
The Undergraduate Experience: Focusing Institutions 

on What Matters Most identifies successful practices in 

undergraduate education worthy of adoption by others. The 

foreword, written by Freeman A. Hrabowski III, President 

of University of Maryland, Baltimore County, highlights 

two overarching ideas that serve as the foundation 

for the book’s six themes. The first is that successful 

institutions have a culture of ‘positive restlessness’, which 

is a concept discussed by George Kuh and his co-authors 

in Student Success in College: Creating Conditions that 

Matter. Hrabowski describes institutions with positive 

restlessness as those that are ‘constantly seeking and 

striving to improve, determined not to be satisfied’ (p. viii). 

The second overarching idea is ‘optimism at a time when 

we need it more than ever’ due to the challenges facing 

higher education (p. viii). While the authors acknowledge 

the existence of obstacles that make success difficult, they 

still believe it is possible to achieve excellence. 

The introduction begins with a reference to 

Transforming a College: The Story of a Little-Known 

College’s Strategic Climb to National Distinction by 

George Keller. In this book, Keller presents the strategy 

Elon University used to transform itself (p. xvii). While 

they praise Keller’s study of Elon, the authors distinguish 

their work from Keller’s through their focus on successful 

practices at multiple institutions instead of just one as 

well as their articulation of the two questions below that 

they have written the book to address. 

‘What matters most in the undergraduate experience?’ 
‘What is possible when colleges and universities focus 
on what matters most’ (p. xviii)?

The book employs the positive deviant approach to 

discover those who have achieved success despite facing 

challenges so that others with similar challenges may 

adapt these successful practices to their situation. For 

those unfamiliar with it, the positive deviant approach 

is described and applied in detail in Pascale, Sternin, and 

Sternin (2010), and Heath and Heath (2010) develop a 

modified version of it with their focus on ‘bright spots’. 

From their study of ‘positive deviants’, the authors 

propose the following six themes as essential for creating 

successful undergraduate experiences: Learning matters, 

Relationships matter, Expectations matter, Alignment 

matters, Improvement matters, Leadership matters.

Each of the six themes has its own chapter, and each 

of these chapters includes action principles illustrated 

by multiple examples. One action principle for the 

chapter on learning is to ‘help students integrate learning 

opportunities’, and it is exemplified by Carlton College’s 

approach to curricular integration through integrative 

projects that ‘focus on transfer and synthesis across the 

disciplines’ (p. 35). The authors note that this curricular 

effort promoted collaborative course planning and led 

to academics and staff taking ownership for institutional 

learning goals (pp. 35-36). 

Another theme is that relationships matter. One 

example that highlights relationship building is Elon 

University’s weekly College Coffee events that occur 

for 40 minutes at a time when no classes are scheduled. 

These weekly gatherings allow academics, other staff, 

and students to interact, and their success provides 

support for the action principle of ‘encouraging everyone 

on campus to cultivate relationships’ (p. 60).  Another 

example is Duke University’s FLUNCH Program (Faculty 

Lunch) that funds ‘opportunities for students to invite 

faculty members for one-on-one lunches’ (p. 46). The 

FLUNCH Program is complemented by the FINvite 

Program (Faculty Invitation), which allows academics to 

invite students to dinner, with the University providing 

catered food and transportation for students (p. 46). These 

types of programs are not common across American 

higher education, but the authors argue that they should 

be because they strengthen relationships across the 

campuses in which they are used. 
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When describing the theme of institutional alignment, 

the authors describe how Christopher Newport 

University (CNU) calibrated course schedules, enhanced 

academic advising, provided early and frequent feedback 

on student performance, and created a comprehensive 

early-alert system (pp. 100-102).  All of these academic 

programs and campus practices were aligned to achieve 

the institutional mission, which resulted in a 10 per cent 

increase in retention and a 20 per cent increase in six-

year graduation rates (p. 103).  Although the authors do 

not always identify quantifiable results associated with 

the practices in the book, in the case of CNU these results 

validate the action principle to ‘align academic programs 

and campus practices’. 

In the chapter on improvement, the authors describe 

the Harvard Assessment Seminar initiated by Richard Light 

over 30 years ago (p. 118). These seminars were held over 

dinner each month and included academics and staff from 

other institutions.  At each seminar, participants would 

‘identify a question about students’ collegiate experiences 

and then create a plan to gather and analyse relevant 

evidence’ (p. 118). Participants discussed the results of 

their inquiry and used these results to inform efforts to 

improve student learning. While many academics bristle at 

the thought of assessment, the collegial research-oriented 

engagement described by Light presents an approach 

worthy of consideration.

The authors highlight the importance of leadership for 

those institutions seeking to improve. In exemplifying the 

principle of ‘articulating clear, aspirational goals linked to 

institutional mission and values’, readers return to CNU 

where the president, Paul Trimble, led a transformation 

of the institution. To accomplish this transformation, CNU 

‘sharpened its focus on the undergraduate experience and 

the arts and sciences, eliminated professional programs not 

in keeping with that vision, increased rigor of academic 

programs, and committed to a student-centred institutional 

culture’ (p. 143). This led to a 500 per cent increase in the 

number of applicants in ten years and a significant increase 

in applicant standardised test scores (p. 143).

The authors end the book by highlighting the 

importance of culture, especially ‘positive restlessness’ 

and the development and implementation of a strategic 

plan (pp. 166-167).  Another important component of 

successfully implementing the ideas in the book, they 

argue, is breaking down silos within institutions so that 

academics and other staff can collaborate to improve the 

undergraduate student experience (p. 172).

While the title includes the qualifier ‘American’ higher 

education, the book is relevant to Australian higher 

education, and its cases actually include non-American 

institutions. Those looking for in-depth case studies with 

rigorous application of theoretical perspectives will 

be disappointed. While the authors do employ some 

theoretical work, and actually rely on a significant list of 

references, their focus is on providing multiple successful 

examples in undergraduate education rather than focusing 

on just one or two. This makes the book of great use to 

practitioners (academics, staff, and administrators). The 

examples it provides are powerful, and the book would 

be very useful for an institution in the process of strategic 

planning. Because there is no discussion of criticism of the 

practices it presents or advice for implementation, those 

reading the book should consider it a launching point for 

further research and discussion of the successful practices 

it highlights.  The book would also be an excellent read 

for an institution-wide professional development program 

focused on improving an institution’s undergraduate 

experience. 

Chris Mayer is Associate Dean for Strategy, Policy and 

Assessment and an Assistant Professor of Philosophy at the 

United States Military Academy (West Point).
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this economy.
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