
This issue of Data Point is the first of a two-part series aimed to promote promising programs to enroll and retain new 
freshmen. In this issue, we examine freshmen who were admitted to NEIU and whether they chose to enroll here or 
elsewhere. We then focus on a program designed to reverse declines in enrollment of new freshmen by enhancing 
personal contact with admitted students and resolving roadblocks that keep them from enrolling. In the next issue? due 
out in the fall? we examine the impact of programs such as Peer Mentoring and a redesign of developmental education 
courses on retention.

In this section we explore what happened to 
students who were admitted to NEIU, but 
chose not to enroll here. The percentage of 
admitted students who enroll at NEIU is 
known as the yield rate and NEIU?s freshman 
yield rate for Fall 2019 was 16.1%, well below 
the national average of 33.6% (Clinedinst & 
Patel, 2018). We do not delve into the causes 
of the low yield rate, which are addressed in 
the NEIU Enrollment Services Report, but 
rather gain an understanding of where 
students did enroll.

Where did they go? Were they enticed to 
enroll at a school similar to NEIU that offered 
a more lucrative financial aid package? Did 
they select a higher caliber school indicating 
that NEIU was a safety school? Did they 
enroll in a two-year college or did they opt out of college altogether? Data from the National Student Clearinghouse 
provides possible answers to these questions.

The Clearinghouse tracks where students enrolled in Fall 2019. Of 2,799 new freshmen admitted to NEIU in the fall of 
2019, 452 enrolled here; but students were far more likely to enroll at a two-year college (n=726), opt out altogether 
(n=588), or enroll in a private or public four-year university (n=531, n=502, respectively).
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Of the 2,347 admitted students who chose not to enroll at NEIU, 31% 
enrolled in a two-year college and 25% did not enroll anywhere. Keep 
in mind that this was Fall 2019 before any whiff of a pandemic effect. 
Four-year universities, excluding NEIU, accounted for 44% of students 
and this was nearly equally split between public and private 
universities. 

As an urban commuter university, we expect that students who enrolled 
elsewhere would choose a school in Chicago and represent a mix of 
public, private, two-year and four-year colleges. Not surprisingly, the 
top 10 schools in which NEIU-admitted students enrolled are all located 
in Chicago, with City Colleges dominating the list. NEIU, with 452 
freshmen, was followed by the University of Illinois at Chicago with 217 
freshmen, Wright College with 193 and Malcolm X College with 131 
freshmen. National Louis and 
Loyola were the only private 
universities in the top 10.

The data show that NEIU could 
be more competitive in its yield 
rate given the number of students 
who enrolled in a two-year 
college or forewent 
postsecondary schooling 
altogether. To tap into this 
population, NEIU staff ramped up 
efforts to recruit students from 
the Chicago Public Schools 
(CPS) and in particular, those who 
had already been admitted.

In this section, we explore a pilot program aimed at increasing the number of students who enrolled as freshmen from a 
subset of Chicago Public Schools. College recruiting has become a competitive sport because of the high stakes. The 
battle for freshmen is especially acute because of the expectation that these students and the dollars that come with 
them will stay for four years. Judging from college fairs and the number of college recruiters visiting high schools, you 
get a sense that a college?s livelihood is at stake, and for some, it is. As an urban commuter campus, NEIU should be an 
attractive option for students who live in Chicago. Yet, Chicago has 58 universities, so students who want to stay in 
Chicago have plenty of options.

The Chicago Public Schools 
(CPS) has been the primary 
feeder for NEIU?s first-time 
freshmen. Although CPS is 
experiencing enrollment 
declines,the number of CPS 
graduates has remained fairly 
constant. Yet the pipeline from 
CPS to NEIU has slowed to a 
trickle. In the past four years, the 
number of CPS graduates who 
enrolled at NEIU declined by 
more than 50%. Even so, CPS students still account for two-thirds of freshmen enrollment. More than half of CPS 
students hail from just 12 high schools. The challenge for NEIU is to reverse declines in freshmen enrollment, and a key 
lever for doing so is to increase the yield of admitted students from CPS.

