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Abstract 

Canadian post-secondary institutions face mounting financial pressure as federal immigration reforms 

reduce international student enrolment, threatening billions in projected revenue. This applied project 

responds to that challenge by focusing on student retention at Vancouver Island University. Using 

Tinto's (2017, 2025) contemporary retention framework, this project distills three pillars of retention: 

sense of belonging, self-efficacy, and perception of curriculum. It positions Vancouver Island University’s 

annual Celebrating Research Engagement and Talent Exposition (CREATE) conference as a high-impact-

practice-supporting activity capable of strengthening all three when intentionally integrated into course 

design. Semi-structured conversation groups with six faculty members who embedded CREATE into their 

Spring 2025 courses yielded practical insights for effective integration, including: building on existing 

assignments, incentivizing participation through grading, and leveraging institutional supports. These 

faculty perspectives, combined with retention theory and high-impact practice literature, informed the 

development of a faculty-facing instructor handbook published as an open-access resource through 

Pressbooks. The handbook is grounded in the argument that CREATE's impact on retention begins not at 

the event itself, but in the courses that lead students to it, offering instructors a quick-start integration 

guide, accessible background on retention theory and high-impact practices, an overview of available 

supports, and direct faculty advice to meaningfully connect CREATE to their course design. 

Keywords: retention, persistence, High-Impact Practices, sense of belonging, self-efficacy, 

perception of curriculum, student conference, faculty handbook, CREATE, Vancouver Island University  
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

Introduction 

The post-secondary landscape in Canada is shifting rapidly. Recent immigration reforms have 

disrupted institutional budgets nationwide, forcing post-secondary institutions (PSIs) to respond with 

program closures, layoffs, larger class sizes, and growing wait lists (“The Crisis Facing Canada’s Colleges 

and Universities,” 2024; Singer, 2025; Wong, 2024). For context, Canadian PSIs currently over-rely on 

international tuition, which can be attributed to decreases in provincial funding. For example, from 1977 

to 2022, BC provincial funding from government grants and contracts fell from 75% to 43.8% of 

university revenue (CUFA BC, 2022). In 2025, the average tuition cost for an international student was 

$36,199 CAD versus a domestic student’s cost of $6,706 CAD—a five-fold difference (Statistics Canada, 

2022). In 2024, the Government of Canada announced a goal to reduce study permits by roughly 40%, 

followed by an additional 10% reduction in 2025 (Immigration, Refugees, and Citizenship Canada, 2025), 

and the implications have been extensive. In 2025 alone, international student matriculation has 

dropped significantly with the government issuing only 29% of its targeted number of study visas 

(Rodrigues, 2025). Budget effects from these declines are estimated in the billions; for example, the CEO 

of the Council of Ontario Universities predicted a 2-year deficit of $1 billion CAD in Ontario alone (ICEF 

Monitor, 2024) and subsequent reporting confirms those projections were conservative, with 

cumulative losses now expected to reach $5.4 billion over five years (Council of Ontario Universities, 

2025). This vulnerability stems from a stark funding reality: since 2010, 100% of increased operational 

spending at Canadian universities has been funded through international tuition revenue (A. Usher et 

al., 2024, p. 35). Furthermore, the wider Canadian economy is negatively impacted as international 

students spend an estimated $37.3 billion CAD yearly (Roslyn Kunin and Associates, 2023) and rural 

communities are disproportionately affected by these cuts as local economies suffer from the loss of 
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international student spending (Canadian Union of Public Employees, 2025). These changes have left 

many Canadian PSIs in a tenuous situation, looking for creative solutions to ameliorate their financial 

stability while maintaining quality education.  

One way to mitigate these effects is for institutions to focus on domestic recruitment and 

retention (Nazhand, 2025; Times of India, 2025), especially as domestic enrolment has declined in 

recent years (MacDonald, 2024; Statistics Canada, 2025b). To do so, Canadian PSIs are recentring 

student success as the core of both recruitment and retention. The AACRAO SEM in Canada report  

describes effective enrolment strategy as “a focused approach to student recruitment and student 

success,” noting the growing “link between recruitment and retention and increased focus on the first-

year experience and student engagement” (C. Smith & Gordon, 2024, pp. 1, 8). Yet, the American 

Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers also identifies persistent challenges: 

strategic enrolment management in Canada “is still seen as largely a registrarial responsibility,” and 

formal retention plans are only beginning to develop, driven by key performance indicators, public 

accountability measures, and student satisfaction surveys (pp. 6–7). 

In response, several institutions have begun addressing these gaps through strategic enrolment 

frameworks that intentionally integrate academic and student-support functions. For example, Yukon 

University’s Strategic Enrolment Management Plan 2025–2030 frames recruitment and retention within 

a commitment to “student well-being and belonging,” emphasizing equitable access and consistent 

supports across its campuses (Yukon University, 2024, p. 12). In another example, Royal Roads 

University states that “SEM … offers an institution a comprehensive and data-informed framework to 

optimize enrolment—from recruitment through to graduation,” outlining a 2024–2027 SEM plan with 

three priority areas: student recruitment and retention, academic programming, and Indigeneity (Royal 

Roads University, n.d., Section SEM at RRU). Similarly, Concordia University defines SEM as “a data-
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driven approach to planning and managing the recruitment, retention, and graduation of students” and 

notes that its new plan adopts a holistic lens that integrates academic achievement, well-being, and 

professional preparedness across the student journey (Concordia University, n.d., para. 2).  

For Vancouver Island University (VIU), these national trends have become urgent local 

challenges of sustainability and student success. While the university’s mission emphasizes access, 

inclusion, and belonging (Vancouver Island University, 2026), there are few examples of programs that 

explicitly link these goals to curricular design. Existing initiatives through the Centre for Innovation and 

Excellence in Learning (CIEL) include professional development for faculty (Button, 2026) and a wealth of 

information for building and designing courses with diversity, equity, and inclusion lenses (Centre for 

Innovation and Excellence in Learning, n.d.), but currently lack a modular, curriculum-based program. 

The university’s mission to serve a diverse, largely regional student population underscores the 

importance of fostering belonging and persistence and highlights the utility of a toolbox to support 

these goals. This project examines how VIU’s Celebrating Research Engagement and Talent Exposition 

(CREATE) conference serves as a bridge between institutional retention priorities and classroom 

practice, positioning student educational engagement as a scalable, evidence-informed strategy for 

improving both learning and persistence. 

Research Context 

This research is situated at VIU’s Nanaimo campus, which resides on the traditional, unceded 

territory of the Snuneymuxw First Nation. I acknowledge and respect the Snuneymuxw people’s 

enduring relationship with the land, waters, and community that continue to sustain learning and 

collaboration at VIU. In the spirit of reconciliation, this work is undertaken with an awareness of the 

responsibilities that come with learning, researching, and teaching on Indigenous land. 
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Vancouver Island University is a public post-secondary institution with its main campus located 

in Nanaimo, British Columbia, with regional campuses in Cowichan and Powell River (tiwšɛmawtxʷ 

campus). As of 2025, VIU served roughly 12,600 students, including more than 1,300 international and 

1,700 Indigenous learners (Vancouver Island University, 2025). Established in 1938 and granted 

university status in 2008 (Vancouver Island University, 2026), VIU offers a comprehensive range of 

programs from trades and technical certificates to undergraduate and graduate degrees. Its academic 

portfolio spans arts and humanities, science and technology, social sciences, business, health, trades, 

and education, emphasizing applied learning and community engagement. VIU’s mission centres on 

access, inclusion, and student success, with a strong focus on high-impact educational practices and 

collaboration between faculty, students, and community partners (Vancouver Island University, 2021). 

This commitment positions the university as both a regional hub for innovation and a leader in 

promoting equitable, student-centred education. 

One role of the Scholarship, Research, and Creative Activity (SRCA) office at VIU is to support 

projects that advance institutional priorities such as student engagement, success, and retention 

through scholarly and research activities. In recent years, SRCA has engaged in applied research 

examining student experience to inform evidence-based practices at the institution. This includes 

supporting ongoing work examining student belonging and retention through the CREATE conference, a 

conference-style event showcasing student scholarship, research, and creative works. 

Author Positionality 

I am a white, gay, cisgender man whose academic and professional path has been shaped more 

by persistence and mentorship than by privilege. As a first-generation and financially independent 

student, I worked multiple jobs to fund my education while completing Bachelor of Science degrees in 

chemistry and forensic science, graduating summa cum laude. My undergraduate research mentor 
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played a defining role in my persistence and opened the path to graduate school, where I earned a Ph.D. 

in experimental and molecular medicine at Dartmouth College. Their mentorship modeled the empathy, 

encouragement, and intellectual partnership I strive to bring to my students. 

My professional life has centred on helping students find purpose and confidence in their 

learning. Whether teaching advanced chemistry, supporting independent research, or advising 

extracurricular programs, I have seen how consistent mentorship and authentic connection transform 

motivation and persistence. Teaching students across diverse socioeconomic backgrounds has shown 

me that engagement depends less on circumstance than on relationship and relevance in learning. 

These experiences inform my research interest in mentorship, belonging, retention, and high-

impact practices. The same forces that shaped my own academic success—mentorship, community, and 

a sense of purpose—are the ones that determine whether students stay and thrive in higher education. 

Exploring how institutions can intentionally foster these conditions is both a professional focus and a 

personal imperative. 

Applied Research Context 

Vancouver Island University has not been immune to the budgetary issues caused by 

immigration policy change. In 2025, the BC government mandated VIU reduce its expenditures by $18 

million CAD (Sweetman, 2025). To address their deficit, VIU implemented a variety of program cuts and 

cancellations in addition to layoffs of faculty and staff (Angus, 2025; Ryan, 2025). Students are both 

angered and worried, sparking participation in BC Federation of Students ‘Cuts Suck, Fix Education’ 

rallies that demand the BC government restore post-secondary funding for public institutions (BC 

Federation of Students, 2025). Despite bleak publicity, VIU retains ample opportunity to strengthen 

recruitment and retention as evidenced by the interim president’s message that “the strength of our 

community lies in its ability to meet these challenges with resilience and a shared commitment to 
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student success” (D. Johnson, 2025, para. 5). By building on existing institutional strengths, the 

university can enhance student outcomes amid fiscal uncertainty. 

The SRCA office initiated investigations into boosting second-to-third year retention (2YR) at VIU 

based on existing retention gaps presented in the literature. Historically, retention efforts have focused 

on first-year students. However, sophomores (students in their second year) have a specific set of needs 

that, when not met, lead to increased attrition (McDaniel et al., 2024). Issues facing sophomores include 

financial, social, and curricular struggles, including a tangible decrease in support compared to first year, 

and minoritized groups are disproportionately affected (Capik & Shupp, 2023; McDaniel et al., 2024). 

