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INTRODUCTION 

With the advent of COVID-19, the entire world had 
to figure out quickly how to navigate everything 
differently. The world came to a complete halt with 
no time to prepare anyone just how to engage 
remotely. This became a particular challenge for 
educators at all levels of education from K-12 to 
higher education. What complicated things further 
was that it all happened during the regular school 
year. Educators had the extraordinary challenge of 
figuring out how to continue scheduled educational 
mandates while maintaining the integrity of 
educational lessons. The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted every aspect of life as we know it. Not 
only are educators grappling with how to remotely communicate with students but also how to 
determine appropriate grading, testing, and evaluations to determine whether students have met the 
requirements to move forward to the next level of their education. In prior years community 
colleges worked in tandem with high school staff, guidance counselors, and teachers to decide 
logistically where best to provide College Readiness Now program services.   

Even more importantly is how to impart those lessons to students in a one-to-one or group setting. 
Educators at all levels have had to embrace the use of technology both in and out of the classroom 
to adjust to the pandemic. Many teachers used social media platforms as a unique way to engage 
with their students during this time. 

PROBLEM STATEMENT  

Making remote education even more challenging are the disparities in households’ connectivity.  
While the general public assumes that students have access to the internet, educators know that 
many low-income students and those living in rural areas have significant challenges obtaining 
reliable internet access. An article in Education Weekly by Benjamin Harold from April 10, 2020, 
titled “The Disparities in Remote Learning Under Coronavirus” listed BASIC TECHNOLOGY 
ACCESS as the as number one disparity students face in remote learning.  He wrote, “The gaps in 
Basic Technology access are particularly stark along socioeconomic lines; two thirds of low- income 
families lack access to basic technology.  Many low- income students living in rural area have poor 
connectivity.  Many teachers from low- income areas will communicate more using other tools to 
remotely communicate with students, text messages, social media and printed materials using snail 
mail”.1 

According to the U.S. Department of Education, “Students who attend college or who drop out 
quickly are predominantly persons from low-income families, living in underdeveloped areas within 

 
1 Citation-Education Weekly by Benjamin Harold, April 10, 2020, entitled “Disparities in remote learning under 
coronavirus”. 
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major cities or in sparsely populated rural areas, and who have attended ineffective elementary and 
secondary schools.  Inadequate academic preparation is the key factor in lack of college success”.2 

Low-income students face daily disruptions, and a best practice for many of these low-income 
students is to have regular contact to help keep them focused on tasks at hand. There is also a lack 
of childcare, and for many students negotiating parenting and transitioning from high school to 
college presents its own particular challenges.  It is important to assist students in personal areas that 
may negatively affect their education. 

A first-generation college student often feels isolated because family members who have not 
attended college are less likely to understand or be sympathetic to college-related stresses. In 
addition, many low-income students, first generation students, and students with disabilities often 
feel great pressure to succeed.  First generation students are particularly under a lot of stress because 
of expectations of their family members. 

Being mentally unprepared also presents challenges to students. Transitioning from high school to 
college for many students is extremely difficult. Students are often ill prepared to take complete 
responsibility for their education. Students must navigate college without parental and sometimes 
the educator’s encouragement. 

Students may also feel as if it is a poor academic fit. Low-income students often have many personal 
distractions, as listed earlier, and often they do not have the luxury of extending their education 
beyond time allotted. This leads to more low -income students dropping out and not completing 
their degrees.3 

PROGRAM GOAL 

The goal of College Readiness Now (CRN) is to increase the number of college ready students in 
math/or English by the time they graduate high school by fostering community colleges and high 
school partnerships that improve student success.4 The COVID-19 pandemic has not changed that 
goal, but now means colleges must achieve this goal remotely. The success of CRN is rooted in the 
relationships established with CRN staff at the county colleges throughout the state, high school 
administrators, principals, guidance counselors, teachers, students, and parents. Those relationships 
required many face-to-face meetings and various presentations to school administrators, principals, 
guidance counselors, students, and parents. Communication to students and parents should include 
the value and benefit of college success.  