An Innovative Pilot Program: The Golden Tour

 



Converting a person with an 
acceptance letter to an enrolled 
college student is a complex 
multi-step process and students 
face a barrage of potential 
roadblocks. Providing official 
transcripts, completing a FAFSA 
and other financial aid paperwork, 
taking a placement test, connecting 
with an advisor, and registering for 
classes are just a few tasks that 
students must complete. Many 
prospective freshmen are 
first-generation with parents who 
have limited or no experience 
navigating this journey. Weaving 
through this maze, students often hit a wall and cannot find the path out. Some give up or turn to a competitor who 
provides better guidance. In response to this confusing landscape, NEIU created the Golden Tour.

The Golden Tour is not modeled after an existing program, but grew organically as El Centro Director Maria Luna-Duarte 
and staff recognized that the best way to support CPS seniors is to go to their high schools and set up a one-stop 
service center. This work was expanded to more students and schools to what became the Golden Tour. NEIU staff 
worked in close collaboration with high school counselors to identify interested students. Next, staff from Enrollment 
Services, Financial Aid, the Success Programs and Advising arrived at the high school and set up stations. Students 
were given a checklist directing them to the various stations where staff helped to advise and address outstanding 
issues. The goal was to ensure that once students completed the checklist, they had completed all the necessary tasks 
to move forward with the enrollment process.

NEIU does not have enough staff to visit 184 CPS high schools. To target resources efficiently, Frank Gaytan, Associate 
Provost of Student Success and Retention, and Irma Ortiz, Interim Director of College Access and Success, selected a 
set of CPS high schools that have served as strong feeders in the past or were identified as potential feeders by the 
CPS Office of School Counseling and Postsecondary Advising. In Spring 2019, NEIU staff visited 12 schools consisting 
of eight neighborhood high schools, two charter high schools and two city-wide magnet schools, all on the North Side 
of Chicago.

The number of students 
from Golden Tour high 
schools who enrolled in Fall 
2019 increased. Taken 
together, the 12 schools 
represent 43% of CPS 
students who enrolled as 
freshmen. Of the 452 
freshmen in Fall 2019, 309 
were from CPS and of these, 
133 were from schools on 
the Golden Tour. Overall, the 
yield rate from these schools 
increased from 19.2% to 
24.5% from 2018 to 2019. 

 



The gains were most pronounced in neighborhood high schools where the yield rate increased by six percentage points 
over the previous year. The two magnet schools, (Disney II and Von Steuben) had a modest gain of three percentage 
points while the yield from the two charter schools declined by 4.7 percentage points. Yield rates for each school on the 
Golden Tour are provided in the table below.

According to Gaytan, the role of his team was to knock down the barriers holding students back. Even something as 
simple as giving students an NEIU email address could make a difference. The Golden Tour not only provided a road 
map, but a GPS navigation tool with step-by-step instructions and an alert system if a student was veering off course due 
to a missing transcript or an approaching financial aid deadline. This personalized approach in a familiar venue allowed 
students to not only resolve issues on the spot, but gave them the sense that NEIU staff cared for them. Students want to 
feel wanted and a high-touch approach in recruiting gives them a sense of what it could be like after they enroll (Cakuls, 
T., 2021).

The Golden Tour not only helped students, it also established positive relationships between NEIU staff and high school 
counselors. According to Ortiz, high school counselors were very appreciative of the effort that NEIU staff took to guide 
their students through the process. This is an added benefit of the Golden Tour given that counselors can sway a 
student?s choice of where to enroll.

Cakuls, T. (2021). Why You?re Worth It: Nine Lessons on Communicating Your Value Proposition to Increasingly 
Price-Sensitive Families. White Paper from EAB.

Clinedinst, M. & Patel, P. (2018). The State of College Admissions 2018. Available at: 
http://www.nacacnet.org/globalassets/documents/publications/research/2018_soca/soca18.pdf
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Conclusion
These days, all eyes are on enrollment, not just at NEIU, but at campuses across the country. With the pool of high 
school graduates expected to shrink in the coming years, universities are doubling down on meeting their enrollment 
goals. Though reversing enrollment declines pose a significant challenge, the Golden Tour offers encouragement that a 
high-touch approach can have a meaningful impact and provide a path forward for NEIU. Stay tuned for the next issue of 
Data Point where we look at promising programs to boost freshman retention.
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