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DATE:         	January 15, 2025
TO:              	Joint Standing Committee on Education and Cultural Affairs
FROM:        	Chancellor Dannel P. Malloy, University of Maine System 
RE:              	Report on UMS First-Generation Student Enrollment and Success

P.L. 2013, ch. 166 requires public institutions of higher education in Maine to report to the Legislature annually about first-generation student enrollment and outcomes, as well as strategies to improve both. To meet this expectation consistently, the University of Maine System (UMS), the Maine Community College System and Maine Maritime Academy have established common definitions, including that a first-generation student means neither parent has completed the level of college degree relevant to the mission of the institution. In the case of Maine’s public universities, that is a bachelor’s degree. Notably, both UMS first-generation student enrollment and outcomes are increasing and the System’s first-generation student degree attainment rate is more than double the national average.
In Fall 2024, 41.6% of all UMS degree/certificate-seeking students were considered first-generation, up from 40.2% in Fall 2023. Among our incoming undergraduate students (first-time and transfer) in Fall 2024, 40.8% were first-generation. Our System’s modest first-generation student enrollment growth comes amid a national trend of fewer first-generation students pursuing postsecondary education. It is driven by UMS innovations in access that are also increasing overall enrollment, including our region-leading affordability and initiatives to reduce barriers to education and opportunities like free early college and direct admissions — through which our public universities proactively admit promising Maine high school students without requiring them to navigate the traditional application process. 
The percentage of UMS undergraduate first-generation students by type is below:
	
	Fall 2022
	Fall 2023
	Fall 2024

	All Degree/Certificate-Seeking 
	40.1%
	40.2%
	41.6%

	Full-Time, Degree/Certificate-Seeking 
	36.8%
	37.3%
	39.3%

	All Entering (First-Time and Transfer) 
	39.6%
	40.4%
	40.8%

	Full-Time Entering (First-Time and Transfer) 
	37.8%
	39.3%
	40.1%



UMS First-Generation Student Outcomes: 2018 Cohort Graduation
When measuring student outcomes, the U.S. Department of Education typically considers the six-year college graduation rate for baccalaureate degrees (or the three-year rate for associate degrees). Our data reflect that while UMS first-generation student degree attainment rates lag those of non-first-generation peers, they are more than double the national rate. Specifically, 51.5% of all first-generation students who started at UMS in Fall 2018 have earned their bachelor’s degree within six years. This is certainly less than the 65.3% of their non-first-generation UMS peers who attained their bachelor’s degree but is significantly higher than the national first-generation student degree attainment rate of 24%. It should be noted that of this cohort of first-generation students who began their postsecondary journey with UMS in Fall 2018, 8.5% continue to persist in their studies but have not yet graduated.  
Supporting UMS Student Success
Consistent with our strategic plan and the needs of the state, UMS has implemented a number of targeted initiatives to increase student success, including for first-generation students. This fall, the System announced it had achieved the highest fall-to-fall return rate in its history, reflecting the impact of the interventions and that students are increasingly finding their courses relevant and appreciating the value of a UMS degree. These retention gains should result in greater graduation rates in future years. 

Both System-wide and UMS university-specific initiatives are improving first-generation and all student outcomes. Several are supported through UMS TRANSFORMS, a multi-year initiative funded by historic investment from the Harold Alfond Foundation that is focused on four key areas — including student success and retention — to better position the System to meet the state’s economic needs. UMS TRANSFORMS research learning experiences (RLEs), for example, allow first- and second-year students to engage in hands-on discovery and foster meaningful relationships with peers and faculty, resulting in a greater sense of connection and retention. More than one-quarter of all incoming first-year students participated in RLEs in Fall 2024. UMS TRANSFORMS is also underwriting the redesign of gateway STEM courses that have traditionally been a barrier to academic progress, peer tutoring services, and pathways to careers through paid internships and other work learning.  