A quote from Dr. Pam Y. Eddinger, Chair, Achieving the Dream Board of Directors, is applicable 
to our work in CRN. “When we focus on meeting students – all students – where they are, and on 
understanding that their unique experiences are what bring such cultural wealth to our community 
colleges, we do a service both to the students and to their institution.” 5  

 
2 Citation- US Department of Education, Increasing college opportunities for low income students. 
3 Citation- Most valuable College Resources for Low-Income students, expert contributor- Felice Rollins 
4 New Jersey Council of County Colleges, College Readiness Now VI (CRNVI) 
5 Citation- Dr. Pam Y Eddinger, Chair “Achieving the Dream” Board of directors 
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PRACTICES USED TO RECRUIT AND RETAIN STUDENTS IN THE 
VIRTUAL ENVIRONMENT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Strategies for CRN implementation at various community colleges will differ to meet the needs of 
the students and communities served by the different community colleges throughout New Jersey.  
Decisions will be made on presentation design and promotional material design based on the 
consensus of CRN team for the purposes of recruiting students at designated high schools.  
According to a study published by Sprout Central, “Two thirds of high school students say that 
social media conversations influence their decision on where to enroll in college.”  That means 
colleges can use social media to recruit students using virtual campus tours, academic programs, 
school policies, and traditions that are crucial to the decision-making process. According to this 
study, there are several steps educators can take to enhance student recruitment through social 
media.   

• Make sure the admissions team is centered towards social media success and draws in the 
public eye.   
 

• Build a large virtual following. 
 

• Diversity and LGBTQ issues are popular talking points at 
this time, trending topics definitely draw in the public eye. 
 

• In order to build your number of followers, it is important 
to follow and understand the trends of the social media site you are using, as illustrated 
below from Social Media Examiner: 
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• Make content creative and interesting as well as post often so content can drive impressions (like 
comments, shares, etc.). Creative content will draw the attention of future students and begin a 
dialogue about your posts and your institution.  
 

• Make sure the social media accounts have an easy to follow application linked to them so that 
potential students can directly apply to the college from each post or social networking site.6   

It is always best when registration is one click away. Don’t lose your audience by making them 
search for content.  

During this unusual time, students are using multiple social media sites to engage virtually since 
traditional methods are not available. Each social media venue has its own unique way of laying out 
information and communicating with friends and followers. Some students have their favorites and 
some use them all based upon their needs. Every student is different on how they obtain and 

 
6 Citation- 4 Steps for using Social to Recruit College Students, by Michael Patterson, April 20, 2020 
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communicate information. Some students are more private while others are more open to how they 
are feeling about what their next journey in life or educational endeavor will be. By using social 
media sites that students are using, your approach can vary from intense and very interactive to low 
key and one-on-one engagement.   

 

 

 

The Pew Research Center states that 73 percent of Americans who are 12 to 17 years of age are 
using social networking sites every single day, spending 9 hours a day on these sites. Since many 
students think about what colleges and universities to apply to as early as freshman year and they 
apply during their senior year, they become well-versed over those four years in the programs and 
colleges that catch their eye. Many of them share this information with friends and classmates, 
creating exponential exposure among interested parties. Pew adds that, “From the admissions 
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perspective there is a known power that comes when students begin to recruit one another through 
viral marketing.” 7  

Recommendations for Using Social Media Platforms 

Instagram  

• Create interesting content (videos and pictures) that draw in the students;  
 

• Host contests that encourage users to share content, comment, like, and tag others as well;  
 

• Create hashtags that will enhance Instagram algorithms so that content will appear on the 
explore page and is more noticeable to the public who are not already following your account; 

 
• Engage with prospective students. Direct message, comment on posts, like their content. Be 

sure to create a direct relationship and seem personable through Instagram; and  
 

• To increase the audience and number of people reached, you can boost your post to create 
larger audiences. Please note, page boosts usually have associated fees.  

The Pew study shows that 60% of people say they discover new products on the platform, while 
75% take action after being inspired by a post.   

 

Facebook   

• Make your posts are creative so that the information is displayed in a way that will make viewers 
want to read it (a new development, offer, blog post, etc.);  
 

• Pose questions that encourage users to comment and offer feedback; 
 

• Utilize paid ads to promote content; and  
 

• Post visually appealing content with headlines that also encourage users to read it. 