Research within SRCA has focused on already-existing programming to boost retention, with a particular 

focus on 2YR.  

Ongoing research led by SRCA has focused on VIU’s CREATE conference as an opportunity to 

engage students in a potential retention-boosting activity. CREATE is an annual student-driven 

knowledge dissemination event with an academic conference atmosphere. CREATE’s objective is to 

celebrate and showcase student scholarship, research, and creative activity in a supportive academic 

setting that fosters feedback, collaboration, and a culture of inquiry at VIU (Vancouver Island University, 

n.d.). At CREATE, students can present their scholarly work, course-based projects, creative endeavors, 

and/or independent pursuits. There are myriad options for presentation format, including timed 

presentations, poster sessions, photography, podcasts, Three-Minute Thesis®, and two-minute rants. 

Already-published data from VIU links participation in CREATE to sense of belonging, a key theme in 

retention literature (Stiwich & Ross, 2022), while ongoing research is working to measure CREATE’s 

impact on self-efficacy and perception of curriculum, two other ‘pillars of retention’ explored further in 

Chapter 2. This thesis demonstrates CREATE is well-positioned as a retention-boosting activity given its 
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alignment with retention theory and will provide further tools to support the integration of CREATE into 

the classroom.  

Purpose of the Project 

Situated within educational leadership, this project addresses a problem of practice related to 

the underdevelopment of theory-informed approaches to student outcomes and persistence at VIU. The 

project was inspired by the 2YR project and responds to an identified gap between institutional goals for 

student retention and the practical tools available to faculty at VIU. Specifically, it seeks to strengthen 

retention efforts by helping professors integrate the CREATE conference into their courses. 

The purpose of the project is to develop a CREATE instructor handbook as a resource that 

translates retention theory and research on student engagement into accessible, actionable strategies 

for course integration. Drawing on both current scholarship and insights from VIU faculty, the handbook 

outlines the problem, explains why CREATE participation supports student outcomes and persistence, 

and provides clear examples, such as syllabus language, assignment models, and assessment tools, to 

reduce barriers to participation. Rather than prescribing a single approach, it is designed as a living 

document that can be continually updated and curated by the CREATE organizing team, ensuring 

adaptability as faculty needs, institutional priorities, and student populations evolve. 

Guiding Question and Assumptions 

Building on this purpose, the guiding question is: How can retention theory and research on 

high-impact practices be translated into a faculty-facing handbook that supports the integration of the 

CREATE conference into course design at VIU? My project is grounded in the premise that VIU has the 

opportunity to invest in the CREATE conference as a means of supporting HIPs demonstrated to enhance 

student outcomes and retention (Kuh, 2008; Provencher & Kassel, 2019). One underlying assumption is 

that VIU is open to efforts to increase student retention. Another is that by providing faculty with a 
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resource to incorporate CREATE, more students will be exposed to CREATE. Lastly, it is assumed that 

participation in CREATE will increase student outcomes and, ultimately, student retention at VIU.  

Project Justification 

This project is justified primarily on two grounds: student outcomes and financial stability. 

Together, these reflect both the human-interest and institutional-interest aspects of retention, 

particularly within the Canadian post-secondary landscape and the VIU context. 

Student Outcomes 

While retention efforts benefit institutional finances, I believe that they should primarily serve 

students. For example, Canadians who complete a bachelor’s degree earn more than those with less 

education (Statistics Canada, 2023). However, the average student leaves university with roughly 

$31,000 CAD in debt (Statistics Canada, 2024d). Students who do not complete their degree often carry 

this debt without the higher earning potential that would help repay it, making early withdrawal 

especially harmful (Skenderidou et al., 2025), meaning starting a post-secondary program and not 

finishing may be more detrimental than never starting at all. Retention therefore has significant human 

and economic implications. 

Most institutional efforts focus on first-year students, yet second-year students have distinct 

needs that, when unmet, increase attrition. Sophomores often face financial strain, feel invisible on 

campus, and perceive reduced academic and social support (McDaniel et al., 2024). In Canada, the 

persistence rate drops from 89.9% after one year to 84.8% after two (Statistics Canada, 2019), 

underscoring the need for targeted second-year initiatives. Addressing this incongruity can directly 

improve student success and extend the benefits of retention beyond the first year. 

Tinto's (2017) pillars of retention—self-efficacy, perception of curriculum, and sense of 

belonging—provided a framework for addressing retention challenges. High-impact practices such as 
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undergraduate research, internships, service learning, and capstone experiences have been shown to 

increase self-efficacy, perceived value, and belonging through deeper student engagement (Kuh, 2008; 

Sweat et al., 2013). Programs utilizing HIPs improve retention overall, including second-to-third-year 

persistence (McDaniel et al., 2024; Provencher & Kassel, 2019). Hill and Walkington (2016) further found 

that students who presented work from such experiences at conferences gained additional pedagogical 

value, suggesting that events that provide a public platform for HIP participation may amplify their 

impact. VIU's CREATE conference is one such event, enabling students already engaged in HIPs to extend 

their practice in a manner that may further enhance retention by fostering belonging, efficacy, and 

curricular perceptions. 

Financial Stability 

Universities serve a broad set of stakeholders including students, communities, and 

governments, and contribute substantially to Canada’s economy. Their direct expenditures alone add 

$45.1 billion CAD annually to the economy and sustain over 300,000 full-time positions nationwide 

(Statistics Canada, 2024a). Post-secondary education prepares students with the skills and knowledge 

necessary to succeed in the modern age, reflected in the growing number of jobs requiring a bachelor’s 

degree, which is double the rate observed in 2015 (Statistics Canada, 2024b). Universities therefore 

serve both local communities through employment and the broader national economy through the 

production of skilled workers. 

Institutional financial sustainability depends heavily on student retention (N. Johnson, 2012). 

Increased retention strengthens institutional viability by ensuring continued enrolment, graduate 

success, and public confidence. In a business model where students are effectively clients, if they do not 

perceive value in their education (e.g., preparation for the job market or quality of education), the 
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institution’s reputation and fiscal health both suffer (Amado et al., 2023). Retention is thus a financial 

imperative that aligns the interests of students, institutions, and society. 

Canadian universities now face mounting fiscal pressure due to changes in immigration and 

international student policy. In 2022, international students accounted for 25.6% of total enrolments 

and 16% at the bachelor’s level (Statistics Canada, 2024c). With recent policy shifts expected to reduce 

international enrolment by 45–54% (Previl, 2024), institutions anticipate significant losses. Ontario 

universities project deficits of $300 million in 2025 and nearly $900 million in 2026 (Baxter, 2025), and 

several B.C. institutions face comparable cuts and layoffs (Gandham, 2025). Combined with reduced 

provincial grant money (CUFA BC, 2022), and because international students pay higher tuition 

(Statistics Canada, 2022), these declines expose the fragility of Canada’s current university funding 

model. 

Given these conditions, renewing focus on domestic recruitment and retention presents a viable 

path for mitigating the financial impacts of Canadian immigration policy. With 50% of Canadians aged 

18–24 not enrolled in post-secondary studies (Zeman, 2023) and national graduation rates of 73.9% for 

bachelor’s degrees and 57.7% for diploma programs (Statistics Canada, 2025a), there is considerable 

opportunity to improve enrolment and retention. Improving second-year retention is an achievable, 

evidence-based way to do so. Enhancing sophomore engagement through HIPs supports both student 

outcomes and institutional resilience, which can advance universities’ missions while ensuring their 

financial sustainability. 

Methodology Overview 

As part of an ongoing research initiative through SRCA, data were collected to better understand 

what works well or detracts from integrating CREATE into VIU courses. Faculty who incorporated 

CREATE 2025 into their course requirements participated in one-hour conversation groups on the 
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Nanaimo campus. Sessions followed a semi-structured script that allowed flexibility for follow-up 

questions and open discussion. Qualitative data from these conversations were analyzed thematically 

using both inductive and deductive approaches to identify common themes in faculty experiences and 

perceptions of CREATE integration.  

Definition of Terms 

Operational definitions for important terms used in this thesis are as follows:  

Retention: The operational definition of retention refers to an institution’s ability to retain students 

from admission to graduation. This term is often used interchangeably with persistence (see below), 

with the marked difference being that retention is an institutional measure (Hagedorn, 2012).  

Persistence: The operational definition of persistence encompasses a student’s ability to continue post-

secondary education. For example, a student who persists from second to third year has also been 

retained from second to third year. While often used interchangeably with retention, persistence 

reflects a student-level measure rather than an institutional one (Hagedorn, 2012).  

High-Impact Practices: The operational definition of high-impact practices will align with American 

Association of Colleges and Universities’ (AAC&U’s) prescribed list of practices that are supported in the 

literature as promoting deep learning for students (American Association of Colleges and Universities, 

n.d.; Kuh, 2008). Some example practices include seminar courses, research opportunities, internships, 

and service learning.  

Project Overview 

 This project addressed the guiding question—how can retention theory and research on high-

impact practices be translated into a faculty-facing handbook that supports the integration of the 

CREATE conference into course design at VIU—by developing a faculty-facing CREATE instructor 

handbook. The project argued that CREATE’s impact depends less on the event itself and more on how 
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intentionally it is designed into courses. Drawing on retention and HIP literature, faculty conversation 

groups, and collaboration with SRCA, the handbook translated theory into practical guidance for course 

integration. Rather than evaluating outcomes, the project produced a living resource that can support 

faculty implementation now and serve as a foundation for future research on faculty practice, student 

participation, and retention-related effects.  
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

Higher Education Retention Theory Development 

Higher education (HE) retention theory was predominantly developed in the United States, 

where early efforts to understand student departure arose with the expansion of higher education in 

the early twentieth century. John McNeely’s College Student Mortality (1938) pioneered the field with a 

landmark quantitative study spanning sixty institutions. Berger et al. (2012) described McNeely’s study 

as remarkable for its breadth and depth, documenting patterns of attrition and serving as a forerunner 

to large-scale studies that followed the Great Depression and World Wars. In the 1970s, sociology 

became central to understanding persistence through Spady’s (1971) foundational work. Spady 

incorporated Émile Durkheim’s theory of suicide and the concept of social integration to explain student 

departure as a function of connection and belonging within the institution. The social integration 

framework laid the groundwork for Vincent Tinto’s interactionalist model (1975), which linked a 

student’s decision to drop out with the interplay among the student’s goals, social connections, and 

academic experiences within the institution. Using these dimensions, Tinto (1975) developed a 

longitudinal, predictive model of dropout that was novel in connecting individual attributes, 

commitments, academic/social systems, and academic/social integration. The interactionalist model 

gained traction after a seminal empirical study supported its predictive power (Pascarella et al., 1978). 

