficient as to make the effort worthwhile,
and deemed the events successful enough to be
worth continuing.

Whatever failures and setbacks individual
events might encounter, the benefits of making
any cooperative outreach effort are significant.
Developing these events forges partnerships be-
tween different campus units, and builds rela-
tionships between campus units and students.
Missteps in the content or timing of program-
ming may happen, and no event will be a per-
fect fit for the interests and schedule of every
student. Our case demonstrates, however, that
as long as the drive behind the development of
programming is the genuine desire to reach out
to graduate students and meet their needs, stu-
dents will tend to recognize this fact and appre-
ciate it. They may also be more willing to help
craft programs would benefit them more in the
future, once that level of goodwill has been es-
tablished.

Since the founding of the Schools of Graduate
and Professional Studies, it has seemed most
reasonable for leadership of these events to be
under their auspices, rather than those of the Li-
braries. The Libraries continue to be a partner
and represented at the programs, but as of this
time of writing, the Instruction & Education Li-
brarian has successfully transferred responsibil-
ity for these events to leadership of the Schools
of Graduate and Professional Studies. Our
shared knowledge from past events has helped
to guide the reinstatement of a hybrid version of
this event, and will continue to inform future ef-
forts to increase graduate student engagement.

Beyond these particular events, as well, the key
collaborators in the original planning process
have also continued to work to develop new of-
ferings with the potential to support graduate
student engagement and belonging. The Schools
of Graduate and Professional Studies have gone
on to gather and implement feedback on pro-
gramming that graduate students find desirable,
which has led to a focus on career- and publish-
ing-related workshops and instruction for the
2022-2023 academic year. The Graduate Re-
search Services Specialist has successfully
launched thesis and dissertation writing
bootcamps, where graduate students work on
writing their theses and dissertations as a com-
munity with accountability partners. The In-
struction & Education librarian, meanwhile, is
working with Graduate Research Services, the
International Center, and the Writing Center on
the ongoing pilot of a writing group specifically
for international graduate students. A signifi-
cant percentage of Rowan’s graduate students
are international students, and these students
tend to report particular feelings of isolation and
need for writing support. We hope that all of
these efforts will also help to foster positive feel-
ings in graduate students about their commu-
nity, and that this will lead to improved reten-
tion.

Possibilities for Future Research
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