 

Twitter  

• Engage on current trending topics or things going on in the news/media; use relevant hashtags 
that will be more noticeable by the public;  
 

• Personalize tweets with students or tag people;  
 

 
7 Citation- https://www.credohighered.com/blog/use-social-media-as-recruitment-tool 
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• Make hashtags that are trending; and  
 

• Use paid advertising to drive engagement.  
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Although some of the suggestions on each social media venue are similar, each site has its own 
unique way on how it is delivered. These tips can and will help college recruitment through the vast 
range and potential of social media to inform prospective students about the benefits of 
participating in the CRN program at community colleges. In these unprecedented times, the skillful 
use of social media has become paramount in helping colleges recruit students. 

Pew also reports that parents use a range of social media platforms, with Facebook topping the list.  
Parents are particularly active on Facebook and LinkedIn, while non-parents use Instagram more 
frequently”.8  

 

INTRUSIVE ADVISEMENT 

Heisserer, D,L., & Parette, P (2002). define intrusive advising as “…an intervention with an at-risk 
student is that is designed to (a) facilitate informed, responsible decision making (b) increase student 
motivation toward activities in his/her social/academic community, and (c) ensure the probability of 
student’s academic success.”9 

Intrusive advising is key in not only recruiting students but 
also retaining them. As educators and service providers, we 
all know that as challenging as it is to recruit students for our 
various programs, at times it can be just as hard to retain 
them. For many reasons, students can easily become 
distracted, fall behind in their coursework, and drop out of 
programs they initially committed to. The value students see 
at the moment you initially engage them can easily be pushed 
to the side by other issues and dynamics that they may be 

going through in their everyday life. Developing a consistent line of communication will allow you 
to develop relationships with students, and also create a level of trust so that you can intervene and 
provide resources that can relieve certain pressures and issues students may be facing that caused 
them to fall behind or drop out of your programs. These issues can vary, but many are:  

• Transportation: Many students depend on a school bus or public transportation to get them to 
and from school. They are unable to attend after school programing because they have no way 
to get home after programming.  
 

• Employment: As high school seniors, getting a job becomes a key priority in becoming more 
independent and/or contributing to their households. Many of these jobs would have to take 
place during after school hours and can make it difficult for students to attend after school 
programming. 

 

 
8 Citation- PEW Research Center surveys Sept.11-14 and 18-21 2014 
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2015/07/16/parents-and-social-media/ 
9 Citation- Heisserer & Parette (2002), Three Studies on First-Generation College  
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• Childcare: Whether a younger sibling or even a child of their own, the commitment of taking 
care of a child is a huge responsibility that could also prevent students from participating in 
afterschool programming.  

 
• Boredom and/or other difficulty: Student can sometimes lose interest and see no connection 

between the information they are learning and the goals they trying to obtain through college 
attendance. Also, student may be having difficulty with assignments and are reluctant to reach 
out for help.  

Whatever the issues may be, intrusive advising could be a key in maintaining connections with 
students in the various college programs. Knowing these issues exist and are hindering a certain 
student from maximum participation in programming will allow educators and service providers to 
offer resources to students that they may not be aware of, or were hesitant to utilize. Helping 
students become more resilient is key to completing any achievement or success. Colleges must be 
equipped to assist low income students facing these challenges. It is important to have seasoned 
advisors to help students through their challenges and barriers to success. During COVID-19, one-
to-one advisement will more than likely be taking place remotely. Services must address the 
individualized needs of students, i.e. laptop availability, internet connectivity, and even provide 
assistance or referrals for personal issues that may negatively affect successful outcomes. 
Establishing relationships through regular contact that is supportive, understanding, and resourceful 
may be effective in retaining students. Keep the students’ goals in the forefront. Constantly remind 
students of end goals to their road to success. Listen to students carefully during this time of 
COVID-19 to better assess individual needs. Let students know that you are available to talk to 
them during and between weekly check ins. Advise students of additional academic help and 
resources that may be available at college or on- line.   