Tinto’s (1975) work became “one of the best known, and most often cited, theories” that led to “a more 

rigorous and systematic examination of retention” (Berger et al., 2012, pp. 23–24).  

Critiques and Evolving Models of Student Retention 

The foundational work in HE retention theory had flaws. As research expanded in the 21st 

century, scholars began to challenge the assumptions and reach of Tinto’s integration model. 

Specifically, while Tinto’s (1975) framework explained persistence, it reflected experiences of traditional, 
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residential, and predominantly white student populations. He acknowledged these limitations, noting 

the need for future research to examine “the relationship between race and dropout from higher 

education” and the realities of “urban schools,” where students may not live near campus (Tinto, 1975, 

p. 119). Over subsequent decades, researchers proposed models beyond integration, investigating how 

emerging technologies, institutional structures, and student diversity influence student persistence. 

Technology and Online Learning 

The rapidly changing technological landscape in the late 20th and early 21st centuries has 

expanded students' options for attending HE institutions (Marshall et al., 2024). The COVID-19 pandemic 

forced the adoption of online education, and enrolment has continued to grow beyond pre-pandemic 

levels (Emara et al., 2025). Distance learning modalities such as synchronous (scheduled classes), 

asynchronous (student-paced), hybrid (blended online and in-person), and dual-delivery (in-person 

optional) formats give students greater flexibility to choose programs that fit their needs (Kurlaender et 

al., 2024). 

The relationship between online and in-person learning is more nuanced than a simple 

comparison of academic outcomes suggests. Several studies have found, compared to in-person classes, 

students in online courses have lower GPAs, earn fewer credits, and have lower rates of persistence 

(Worsham et al., 2025; Yang & Zhang, 2025). In their scoping review, Hachey et al. (2022) noted that the 

overall consensus is that online learning has little to no effect on student outcomes such as grades, yet 

students in online courses are less likely to persist. Various studies have documented inequities in online 

learning based on race, gender, and socioeconomic status, though Hachey et al.’s (2022) review found 

mixed or inconclusive evidence across these dimensions. This body of research suggests that even with 

comparable academic outcomes, persistence in online programs is weaker than in in-person programs. 
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The disparity of persistence in online programs warrants investigation of the relevant facets of 

retention theory. Notably, there are no field-specific retention theories for online learning, and the 

current understanding builds on the same foundational frameworks presented by Tinto (1975) with 

additions from others (Kurulgan, 2024). In contrast to Tinto (1975), Bean and Metzner (1985) proposed a 

model for non-traditional and commuter students that centred on external factors rather than social 

integration. In this model, variables influencing the decision to drop out included background variables 

(e.g., demographics and high school performance), academic variables (e.g., study habits and academic 

advising), and environmental variables (e.g., finances, work schedule, and family obligations). Cabrera et 

al. (1992) later measured a significant overlap between the Tinto model and the Bean and Metzner 

model, highlighting the “interplay between institutional, personal, and external factors” (p. 161). 

The early foundational theories described above could not account for the advent of online 

learning, though they have strongly influenced current theories of online student retention. Rovai (2003) 

combined the Tinto (1975) model and the Bean and Metzner (1985) model and adapted them to online 

learning by adding a student skills component comprised of traits such as computer literacy and time 

management. Park (2007) subsequently reorganized the factors into pre-course and post-course phases, 

creating a model called “The Revised Model of Dropouts from Distance Learning in Organizations.” This 

model was empirically tested and shown to be predictive (Park & Choi, 2009) and has since informed 

later studies (Kurulgan, 2024). In his review of these modernized retention theories, Radovan (2019) 

concluded that support systems and encouraging environments are crucial factors for student success in 

online learning. 

Organizational Behaviour 

Organizational factors play a key role in shaping student persistence beyond social and academic 

integration. Early critiques of Tinto’s (1975) interactionalist model argued that student persistence could 
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not be explained solely by academic and social integration. Bean (1980, 1983) reframed attrition using 

organizational turnover theory, suggesting that students, like employees, respond to institutional 

conditions such as satisfaction, support, and organizational commitment. His model shifted the focus 

from individual assimilation to students’ perceptions of institutional quality and satisfaction with 

university performance. Around the same time, Astin (1984/1999) advanced the theory of student 

involvement, directly linking the quantity and quality of student engagement to persistence. Astin 

(1984/1999) argued effective educational policies, including pedagogy and the actions of college 

personnel, increase student involvement. In this view, involvement is not simply a student trait but an 

outcome of institutional design, including policies, programs, and cultures that invite participation. Tinto 

later acknowledged that one limitation of his early model was its “failure to take explicit account 

of…formal organizational forces” (de los Ríos & Oseguera, 2023, p. 125). 

Synthesizing the research of Bean (1980, 1983), Astin (1984/1999), and others, Berger (2001) 

argued that organizational behaviour directly influences student retention in higher education. He 

clarified that organizations themselves do not behave, and defined organizational behaviour as the 

actions of faculty, staff, and administrators that together represent how the institution operates (p. 3). 

Berger identified five dimensions of organizational behaviour that shape the student experience: 

bureaucratic (rules and procedures), collegial (cooperation and shared purpose), political (competition 

for resources and varied stakeholder needs), symbolic (creating meaning through symbols), and 

systemic (connections with external communities). For example, Berger noted that collaboration and 

shared purpose, hallmarks of collegial environments, consistently correlated with higher satisfaction and 

persistence. In contrast, overly bureaucratic or political structures can discourage engagement. Drawing 

on organizational behaviour literature, Berger proposed ten recommendations calling institutions to 

communicate clearly, act fairly, be responsive, and include students in decisions that affect them. 
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Berger’s analysis underscored that institutional effectiveness depends on the actions of its members, 

highlighting that organizational culture shapes students’ experiences and increases their persistence. 

Taken together, these organizational perspectives emphasize that institutional structures, 

cultures, and everyday practices are central to student persistence. They make clear that retention is 

not only about student effort but also about how institutions cultivate an environment conducive to 

student success. 

Diversity 

Since the 1970s, there has been significant growth in diversity on US college campuses across 

metrics such as race, gender, sexual orientation, first-generation status, finances, and age (Cuellar & 

Johnson-Ahorlu, 2019; Deil-Amen, 2015). This trend is reflected in Canadian post-secondary institutions, 

where data from 2014–2017 showed approximately 30% of graduates in Canada were a visible minority, 

about half of which were first-generation immigrants (Brunet & Galarneau, 2022). Phillips and Snodgrass 

(2021) proposed shifting towards collectivist theories that are culturally responsive and guided by 

intersectionality, rather than Tinto’s era of individualistic retention theories that “overlook the need for 

structural and cultural change in higher education” (p. 9). Collectivist theories do not dismiss 

foundational individualistic theories but instead propose a paradigm shift from focusing on student 

qualities of success to putting the burden on HE institutions to cultivate environments where diverse 

populations can succeed. 

This shift toward institutional responsibility was built on Rendón's (1994) research, which 

provided a concrete framework for how institutions can actively support students from historically 

marginalized backgrounds. Rendón’s (1994) validation theory, developed from qualitative research with 

minority and nontraditional students, defined validation as “an enabling, confirming and supportive 

process initiated by in- and out-of-class agents that fosters academic and interpersonal development” 
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(p. 44). In contrast to Tinto’s (1975) integration theory, the institution’s role in fostering validation is an 

active process, placing the responsibility on institutional agents rather than on students who may doubt 

their ability to succeed. According to Rendón (1994), students who feel validated both inside and 

outside of the classroom feel more capable of learning, have improved feelings of self-worth, and feel 

recognized and valuable. In-class validation comes from a collaborative, inclusive, and success-focused 

environment where faculty support students, allow student agency in learning, and welcome student 

voice in the classroom. Out-of-class validation is developed from the social interactions with peers, 

family, significant others, friends, and college staff. Rendón’s (1994) foundational work was a catalyst for 

the field of inclusive education, leading to a significant body of research that confirmed validation 

theory and expanded its scope (Muñoz & Rendón, 2011). 

Similarly, Museus and LePeau (2023) strongly critiqued the foundational retention discourse, 

concluding that it perpetuates inequities. They argued that dominant retention theory frequently 

neglected the roles of power, culture, and identity in shaping students' experiences, thereby reinforcing 

barriers for underrepresented groups. The authors noted that retention research has traditionally been 

informed by White, male perspectives that exclude culturally grounded conceptions of success. This 

exclusion, according to Museus and LePeau (2023), constitutes an epistemic injustice that promotes 

inequity by marginalizing the experiences and knowledge of underrepresented communities. 

Furthermore, they advised that those “who are authentically concerned with producing equitable 

outcomes” should reevaluate and support “narratives, structures, and tools that centre marginalized 

voices and knowledge” (p. 14). 

One such tool that Museus and LePeau (2023) recommended is the Culturally Engaging Campus 

Environments (CECE) model of student success, which emerged from Museus et al.’s (2017) previous 

work. The CECE model (Museus et al., 2017) separates nine core elements into two categories: cultural 



CREATE-ING RETENTION   19 

 

relevance and cultural responsiveness. Cultural relevance highlights campus environments that align 

with students' identities, enabling students to connect with others who understand their backgrounds, 

exchange knowledge about their cultures, serve their own communities, engage in meaningful cross-

cultural problem-solving, and feel that their cultural identities are valued. Cultural responsiveness 

describes meeting the needs of culturally diverse students, including campus programs and practices 

that foster collectivist values of teamwork and mutual success, development of caring and meaningful 

relationships, proactive outreach that makes information and support easily accessible, and access to 

trusted community members. This model expanded traditional retention theory, noting that “students’ 

access to culturally engaging campus environments...is positively correlated with individual 

influences...on success and ultimately increases probability of succeeding in college” (Museus et al., 

2017, p. 192). Lastly, the quantitative analysis performed by Museus et al. (2017) links the nine CECE 

elements to students’ sense of belonging on campus. This work reframes retention theory from an 

individualist to a collectivist model, centring the campus environment as a strong indicator of student 

success across diverse backgrounds. 