Maine’s public universities are increasing intrusive advising, including by using educational technology to reach students where they are — on their phones — and keep them connected and accountable. Through text messages, alerts can be sent to let students know if they missed a class or are behind in their assignments and invite them to advising and counseling appointments. These tools benefit all students but are especially helpful to first-generation students who may not feel comfortable navigating more formal university support systems. Students can access 24-7 support, including through AI chatbots like the University of Maine’s Bananas T. Bear, and UMS expects to make further investments in telemental health services in the coming months. At UMaine, these interventions collectively resulted in a 12% increase in first- to second-year retention for those Black Bear students who had three or more pre-enrollment risk factors, including first-generation and Pell-eligible students. 
At the University of Maine at Farmington (UMF), high-achieving students are being embedded in difficult classes as tutors for their peers and at an on-campus Student Learning Commons, Beavers can access peer tutoring, academic coaching, goal setting and accountability partnering, and other student success services. Peers offer guidance on strategies for academic success, adjusting to campus life, effective time management, and encourage students to reach out early in the semester to address small challenges before they become larger obstacles. More than one-third of UMF students now take advantage of peer tutoring and these students earn higher grades, take more credits, and persist toward graduation at higher rates than other students.
At the University of Maine at Fort Kent (UMFK), a resource library with graphic organizers, study guides, and classroom management tools for math, nursing (NCLEX), chemistry, and biology subjects is available for first-generation and low-income students. The System’s northernmost university feted first-generation students and further fostered their sense of belonging with a week-long event in November that celebrated their courage and resilience. 
Recognizing that retention and graduation rates are higher for students who take 30 credits each year, Maine’s public universities have expanded summer, winter and May term offerings, enabling students, including those who are first-generation, to better balance their academic obligations with work and family. For example, students took 21.2% more credit hours in Summer 2024 than five years ago. Similarly, the increase in online courses, including through the University of Maine at Presque Isle’s competency-based YourPace program, ensures students who are place-bound or have other commitments can still earn a door-opening degree. 
Maine’s public universities are also expanding and enhancing non-academic supports that foster persistence to a degree and the transition to a rewarding career in the Maine workforce. For example, the University of Maine at Augusta (UMA) created a professional clothing closet on its Bangor campus to ensure low-income students, many of them the first in their families to enroll in college, could access appropriate clothing for internships and interviews to increase their likelihood of employment. UMA also hosts an annual career summit for first-generation and low-income students and provides structured year-to-year career planning, covering self-assessment, exploration, decision-making, and job search preparation for these students. These initiatives, designed with the unique challenges and opportunities of this population, equip students with the skills and resources to achieve upward mobility, secure meaningful employment, and contribute to long-term economic growth.


Recommendations Regarding Enrollment and Retention of First-Generation Students 

UMS welcomes the opportunity to review our first-generation student success initiatives in greater detail with your Committee and to continue the important conversation about how the Legislature can best support our proven efforts to serve all students and drive educational attainment and economic growth for Maine. In the meantime, consistent with past years’ reports, UMS recommends increased State appropriation as the surest way to improve first-generation student access and achievement. 

At one time, the State funded 72% of our public system’s operation. However, State funding for UMS has decreased since the Great Recession when adjusted for inflation and now accounts for a smaller share of our revenue than that from student tuition. Maine currently appropriates less than the national average for public higher education per full-time equivalent. Despite this, since FY13, UMS has held tuition flat seven times and limited any increases to the rate of inflation while at the same time, increasing institutional aid for students with need. In FY24, more than 30% of our Maine undergraduate students paid no tuition or fees. 

First-generation students – who are more likely to be from low-income families – are especially sensitive to tuition prices. Increasing public investment in UMS, at the levels proposed by Gov. Mills’ FY26-27 biennial budget or above, is necessary to our ability to maintain affordability, grow institutional aid, improve programs and facilities, and expand navigational and other support for vulnerable learners so they can enroll, persist, earn their degrees, and experience economic mobility.
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