IN-PERSON PRACTICE DURING COVID-19 / RETURN TO NORMALCY 

In keeping with the various strategies and best 
practices, I have incorporated many of those tools in 
reimaging CRN recruitment and retention upon 
returning to face-to-face programming and including 
what we learned from remote programming. During 
my tenure as a consultant for recruitment and 
retention, the previous strategies were very successful 
and can be transitioned to provide those services 
remotely: 

• Continue to work collaboratively with CRN staff at community colleges to promote and achieve 
goals and objectives.  Utilize web-based meeting tools, such as Zoom, to meet at least weekly or 
as needed to accomplish the goals and objectives established for designated high schools. 
 

• Create webinars and PowerPoint presentations for high school administrators, principals, and 
guidance staff, as well as students and their parents that are interactive and clearly explain CRN, 
the benefits of CRN, and the benefits of achieving a college degree.  
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• Create opportunities for on-time Q&A engagements to address any questions and concerns of 

high school administrators, principals, and guidance staff at all designated high schools and for 
students and their parents about CRN. 

 
• Establishing relationships that allow authentic communication to convey concerns and interests 

in issues all parties may have is essential. Keep in mind many staff at high schools and colleges 
have adequate technology resources. How we communicate with students, especially low-income 
and rural students with limited accessibility to internet connectivity, is essential to keeping them 
engaged. 

 
• Establish relationships with participants and their parents to address any barriers students and 

parents may have to successfully complete all program services.  
 

• CRN staff have been further assisted to address barriers of students through use of flexible 
spending authorized by the Office of the Secretary of Higher Education.  CRN staff were given 
the authorization to assist low income and rural students in acquiring necessary equipment and 
addressing students’ special transportation needs.  Also, the authorization includes the purchase 
of licenses for online CRN programs in math, English, and college success to be used in summer 
and online tutorial services for students participating in the Accelerated Learning Program. 

 
• Remote meetings with CRN staff should be held regularly and on an as needed basis. While high 

school seniors struggle with the loss of traditions and rituals they had looked forward to since 
they were freshman, such as prom and a traditional graduation, it is important to gage where 
they are emotionally. Those conversations and thoughts students may express are often on their 
social media outlets. Being aware and informed of students’ emotional issues allows students to 
see a more humanistic approach to relationships. Students will develop relationships of trust and 
share more with staff. Knowing what a student’s frustrations are will better inform colleges in 
how best to address expectations to help students in making a choice about higher education 
options.  

 
• Outreach to CRN students should take place weekly.  Students should be able to access the 

college’s CRN team allowing for flexible scheduling during this unprecedented time. 
 

• Monthly reporting should be provided outlining the goals & objectives and the particular 
nuances of each CRN program at the various community colleges.  Reporting should outline 
individualized recruitment and retention strategies. 

 
• Intrusive Advising will only allow colleges to assist students who are currently in various 

programs, as well as allow program coordinators to forecast issues that may hinder future 
students from attending programming.  
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• Rethink scheduling: Scheduled program hours can be the difference between whether the most 
interested and qualified students can attend your program. Some schools allow seniors to use 
free or study periods for CRN programming, so that their program would not interfere with 
after school obligations.  

 
• Learning Management Systems: In the face of schools moving to online remote instruction all 

over the country, learning management systems are even more resourceful in allowing CRN 
instructors to deliver trainings and assignments to participating students virtually. This will allow 
students to work on assignment and receive instruction on their free time, and also allow CRN 
instructors to track what students are falling behind in or where students need extra help. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The world has changed since the advent of COVID19 and everyone in every aspect of life has been 
forced to adapt including how we recruit and retain students in college programs. While everyone is 
attempting to figure out this new normal, I am reminded of the resilience of our fellow Americans.  
In researching best practices in this new virtual world, we must be open to making the infinite 
adjustments to ensure that all students experience the best we have to offer.  How we communicate 
with our students is paramount in achieving the most successful outcomes for our students.   We 
have many virtual tools to communicate and must be prepared to use all of them including 
telephone, text and of course snail mail.  Providing additional supports such as laptops, internet 
services where they are limited as well as most importantly being present to the issues, concerns, and 
possible fears of our students as they adjust physically, intellectually, and emotionally as pioneers in 
this new normal. 
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