In contrast, there is evidence that integration theory remains vital for minority groups. Guiffrida 

(2003) performed a qualitative study of Black undergraduates at predominantly White institutions 

(PWIs) to determine the influence of African American student organizations on academic and social 

integration. Guiffrida (2003) observed these organizations facilitated integration by allowing students to 

develop out-of-class relationships with Black faculty, to give back to the Black community through 

service, and to have a safe space where they feel comfortable being their true selves. These groups were 

less effective for Black students from primarily White environments who felt alienated by their Black 

peers, underscoring the complexity and heterogeneity within cultural groups. 
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Taken together, these studies underscore that persistence cannot be fully understood without 

considering how institutions work to validate students and create spaces where they can express their 

identities. Organizational behaviour theories, validation theory, and CECE all promote an institution’s 

active participation in creating welcoming, culturally responsive environments to support student 

success. While Museus et al. (2017) argued that social integration is negative, the shift to ‘sense of 

belonging’ in the CECE model paralleled Guiffrida’s (2003) work that showed the importance of 

academic and social integration for Black students at PWIs and Radovan’s (2019) conclusion that online 

students are more successful with support and encouragement. Furthermore, Guiffrida (2006) 

contended that Tinto's model can be strengthened rather than abandoned by incorporating research on 

cultural norms and the importance of maintaining familial and cultural connections, particularly for 

minority students. Whether called validation, sense of belonging, or integration, one theme is dominant: 

students who feel supported, connected, and valued on campus, even if attending virtually, are most 

likely to succeed. 

Contemporary Retention Theory: Pillars of Retention 

           Despite the shortcomings and criticisms of his foundational works, Tinto’s voice has continued to 

resonate in the retention literature, and his original postulates have evolved with new data and 

perspectives. His contemporary work is still centred on persistence from the standpoint of the student 

experience, focusing on student motivation, perceptions of engagement, and persistence (Tinto, 2025). 

Tinto’s current framework has expanded to incorporate ideas from organizational theories and diversity 

discourse. For example, Tinto (2017, 2025) argued that when an institution understands what drives 

student motivation, it can act to enhance student persistence and ultimately retention. This argument 

shifts the view from solely student-centred to a more holistic model that acknowledges the institution’s 

responsibility for retention efforts. 
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           Importantly, Tinto (2017, 2025) acknowledged that while much of student motivation lies outside 

of institutional influence, colleges and universities can help shape three factors: students’ sense of 

belonging, self-efficacy, and perceptions of the curriculum. Sense of belonging refers to students feeling 

as though they are part of a community that values their membership and is shaped by campus climate 

and daily interactions. Self-efficacy is a student’s belief in their ability to succeed and can be supported 

by a validating and supportive environment. Perceptions of the curriculum are driven by students’ views 

on the quality and relevance of their education. These three factors, referred to here as ‘pillars of 

retention’, are explored in the following subsections in relation to persistence and retention. 

Sense of Belonging 

Tinto’s original concept of social integration, which was the source of much critique, has evolved 

into the idea of sense of belonging (SofB), or the feeling that students matter and belong on campus 

(Tinto, 2017). According to Tinto (2017), an individual's commitment to a group or community, small or 

large, within the university setting creates an anchor point that improves students' motivation to persist. 

This persistence is enhanced by the perception of engagement within the community (Tinto, 2017, 

2025). In this context, engagement refers to “students’ cognitive, emotional and behavioral involvement 

in educational activities” (Zepke, 2015, p. 1316), not just what is observed in a classroom environment. 

Sense of belonging, in its simplest form, is shaped by students' experiences of the campus climate and 

their daily interactions with peers and institutional staff (Tinto, 2017). Contemporary studies have found 

it to be far more dimensional and complex. For example, Allen (2025) used interviews with scholars on 

the subject to demonstrate the term’s ambiguity. Allen (2025) then defined SofB as a complex, ongoing 

process shaped by myriad factors, including beliefs about belonging, social hierarchies, intersecting 

identities, and opportunities for belonging. 
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Despite definitional differences, the literature is rich with examples of the impact SofB has on 

persistence and retention. Gilani and Thomas (2025) conducted a scoping review of student SofB in 

higher education, ultimately analyzing 118 articles. Their work showed over 70% of studies on SofB were 

published in the past five years. Gilani and Thomas (2025) drew two particularly impactful conclusions 

from their rigorous study. First, student belonging is a prerequisite of retention, affecting motivation to 

persist, engagement, academic performance, and mental health. Second, Gilani and Thomas (2025) 

were able to map the factors that influence student SofB by both the degree of replication and the 

significance of the relationship. Of the most correlated/predictive and most replicated, positive factors 

in student SofB included: involvement in extracurriculars; interactions with academic staff; group 

work/experiential learning; and connecting with people of different backgrounds, while factors that 

negatively affect student SofB include: microaggressions/discriminatory behaviour; stereotyping; 

financial hardship; and feelings of stress (Gilani & Thomas, 2025). These data highlight the importance of 

inclusive campus cultures, student involvement, interactive pedagogies, and building connections with 

faculty and peers. 

Current research on SofB recognizes the diverse factors that influence students’ attachments to 

their institutions. These factors include intersectionality (Ovink et al., 2024), academic paths and choices 

(Soria & Stebleton, 2013), first-generation status (Salusky et al., 2024), financial status (Zimmerman & 

Parker, 2025), and institutional makeup (Gopalan & Brady, 2020). Overall, research underscores the 

connection between belonging and persistence/retention, though it is prudent to be wary of any ‘one 

size fits all’ approach. For example, Vaccaro and Newman (2016) showed that “privileged” students 

(defined in their study as “White, Christian, middle/upper class, heterosexual, or an individual without a 

disability” (p. 925)) identify belonging as a sense of comfort, fun, or accomplishment. In contrast, 

minoritized students define it more in terms of safety, authenticity, and support. By being aware of 
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factors that promote sense of belonging on campus and by listening to students’ perceptions of 

belonging post-secondary institutions can begin to build a robust culture of belonging. 

Self-Efficacy 

Self-efficacy is an individual’s belief in achieving their goals and is correlated with success in 

accomplishing those goals (Bandura, 1997). This differs from self-esteem, a valuation of self-worth; and 

from confidence, an outward projection that may not match with internal attitudes (Dugan, 2017). 

Education scholarship has indicated high self-efficacy is associated with higher persistence at a task 

(Faust & Rosendale, 2023), resilience (Uygur et al., 2023), and motivation (Kim, 2020; Schunk, 1991). 

Academic self-efficacy can be defined as students’ beliefs about their academic abilities and motivation 

(Honicke & Broadbent, 2016; E. L. Usher & Morris, 2023). Further, students’ academic self-efficacy also 

correlates positively with grade-point averages (Feldman & Kubota, 2015; Honicke & Broadbent, 2016). 

Since academic self-efficacy is directly linked to task persistence, motivation, and academic 

achievement, Tinto (2017) argued that it is predictive of retention.  

Post-secondary institutions can influence student self-efficacy and make it a strategic focus area 

in enrolment planning. Self-efficacy is learned, not innate, meaning it can be reinforced or eroded by 

student experiences on campus (Yeager & Dweck, 2012). For example, the way faculty engage with 

students is significant, as biases can negatively reinforce preconceived notions of self-efficacy, leading to 

lower academic achievement or motivation (Slaten, Bonifay, et al., 2025; Trolian et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, there is evidence of a direct causal relationship between SofB and self-efficacy (Slaten, 

Wiedermann, et al., 2025), suggesting that belonging causally precedes academic self-efficacy. If this is 

the case, institutions can support academic achievement by centring programs that foster belonging and 

connections to the campus community, such as training instructors to promote belonging in the 

classroom, implementing culturally responsive faculty development, and providing structural supports 
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that encourage students to engage on campus. These recommendations align with Tinto’s (2017) 

institutional strategies for increasing student self-efficacy, which include cultural competency training, 

first-year academic support programs, and pedagogy that allows students to engage with one another. 

While there is no “one-size-fits-all” solution for improving self-efficacy, institutions can act intentionally 

to boost self-efficacy from various angles to support student success. 

Perception of Curriculum 

Tinto’s (2017) final retention pillar is perception of curriculum, which is the curriculum’s 

perceived value, relevance, and/or quality as perceived by a student. However, Tinto’s work (2017, 

2025) is sparse in providing empirical studies on the topic; none of the seven cited sources directly links 

a student’s perception of curriculum to persistence. For example, Zepke (2015) briefly mentioned 

relevance of curriculum (p. 1313) but otherwise focused on the connection between student 

engagement and their perceived satisfaction, academic/professional success, and personal growth. In 

another example, Tessema et al. (2012) provided empirical evidence that showed student satisfaction 

with their declared major’s curriculum correlates positively with quality of instruction and preparation 

for their careers or future education, but whether that satisfaction leads to greater persistence was not 

investigated. Despite its theoretical prominence in retention theories, the relationship between a 

student's perception of curriculum and persistence lacks sufficient empirical support in the existing 

literature and warrants further investigation. 

While a direct empirical link between perception of curriculum and persistence has yet to be 

established, indirect evidence suggests that curricular relevance meaningfully shapes student motivation 

and engagement. A study of nursing students enrolled in a chemistry course found that those who did 

not perceive the content as relevant to their field invested less effort in learning (Boddey & De Berg, 

2015). At the institutional level, a 2024 report addressing rural-serving community colleges in North 
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Carolina identified relevancy as a key factor in student success, recommending credential pathways, 

economic mobility programs, and technology integration to better connect coursework to students' lives 

(Barricklow & Jaeger, 2024). The report further noted that contextualizing education enhanced remedial 

student success, as seen in culinary students who applied recipe conversions and ingredient 

measurements in their math courses. Together, these findings suggest that relevance drives motivation, 

and while motivation is widely understood as a precursor to persistence, this final link remains 

theoretically assumed rather than empirically confirmed. 

Researchers have also connected the psychological concepts of utility-value and expectancy-

value (UVEV) to the practical value of curriculum, which presents a novel framework for relating 

perceived relevance and persistence. Hands (2024) showed that writing about the relevance of learning 

in their chemistry course to their daily lives or future careers increased students’ motivation and Asher 

et al. (2023) used a similar methodology and showed a longitudinal increase in grades and persistence in 

STEM courses for students who wrote about relevance in chemistry, with 

marginalized/underrepresented groups showing the largest gain. Both studies referred to UVEV, which 

contends that “when students believe that course content is personally valuable, they are more likely to 

engage in coursework, develop interest, earn higher grades, and persist” (Asher et al., 2023, p. 1). While 

STEM courses/majors are widely represented in similar studies of UVEV, there is evidence outside of 

STEM supporting the link between value and motivation/persistence/academic achievement. Some 

examples include vocational students (Broeren et al., 2024), psychology majors in a statistics course (T. 

Smith & Dai, 2023), pre-service teachers (Hainline et al., 2025; Hava & Akcaoglu, 2025), second-language 

learners (Hoi, 2025), and international students (Mok et al., 2021). Given the depth of research on UVEV 

in the post-secondary space and its connection to motivation and persistence, this framework offers a 

potential avenue for future persistence/retention research. 
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Beyond relevance, students' perception of educational quality also shapes their academic 

experience. A student who considers their education to be of sufficient (or better) quality is more likely 

to see it as an investment (time, money, personal growth) and is more likely to persist (Tinto, 2025). This 

idea is supported by research showing that intentional course design practices strongly influence 

students’ perceptions of quality. For example, a Swedish study reviewed over 6000 student teaching 

evaluations from a psychology department and concluded that course design predicted students’ 

perceived quality more than instructors themselves (Levinsson et al., 2024). Another similar study 

concluded that the course design of an online class significantly impacted perceived learning and 

satisfaction (Yalçın & Dennen, 2024). Developing meaningful student feedback tools is not without its 

challenges (e.g., Dyer & Donnelly-Hermosillo, 2024), but the investment is worthwhile given that 

research consistently links students' perception of quality to greater satisfaction with their learning.  

High-Impact Practices Promote Student Outcomes   

Together, these pillars of retention create a framework for institutions to understand student 

persistence and suggest practical steps to increase retention. The research is consistent across contexts: 

when students feel a sense of belonging, believe in their capacity to succeed, and perceive value in their 

curriculum, engagement and motivation strengthen, and persistence follows. While developing new 

retention programming may be costly in both time and finances (Deloitte LLP, 2017; Jenkins et al., 2020), 

institutions may be able to leverage already existing programs to align with the framework of High-

Impact Practices (HIPs). 

Understanding retention theory and the facets that promote the pillars of retention becomes 

more impactful when practitioners or institutions turn them into practical, actionable frameworks. 

Research-backed, intentional pedagogies are mechanisms practitioners can use to influence all three 

pillars of retention. High-impact practices (HIPs) are a suite of educational practices that have a lasting 
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impact on undergraduate students (Kuh, 2008), including experiences such as capstone projects, 

undergraduate research, seminar courses, learning communities, and internships. High-impact practices 

have been linked to increased self-efficacy (Suchland & Carbonaro, 2021), value of curriculum (Dickert & 

Li, 2024; Vicente et al., 2024), and sense of belonging (Bowers et al., 2020; Strayhorn, 2023) by fostering 

student engagement in their education (Kuh, 2008; Sweat et al., 2013). Programs utilizing HIPs increase 

student retention (Gonzales et al., 2022; Murphy et al., 2025; Provencher & Kassel, 2019), and while few 

other studies have measured longitudinal retention, HIPs are associated with increased first-year 

retention (Fautch & Hesson, 2025), second-year retention (McDaniel et al., 2024), adult learner 

retention (Alsarhan, 2024), and improved retention of historically marginalized groups (Gonzales et al., 

2022; Sweat et al., 2013). Therefore, implementing programs that use HIPs should help institutions 

improve student outcomes and retention. 

High-impact practices are often associated with the term ‘experiential education,’ though the 

terms are not mutually inclusive or interchangeable (Davis & Pettit, 2024). While HIPs are often 

experiential in nature, they must specifically have "evidence of significant educational benefits for 

students who participate in them—including and especially those from demographic groups historically 

underserved by higher education" (American Association of Colleges and Universities, n.d.). The 

hallmarks of HIPs include: devotion of time and effort to purposeful tasks; interaction with faculty and 

peers over extended periods of time; interaction with people different than themselves; receiving 

frequent feedback; experiencing learning in various settings; developing a better sense of self in relation 

to others and the world (Kuh, 2008). 

A wide range of literature supports the efficacy of HIPs in practice. A general search for “high 

impact practices” in the ERIC database returns roughly 300 peer-reviewed results (as of December 31, 

2025), spanning diverse disciplines, student populations, and institutional contexts. Within the vast 
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literature, one commonality between HIPs emerges: student outcomes benefit most from mentorship 

and connection with faculty outside of class (Capik & Shupp, 2023; McDaniel et al., 2024; Milem & 

Berger, 1997). While not often the primary focus of the research, this mention of student-faculty 

relationship highlights the direct impact that professors can have on student outcomes and ultimately 

student retention, reminiscent of the organizational models of student retention.  

Kilgo et al. (2015) thoroughly analyzed the impact of many HIPs on learning outcomes. They 

used a longitudinal pretest/posttest design with 2200 students across 17 post-secondary institutions to 

measure critical thinking, moral reasoning, intercultural effectiveness, lifelong learning, and socially 

responsible leadership. They determined that active/collaborative learning and undergraduate research 

consistently produced positive effects across multiple learning outcomes. At the same time, other 

practices, like study abroad, had narrower benefits. This study (Kilgo et al., 2015) showed that none of 

the HIPs significantly improved moral reasoning, highlighting a possible limitation of HIPs’ general 

impacts. 

Kilgo et al.’s (2015) work focused on student involvement in one HIP. Other studies have shown 

that participation in multiple HIPs has a greater benefit. Dickert and Li (2024) measured perceived 

preparedness for adult life using the Educational Longitudinal Study of 2022 (N = 3,105), with analyses 

using propensity scoring to account for self-selection bias (the idea that students who choose to 

participate in HIPs are already academically successful). Their novel results showed that participation in 

more than one HIP had positive long-term impacts on perceived preparedness for adult life, particularly 

for less-advantaged groups. These results have been further supported by a variety of additional studies 

demonstrating the efficacy of student engagement in multiple HIPs (e.g., Conefrey, 2021; Hansen & 

Schmidt, 2017). 
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One critique of HIPs is they are not a ‘one size fits all’ solution. While many articles show that 

HIPs have a positive impact on underrepresented or historically marginalized groups, as intended (Kuh, 

2008), some critical researchers warn that care should be exercised. For example, marginalized groups 

can still be left behind without other specific supports (Price-Williams & Sasso, 2024). Furthermore, 

Museus and LePeau (2023) argue that blindly implementing HIPs without centring marginalized voices 

can be damaging, and therefore, culture and identity must play a significant role in program 

development. Though a vast body of work supports the idea of HIPs positively impacting marginalized 

groups, it’s prudent to intentionally create spaces that promote equity by listening to the “voices at the 

margins” (Museus & LePeau, 2023). 

A significant body of scholarship agrees that HIPs can positively impact student success and 

retention. By intentionally designing and implementing programs that promote student engagement in 

these practices, post-secondary institutions can reach at-risk students and challenge their most 

academically ambitious students. These are practices many post-secondary institutions already have, 

which can be further leveraged by intentionally designing curriculum such that students have 

touchpoints with multiple HIPs. 

Conclusion 

While retention theory has a long and complex history, Tinto’s current work (2017, 2025) 

simplifies the student experience into three broad factors: sense of belonging, self-efficacy, and 

perception of curriculum. Institutions have devoted sustained attention to improving student retention. 

Evidence indicates that strengthening these three dimensions of the student experience can 

meaningfully improve student persistence, motivation, and educational outcomes. Engaging students in 

HIPs, particularly multiple HIPs, has enormous potential to address all three of these factors in 

meaningful ways (Kuh, 2008; Kuh et al., 2008). Because many institutions may already be implementing 
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HIPs in some form, there is an opportunity to leverage them more effectively, not by introducing 

entirely new programs, but by designing existing ones more intentionally and broadening student access 

to and engagement with them.  
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Chapter 3 – Design Process and Rationale 

Project Design and Description 

The goal of this thesis project was to help VIU instructors incorporate CREATE into their courses. 

This need emerged through conversations with administrators in VIU’s Scholarship, Research, and 

Creative Activity (SRCA) office, which runs CREATE. There was strong anecdotal evidence that CREATE 

supported positive student outcomes, and existing VIU research (Stiwich & Ross, 2022) had already 

shown that CREATE impacted students’ sense of belonging, a major tenet of Tinto’s (2017) model of 

student retention. SRCA was particularly interested in second-year retention, which was also identified 

in the literature as an important area of focus (McDaniel et al., 2024). These ideas and needs 

contributed to the development of the REB-approved second-year retention study (2YR), which 

examined the effects of CREATE through student surveys and faculty conversation groups. I assisted in 

developing the methodology, writing the instruments, and facilitating the conversation groups. 

However, I determined that my strongest contribution to the overall project would be in creating a 

practical resource for teaching faculty. 

Having previously completed a research-based thesis, I instead strove to develop a tool that 

would be immediately useful and impactful for the community. I saw a clear opportunity to connect 

SRCA’s goal of increasing CREATE’s curricular impact with the broader retention literature, while also 

using insights from the faculty conversation groups to shape the resource and incorporate VIU-specific 

perspectives. I ultimately landed on the handbook format because it allowed me to combine research-

informed rationale with practical guidance for professors who wanted to integrate CREATE into their 

courses. 

The final project was a Pressbooks-based (Pressbooks, 2024) handbook organized into six 

sections: introduction, supporting background literature, how-to guide, overview of available supports, 
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and final thoughts on the future potential of CREATE. By using Pressbooks, I ensured ease of access and 

safeguarded SRCA’s continued capacity to edit and develop the handbook to meet future needs. 

Pressbooks functions similarly to a website, supporting internal navigation and links to external 

resources. Using Pressbooks also provided me with the added challenge of building new technical skills, 

such as CSS (a coding language for styling and layout), which supported the final visual design.  

The following sections discuss the methodology of the research component of the broader 

project, as well as the guiding principles that informed the development and design of the handbook. 

Research Methodology 

The faculty conversation-group component of this project examined how CREATE could better 

support instructors who integrated CREATE participation into their courses. The research design and 

methodology were approved by VIU’s Research Ethics Board (REB, file number 103548) with the 

research team comprised of Kendra Stiwich (Principal Investigator; Director Graduate Studies and 

Student Research; and Acting Director, Strategic Planning and Initiatives), Vanessa Moraes (Co-

Investigator; Student Research Engagement Coordinator), and myself (Collaborator). All instructors who 

incorporated CREATE 2025 as part of course design were invited by email to participate in a one-hour 

conversation group held post-conference in 2025. The invitation included the consent form and 

participation was voluntary. To reduce any perceived pressure to participate, recruitment materials and 

group introductions explicitly stated that non-participation would not affect participants’ relationships 

with the research team. No deception was used at any stage of the study. 

Six instructors participated in two three-person conversation groups. One group was held on the 

VIU Nanaimo campus where tea, coffee, and cookies were provided. The second group met online using 

Microsoft Teams. Each discussion lasted approximately 60 minutes. Conversation groups followed a 

semi-structured script (see Appendix A), with flexibility for follow-up questions directly related to 
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participants’ responses. At least two members of the research team attended each session: one 

facilitated the discussion, and one primarily took notes on a computer or paper.  

Before data collection began, all participants signed consent forms and were reminded that they 

could leave the conversation group at any time. Because participants discussed their teaching contexts 

(including course, department, and faculty), there was a risk of indirect identification within or beyond 

the group. This risk was clearly communicated in the consent process. Participants were informed they 

could choose how much detail to share and would later have the opportunity to review and edit their 

own transcript content. 

Data collection included video recordings (using Microsoft Teams) and hand-typed or written 

observational notes. The conversation groups generated limited quantitative/demographic information 

(e.g., course taught, department, faculty), but focused on qualitative data such as participants’ 

experiences, observations, opinions, and perceptions. Microsoft Teams produced an initial verbatim 

transcript, which I reviewed for accuracy. Each participant then received only their own transcript 

content for review and was given two weeks to make edits.  

The faculty conversation-group transcripts were used in an applied qualitative review to inform 

project design. This transcript review was conducted for project-design purposes and was distinct from 

the broader 2YR study analyses. Rather than conducting a formal thematic analysis, I read the 

transcripts iteratively to identify recurring ideas, practical advice, and common barriers related to 

integrating CREATE into courses, following an approach informed by iterative thematic inquiry (Morgan 

& Nica, 2020). I then selected illustrative, non-identifying quotes to support key points in the handbook. 

In this way, the transcript review was used to inform the design and content of the final handbook. 
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Rationale for Design 

The design rationale began with a practical problem: a clear, accessible resource to support the 

integration of CREATE into course design did not exist. The literature is clear that faculty interaction is 

important for retention and instructors influence key pillars of retention (Capik & Shupp, 2023; Kuh et 

al., 2008; McDaniel et al., 2024; Milem & Berger, 1997). I designed the resource for teaching faculty 

because instructors are often the main bridge between CREATE and students, and their course-level 

decisions shape students’ opportunities to participate. Another practical benefit was a reduction in the 

number of contact points, thereby decreasing the demand on the CREATE team’s time. For example, a 

class of thirty students could be supported through one primary contact (the professor), rather than 

through many separate student emails directed to the CREATE team with potentially redundant 

questions.  

Faculty also needed a clearer path for understanding CREATE and integrating it into their 

courses. Previously, information was split into two main sources: emails and the CREATE website. Email 

was an imperfect delivery method given the average worker receives 117 emails each day (Microsoft, 

2025), a volume that can be hard to manage. The CREATE website has continued to improve access to 

information, but as a public resource with information for multiple stakeholders, navigation can still be 

tedious. A single document in one place, available online or in print, offered a more practical path for 

implementation. It also created space to explain the pedagogical rationale for CREATE integration, not 

just the logistics. Therefore, I decided on a faculty-facing document that would be available online.  

Online resources can take many forms, but I decided that a handbook format would likely be the 

most accessible for professors. A handbook allowed for self-paced use, consistent messaging, and 

enough space to include both the ‘why’ and the ‘how.’ While organization of websites can shift over 

time causing issues like link rot (Szymura, 2023), a handbook with internal linking can offer a predictable 
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organization that is easy to navigate and index. Lastly, a handbook design also allows the resource to be 

accessed on any platform without requiring separate web hosting fees.  

I specifically chose Pressbooks for several reasons. First, it was freely accessible through 

BCcampus, which also created the possibility for open access (that is, use beyond VIU). Second, 

Pressbooks are shareable and copyable, which would allow SRCA to take ownership of the handbook 

and continue updating it as needed. This maintainability was important if the handbook was to remain 

useful over time. As a book-format platform, Pressbooks also supported a familiar structure with 

front/end matter, chapters, and subsections. Its online format also allows internal navigation (e.g., 

linking uses of term HIPs back to the relevant background section) as well as external links to additional 

resources. Finally, Pressbooks allows for incorporation of multiple media types, which gave me flexibility 

in how I designed and presented the content.  

I decided on a six-part structure for my handbook based on my own experience with similar 

resources. In summary, these sections included: an introduction, a quick start how-to guide, a 

background section on retention theory and HIPs, a faculty advice section on incorporating CREATE, a 

section on available supports for CREATE, and my final thoughts. In my experience, too many sections 

can be overwhelming, while too few can create long intimidating chapters. To keep the handbook 

approachable, I included an introduction that explained the purpose of the resource and where to find 

key information. The quick use how-to guide served as a one-stop section with essential information in a 

mostly visual format for readers who want immediate practical guidance. For professors interested in 

the pedagogical background, I included a section summarizing the most relevant aspects of retention 

theory and HIPs, along with their connection to CREATE. The next two sections formed the core practical 

content of the handbook: one highlighted advice drawn from the conversation groups, and the other 

summarized the supports available to professors incorporating CREATE. These were the sections I 
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designed the project around, as they addressed what faculty were most likely to need. Finally, I included 

a closing section with my thoughts on the future potential of CREATE for readers interested in broader 

perspectives and possibilities. 

Overall, the design decisions reflected a practical approach for sharing information: the 

handbook translated retention-related literature and VIU faculty experience into a usable resource for 

course planning and implementation. The final structure, writing style, and Pressbooks format were 

selected to support clarity, accessibility, and long-term revision, knowing that the handbook would 

continue to evolve alongside CREATE and the needs of organizers and instructors. 

Project Design Process 

The project design process involved planning, writing, and building a faculty-facing CREATE 

handbook in Pressbooks. I approached the work as a practical design project focused on sharing 

information in a form faculty could use. To do this, I drew on retention literature, SRCA priorities, and 

insights from the faculty conversation groups to determine what information professors needed and 

how it should be organized. I also used my own experience as a teacher to think through what I would 

want from this kind of resource. From there, I developed the handbook structure, drafted each section, 

and iteratively revised both the content and layout to improve clarity and usability. I also used feedback 

from the CREATE team at SRCA on draft versions to refine both the content and the overall usability of 

the handbook before handing it off. 

I began with my literature review, using Chapter 2 of this thesis as the basis for the background 

information I wanted to share with professors. To pare the material down, I focused primarily on Tinto’s 

(2017) work, HIPs, and how CREATE interacts with both. I also revised the tone to make it less academic 

and more engaging, including reflective questions that invited readers to consider their own experiences 

in relation to retention theory. I also wanted a quick snapshot readers could use to digest the key ideas, 
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so I used Miro to design a visual abstract highlighting the connections between CREATE, HIPs, and 

retention theory. This section became Retention Theory, High-Impact Practices, and CREATE.  

Next, I used my review of the conversation group transcripts to build the section Integrating 

CREATE: Lessons Learned from Faculty. I designed each subsection to be discrete and to communicate 

something important, even in a quick skim. The three most prominent themes from the conversation 

groups were advice to use what you are already doing in class as a starting point for CREATE integration, 

to incentivize student participation with grades, and to use the supports available. I added additional 

themes based on issues I identified myself and conversations with the CREATE team, including how to 

engage fall courses with CREATE and how to increase audience attendance at CREATE. I linked some of 

this advice back to the literature and used quotes from the conversation groups to add a VIU-specific 

voice.  

I knew from the outset that I wanted a summary chapter on the supports available to 

professors. I developed this section using information gathered through conversation with the CREATE 

team and material already available on the VIU CREATE website. As with the faculty advice chapter, I 

highlighted the major themes for quick reading and then added supporting detail within each section. 

This chapter was intended to make support structures more visible and easier to use, rather than leaving 

faculty to piece them together across emails and webpages. 

As I wrote those chapters, I realized that a highly visual, one-page planning tool could help 

summarize the timing-related aspects of CREATE. I used PowerPoint to create the CREATE Planning 

Guide, which situates major planning tasks across pre-, early-, mid-, and end-term stages. I designed this 

guide to highlight key deadlines and major tasks for professors who wanted a quick overview before 

reading the full handbook. I also included a set of decision points to help instructors think through their 
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course design choices, followed by practical tips, contact information, and links to key CREATE 

resources. 

Lastly, I created my introduction and conclusion sections. I designed the introduction to include 

a hook and links to each section of the handbook, with key information about CREATE immediately 

available on the first page. I also included a key quote to help frame the purpose and tone of the 

resource. In the conclusion, I included my own thoughts on the future potential of CREATE. Two key 

questions repeatedly emerged throughout the project: why CREATE had not yet become a linchpin 

event for the VIU community, and why it was not more visibly leveraged as a recruitment tool. While 

these questions fell outside the scope of this thesis, I chose to address them in the handbook's 

conclusion as additional practical recommendations, so the resource ended not only with guidance, but 

with future possibilities. 

To support the visual design, I also used Pressbooks CSS features to create custom tables, 

textboxes, and formatting elements. The learning curve was steep for what began as a few visual 

tweaks, although I had some prior HTML experience to build from. I used a combination of the 

W3Schools website (W3Schools, n.d.) and generative AI (Anthropic, 2024; OpenAI, 2024) to develop and 

test CSS code, and the process involved substantial trial and error. Many design ideas had to be set aside 

due to time or technical constraints. I was also mindful that the handbook needed to remain easily 

editable for future users, so overusing custom CSS would have made the later revisions harder for the 

CREATE team. One major element I was able to add using CSS was a custom ‘In This Section’ textbox, 

which functioned as a miniature table of contents and gave readers a quicker snapshot of the chapter 

structure. 
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Ethical Considerations 

The primary ethical considerations for this project were addressed through the REB process. The 

most important issue for the handbook itself was anonymizing quotes and removing identifying 

information before including faculty voices in the final text. This process was not always straightforward, 

particularly when participants referenced specific courses or events that could lead to indirect 

identification. However, this risk was anticipated during the REB review and addressed through consent 

language, allowing time for preparation and consultation with the broader research team. I took 

precautions to remove or generalize details that could make quotes identifiable, including references to 

specific classes, events, or contexts. 

Beyond anonymization, the project also followed the broader ethical procedures established 

through the REB process, including voluntary participation, clear consent, and participants’ ability to 

review and edit their own transcript content before use. Because this project drew on faculty 

conversation-group data for design purposes, maintaining confidentiality and participant control over 

their contributions was essential. Overall, I followed the REB-approved procedures and consent 

processes throughout the project. 

Target Audience and Future Use 

 The intended audience for this handbook is primarily VIU teaching faculty, and the intended 

owner of the handbook is the SRCA office, specifically the CREATE team. I designed the handbook to be 

easily editable so the CREATE team can continue adapting it as their needs change. For example, if there 

are important sections I overlooked, if new research suggests additional content is needed, or if further 

resources are available the handbook can be revised accordingly. 

There is also potential for the handbook to be shared through BCcampus as part of an open 

education initiative. Although the content is VIU-specific, it can help other institutions think through 
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how to build or strengthen similar programming. My main goal in this thesis project was to create a 

practical and useful tool; broader use of the project would be a welcome outcome. 
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Chapter 4 – The Project Product 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the completed project: a CREATE instructor handbook developed in 

Pressbooks and designed for VIU teaching faculty. The handbook translates the retention theory, high-

impact practices literature, and faculty conversation-group insights described in Chapter 3 into a 

practical, accessible resource to support course-level integration of CREATE. The handbook is available 

online at https://pressbooks.bccampus.ca/dosipovitch/ and a version will be owned and maintained by 

VIU’s Scholarship, Research, and Creative Activity office. 

The Handbook 

The handbook is organized into six sections, comprised of an introduction, a quick-start how-to 

guide, a background section on retention theory and HIPs, a faculty advice section drawing on 

conversation-group insights, an overview of available supports, and a concluding reflection on CREATE’s 

future potential. It was built using Pressbooks via BCcampus, which ensures open access, editability, and 

long-term maintainability by the SRCA team (BCcampus, n.d.). 

Snapshots of the Online Resource 

 Below I have highlighted several representative images from the final handbook design. These 

images depict four key themes throughout the handbook, including: CSS design elements, usage of 

faculty voices, internal linking, and the visual abstract and planning guide.  

Design Elements 

Custom CSS was used to create two recurring navigation textboxes throughout the handbook. 

The dark teal “Quick Navigation” textbox appears at the top of the handbook and links readers directly 

to each section. The lighter teal “In This Section” textbox appears at the opening of each chapter and 
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functions as a miniature table of contents, allowing readers to jump to subsections directly (Figure 1). An 

example of the CSS code used to build the “In This Section” callout textboxes is depicted in Figure 2.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 

CSS Code for the In This Section Textbox 

Figure 1 

Quick Navigation and In This Section Textboxes 
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Faculty Voices 

Anonymized quotes from the faculty conversation groups are woven throughout the handbook 

to anchor sections in VIU-specific experience. Quotes appear in several formats; the examples below 

illustrate two: as a standalone pull quote to set tone (Figure 3), and as an extended block quote to 

support a key theme (Figure 4).  

Figure 3 

Example of a Faculty Pull Quote in the Handbook Introduction 

Figure 4 

Example of a Faculty Block Quote in the Incentivize Students Section 
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Internal Linking 

Pressbooks' online format enables internal navigation throughout the handbook. Creating an 

internal link involves placing an anchor (Figure 5, top panel) at the destination location and connecting a 

hyperlink to it from elsewhere in the text (Figure 5, bottom panel). This allows terms such as "High-

Impact Practices" to link directly to the relevant background section, reducing the need to read linearly.  

Note. The top panel depicts the use of an anchor to a section containing information on High-Impact 

Practices. The bottom panel depicts the hyperlink that will navigate to the corresponding anchor.  

Visual Abstracts and Planning Guide 

The handbook includes two original visual abstracts created in Miro: a Venn diagram situating 

CREATE within the broader landscape of HIPs, and a flow diagram connecting CREATE’s features to 

Tinto’s (2017) pillars of retention and improved student outcomes (Figure 6). A CREATE Planning Guide 

developed in PowerPoint provides a visual, term-by-term planning timeline for instructors (Figure 7). 

 

Figure 5 

Example of Internal Linking to the High-Impact Practices Section 



CREATE-ING RETENTION   45 

 
Figure 6 

Visual Abstracts Illustrating CREATE’s Relationship to HIPs and Retention Theory 
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Conclusion 

The snapshots presented in this chapter illustrate the breadth and accessibility of the completed  

Handbook, and are representative of the larger project linked above. Chapter 5 reflects on the learning 

gained through the design process and outlines recommendations for future use and development of 

the resource. 

  

Figure 7 

CREATE Planning Guide 
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Chapter 5 – Discussion and Conclusions 

Project Summary 

This project addressed the guiding question: How can retention theory and research on high-

impact practices be translated into a faculty-facing handbook that supports the integration of the 

CREATE conference into course design at VIU? Rather than treating CREATE only as a student-facing 

event, I approached it as a faculty-supported curricular opportunity. To that end, I developed a CREATE 

instructor handbook designed to help professors integrate CREATE into their courses informed by 

retention theory and High-Impact Practices (HIPs). The handbook was shaped by the retention and HIP 

literature, faculty conversation groups, and discussions with the SRCA team about their practical needs. 

At its core, the project contended that CREATE’s impact depends on its deliberate integration 

into course experiences. The handbook therefore functions as a practical, faculty-facing resource 

intended to reduce barriers to integration and to strengthen alignment between CREATE, course design, 

and student outcomes. While the project did not evaluate the effects of the handbook on faculty 

practice or retention outcomes, it created a foundation for SRCA to use and build on over time. The 

remainder of this chapter outlines the key learning from the design process, the implications and 

recommendations that emerged from the project, and an action plan for implementation.  

Project Learning 

 Here I discuss my learning through the process of designing the handbook. It focuses on my 

main takeaways while translating retention and HIP literature into a practical faculty resource, including 

the decisions that shaped the handbook and the challenges of designing a product for real use within 

the VIU context. 
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Theory to Practice 

I found a wealth of literature on student retention but translating that knowledge into a usable 

faculty resource proved much harder than I expected. Ironically, early in my research I found a quote by 

Kimball and Gowen who said, “it is clear that nearly a century of relevant empirical inquiry…has done 

little to provide the answers that higher education administrators, student affairs professionals, 

instructors, and policymakers seek” (Kimball & Gowen, 2023, p. 234). This did not inspire confidence in 

my endeavor. However, I came to embrace the challenge of uniting theory with reality.  

Repeatedly I saw mentions in the literature that one-size-fits-all solutions do not work, so I 

grounded my work in the specific context of CREATE at VIU. I thought through each of Tinto’s (2017) 

pillars of retention and connected them to aspects of the VIU experience at CREATE. These guided me 

through the transcripts of the faculty conversation groups, where I saw clear connections from reality 

back to the theory. Once I saw those connections, I needed to transform them into practical advice. 

Speaking with the CREATE team helped to make this transition. I learned what their needs were and 

how the pieces I found could address those issues. From there, I wove together the faculty voices, the 

CREATE team's needs, and the supporting literature into practical guidance. 

What I learned was to approach future questions of practice in the reverse order. It is easy to 

read a book that tells teachers that this new research-backed method is the best way to teach; 

sometimes those books inspire teachers to try something new. In my own experience, those ideas rarely 

stick, an observation backed by the literature (e.g., Guskey, 2002). Without context, I find books on 

pedagogy a barrage of information addressing a problem that may not exist in my (or another reader’s) 

practice. Therefore, it’s important to start with assessing current blind spots or weaknesses in practice. 

Then, collect information about the problem to understand its context and to know what has already 

been tried. When the problem and context are connected, then theory and research can affect change 
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in practice. Rather than reading to find problems, I now know to read to find solutions to problems that 

have been determined. In effect, and almost ironically, I came to intuitively rehash the Spirals of Inquiry 

(Timperley et al., 2014) a model that guides educators through iterative cycles of inquiry, from 

identifying a problem to acting on evidence, despite having used it in my educational leadership 

coursework leading to this thesis. That broader lesson about context and application shaped the rest of 

the project, especially the key decisions I had to make about framing CREATE and selecting a retention 

model. 

Key Decisions 

 Decision-making is not my strong suit. I am often paralyzed by the infinite possibilities of the 

universe and want to weigh all pertinent information, a clear impossibility. However, my thesis needed a 

centre, and I needed to make decisions I could commit to throughout the process. This challenge 

became most visible in two decisions that shaped the handbook: how to frame CREATE in relation to 

high-impact practices and which retention model to use as the primary lens. 

CREATE as a High-Impact Practice. 

One of the biggest decisions I made early on was whether to argue that CREATE in itself qualifies 

as a HIP. I ultimately decided against this; though I believed it could be or had the future potential to be 

classified as a HIP, that conclusion required more data. When I examined the hallmarks of HIPs laid out 

by Kuh (2008), CREATE aligned clearly in some areas, particularly in its public demonstration of 

competence and its opportunities for students to discover real-world relevance, but fell short of a 

definitive classification in others. Most notably, whether CREATE reliably provides frequent and 

structured feedback and requires significant student time and effort depends heavily on how individual 

instructors design their courses, which is outside the scope of this study. Given this variability, declaring 

CREATE a HIP was not a conclusion the available data could support.  
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 Instead, I centred CREATE as a HIP-supporting activity. CREATE is an outlet that provides one 

clear part of HIPs: public demonstration of competence. CREATE gives a platform for students to share 

their experiences from a variety of learning environments. Whether presenting a biology lab, working to 

set up the pop-up bakery, or discussing problems of nursing ethics, students participating in CREATE are 

expected to communicate those experiences publicly. If the work itself can be classified as a HIP, then 

participation in CREATE can be classified as a HIP-supporting event.   

Selecting a Retention Model. 

Another major decision was choosing a retention model from a rich literature, a thorough 

history of which is described by Berger et al. (2012). My lens as a scientist and chemistry teacher gave 

me a way to navigate that decision. In my own epistemological frame, what social sciences often call 

theories mapped more closely to my concept of a model: a useful representation of a complex 

phenomenon, or a predictive tool (Next Generation Science Standards, 2013). That realization mattered 

because it redirected me from seeking a perfect theory to choosing a useful model. Seeing retention 

theories as models allowed me to connect to what I already knew. I thought about the Bohr model of 

the atom: it is incomplete, but we still teach it because it remains useful for understanding and 

communication. I came to see retention models in a similar way. No single model was going to be 

complete, and it was acceptable to choose one that was coherent, useful, and well matched to my 

contextual needs. 

Tinto’s (2017) model made the most sense to me. I found it logical, practical, and aligned with 

the way I understood student experience. There were clear parallels in my own undergraduate 

experience, where the interplay between sense of belonging, self-efficacy, and perceptions of 

curriculum was influential in my decision-making. Although I encountered various critiques of Tinto’s 

work (e.g., Museus & LePeau, 2023), I also saw how his thinking developed over time. These shifts in 
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language and emphasis responded to earlier limitations, for example evidenced by the evolution of 

integration theory into sense of belonging. That development increased my confidence in using Tinto’s 

(2017) model as the primary framework for the handbook.  

Handbook Design 

 Prior to this thesis, I had never created a resource like the handbook developed here. Although 

it seemed manageable at the outset, the practical realities made it much more daunting. Designing the 

handbook required careful thought, from determining what information to include to how it should be 

organized and presented. Faced with tens of pages of transcript data, I continually asked myself what I 

would want to know if I were in the instructor’s position. This question guided my decisions, helping me 

trim unnecessary detail and arrive at the conclusion that less was more. In my opinion, a handbook is 

more likely to be used when it is short and accessible, especially with the impact of technology on 

attention spans (T. Johnson, 2011). 

 The process was not easy. I had a substantial amount of information at my disposal and initially 

wanted to include it all. While I recognize the literature review may contain more detail than necessary, 

I wanted that information available to anyone interested. To account for that tension, I tried to build the 

handbook in a way where the background section was skippable. I intentionally focused on mentioning 

terms, such as HIPs, throughout the handbook while using internal links to navigate readers directly to 

the corresponding pieces of the background. I feel the how-to, advice, support sections landed where I 

hoped: informational yet concise. In the advice section, I purposefully chose headings that 

communicated a core message, even if the reader did not engage with the full text.  

 Analyzing the transcripts included looking for similar themes and identifying quotes clearly 

demonstrating those themes. I was able to include many of the voices from the conversation groups, 
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some quoted and some with the message extracted into a broader concept. I found that anchoring a 

section around a particular quote helped guide the structure and section content.  

 Learning Pressbooks was more frustrating than I thought it would be. There are many built-in 

features, though some work better than others. For example, I struggled with the sidebar feature that 

was too thin and the inability to change font sizes. I often had to go into the HTML code to get the 

effects I wanted or to align boxes and text appropriately. For features that did not work in the way I 

hoped, I utilized various resources to learn the CSS code. This failed often, so I also tried using 

generative AI to develop pieces of code as a starting place. While this approach proved more effective, 

there were limitations I could not fully address through coding. My advice for someone starting out with 

Pressbooks is to stick to the built-in features and styles and avoid overly designing the book.  

Overall, the project design process taught me that the central challenge was not finding data or 

information but translating it into a usable form for faculty. The most significant learning was theory 

became useful only when it was grounded in a specific institutional context, shaped by faculty voices, 

and developed into a practical design format. This shifted my understanding of how to approach 

educational change. Rather than beginning with abstract best practices, I learned to begin with a real 

problem of practice and use literature and research to build a context-specific response. 

Project Limitations 

A key limitation of this project is also, paradoxically, one of its strengths. The handbook was 

intentionally designed for CREATE at VIU, grounded in the same context-specific, problem-driven 

approach that the literature supports. That specificity increased its usefulness for SRCA and VIU 

instructors, as it reflects local processes, CREATE timelines, and faculty experiences. However, it also 

limits the handbook's direct transferability to other institutions. That said, the retention principles 

underpinning CREATE, such as Tinto's (2017) model of student persistence, are well-established and 
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widely applicable. Other institutions could use the handbook as a framework, adapting its structure and 

strategies to fit their own contexts and student populations. 

An additional limitation was the faculty input. The conversation groups consisted of small, self-

selected groups of instructors who had already chosen to incorporate CREATE into their courses. 

Although their insights were extremely valuable, they did not represent faculty who had not yet adopted 

CREATE, whose perspectives may have revealed additional barriers or support needs.  

Another important limitation was this project focused on handbook design without handbook 

evaluation. I developed the handbook as a practical tool intended to support faculty and improve how 

CREATE was integrated into courses, but I did not evaluate its usability or impact. I also did not examine 

whether use of the handbook affected the quality or consistency of CREATE-aligned course design, 

increased student participation, or influenced retention-related outcomes. I see this as a clear area for 

future research. A next phase could look at how faculty use the handbook, which sections they find most 

constructive, and whether the resource contributed to changes in course design, student outcomes, or 

retention. In that sense, the handbook was an important first step, but not the end of the work. 

Implications and Recommendations 

My thesis project had implications beyond the production of a single handbook. The design 

process clarified how faculty support, course design, and institutional context shaped whether CREATE 

functioned as a meaningful learning opportunity for students. It also reinforced practical educational 

change did not begin with abstract best practices alone, but with a clearly defined problem of practice 

and a resource designed for the people responsible for implementation. The following implications and 

recommendations focus on faculty practice, CREATE and institutional support, and future research and 

professional practice. 
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Implications for Faculty Practice 

 The HIP literature indicates that CREATE’s greatest impact depends on intentional integration 

into courses. While not every CREATE experience will qualify as a HIP, faculty can use HIP-informed 

design to strengthen student outcomes and support retention. In practice, this means the quality of the 

student experience will depend heavily on faculty scaffolding projects into their courses, including core 

elements of HIPs such as regular feedback, sustained student efforts over a period of time, meaningful 

reflections by students, and appropriately high expectations (Kuh, 2008). These factors suggest the 

CREATE deliverable needs to be threaded throughout the course, rather than added only at the end. 

Research also showed engagement with faculty outside of the classroom improved student outcomes 

(Capik & Shupp, 2023; Kuh et al., 2008; McDaniel et al., 2024; Milem & Berger, 1997), so faculty should 

see themselves as partners in CREATE implementation rather than as conduits for information. 

Implications for CREATE and Institutional Support 

One implication of this project was CREATE support needs to be more than student-event 

coordination or student knowledge mobilization. If CREATE is expected to contribute to student learning 

and retention-related outcomes, then faculty support must be part of the core strategy. This project 

reinforces that professors are not just passing information along to students but are designing the 

learning experiences that lead students to CREATE in the first place. That means SRCA’s role is not only 

to advertise deadlines, registration, and formats, but also to support implementation. In practice, this 

reinforces the value of what SRCA already does, such as in-class visits, faculty-facing guidance, and 

practical tools to help instructors think through timing, assignment design, feedback, and student 

preparation. Also, there is a likely need for faculty support that reaches beyond already engaged 

instructors, especially those who were unsure how to begin or uncertain whether CREATE will fit their 

courses. 
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A second implication is that CREATE needs consistent and adaptable support structures. Faculty 

benefit from a clear starting point, but support materials must account for disciplinary variation.  The 

handbook will be useful because it provides a shared foundation while leaving room for instructors to be 

creative and to adapt CREATE to their own needs. For SRCA, the handbook remains a living document, 

supporting ongoing revision. As CREATE continues to evolve, SRCA can strengthen this work by updating 

the handbook with new examples, recurring faculty questions, common barriers, and additional 

discipline-specific strategies. In this way, the handbook serves not only as a faculty resource, but also as 

a mechanism for SRCA to provide ongoing, responsive support. 

Implications for Professional Practice and Future Research 

 This project reinforced for me the importance of using a structured framework for educational 

change. Following the Spirals of Inquiry (Timperley et al., 2014), I worked through identifying a real 

problem of practice, focusing on impact, examining contributing factors, determining needed learning, 

and taking action. The final two stages of checking whether a difference was made and scanning for 

impact on learners were not within the scope of this project. If I were to repeat this project, I would 

have led with the faculty groups and conversations with SRCA before tackling the literature. This 

sequence aligns more closely with a grounded theory-informed approach (Charmaz, 2006), one that 

delays theoretical framing to allow patterns to emerge from the data first, keeping the literature search 

responsive to the specific research context rather than assumed in advance. That order would have 

given me a more critical and discerning lens for finding relevant literature, rather than making early 

assumptions about what would be most applicable. 

A key limitation of this project was that it produced a resource without evaluating its effects, which 

meant the “checking” and “scanning” phases of the spiral (Timperley et al., 2014) were left incomplete. 

Those longer-term phases were beyond the scope of a time-limited master’s-level graduate project. The 
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next phase of this work should examine whether use of the handbook changed faculty practice, how it 

was used, and whether it contributed to student-level outcomes. Future research questions could 

include: 

• To what extent do faculty use the handbook? 

• Which sections are most/least useful? 

• Does the handbook affect course design? 

• Is handbook use associated with increased student participation in CREATE? 

• Are there measurable retention-related effects? 

These questions may help clarify the relationship between faculty use of the handbook and student 

outcomes. Prior research supported CREATE’s positive effects on sense of belonging (Stiwich & Ross, 

2022), and SRCA’s current second-year retention project will also help to measure CREATE’s relationship 

to Tinto’s (2017) constructs of self-efficacy and perception of curriculum. Taken together, these lines of 

inquiry could better inform SRCA on how to improve CREATE and how to adapt the handbook in 

response to the data.    

Action Plan 

The immediate action plan for this project is to finalize and publish the handbook in Pressbooks 

and transition it to SRCA as a faculty-facing CREATE resource. Given the handbook’s design as a living 

document, SRCA will need an explicit plan for stewardship including updating time-sensitive information 

(e.g., deadlines and supports), adding new examples, and responding to recurring faculty questions. 

Without active use and revision, the handbook’s impact will be limited. 

A second action priority is ensuring the handbook reaches faculty in a way that supports use 

rather than becoming another ignored communication. This will require embedding the resource into 

existing faculty touchpoints, such as new faculty orientation, faculty meetings, workshops, and direct 
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outreach to faculty interested in CREATE-based assignments. Faculty time constraints and the need for 

long-term upkeep pose clear challenges. Consequently, the handbook’s success depends not only on 

publication, but on SRCA positioning it as part of ongoing faculty partnership and CREATE planning. 

Conclusion 

This thesis project resulted in a faculty-facing CREATE handbook that translated retention theory 

and HIP literature into a practical resource for course design at VIU. In answering the guiding question, I 

argued that VIU can more effectively leverage CREATE not simply by promoting the event itself, but by 

supporting faculty in intentionally integrating CREATE into their courses, with attention to scaffolding, 

relevance, feedback, and student preparation.  

The handbook was shaped by the literature, faculty conversation groups, and the needs of 

SRCA, and was designed as a living document capable of evolving alongside CREATE and changing faculty 

needs. Because the project emphasized design rather than implementation, it did not evaluate the 

handbook’s effects on faculty practice or student outcomes. Instead, it provided SRCA with a tool that 

can be implemented, revised, and studied in future phases of this work.  

Ultimately, this thesis suggests that efforts to strengthen CREATE should focus not only on the 

event itself, but also on the course design and faculty decisions that prepare students to participate 

meaningfully. More broadly, the project's lasting contribution lies not only in the handbook, but in the 

model it offers for translating a local problem of practice into a practical, research-informed response. 
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