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About FirstGen Forward

FirstGen Forward (EGF) is the center for first-generation student success— your premier
source for evidence-based approaches, data-informed strategies, professional development,
and research. Together, we are building community and belonging through the FirstGen
Forward Network, knowledge creation and evidence-based practices, and thought leadership
and advocacy, transforming higher education and the student success landscape guided by
a first-gen lens.

Acknowledgement and Purpose

This initiative was made possible through generous support from the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation, whose commitment to advancing equity in higher education aligns with the
goals of FirstGen Forward and the Postsecondary Data Partnership (PDP). As part of a
comprehensive effort to strengthen data-informed practices, this project encompasses a
range of activities designed to help institutions close equity gaps and improve student
success. One key component is a series of case studies examining how colleges and
universities leverage PDP data to support first-generation students. By highlighting the
experiences of Metropolitan State University of Denver and Tusculum University, this
research surfaces effective strategies, common challenges, and opportunities for scaling
impact. These insights will inform future resources, training, and tools that empower
institutions to maximize the potential of PDP in driving equitable outcomes.
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The Postsecondary Data Partnership (PDP), developed by the National Student
Clearinghouse, is a comprehensive data initiative designed to help colleges and universities
leverage actionable data insights to improve student success. By providing standardized,
validated, and easily accessible dashboards, the PDP enables institutions to track critical
metrics, including enrollment, retention, credit completion, and graduation outcomes. Unlike
other reporting systems, the PDP offers cohort-based analysis disaggregated by student
characteristics, such as first-generation and Pell Grant status, enabling institutions to
identify equity gaps and design targeted interventions. Through tools like Early Momentum
Metrics Dashboards, Benchmarking Dashboards, and Analysis Ready Files, the PDP equips
institutions with the data they need to inform strategic decisions and improve outcomes for
historically underserved populations.

This brief employed a qualitative case study approach to capture nuanced perspectives on
data use and institutional strategy. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with six staff
or faculty members from each institution, Metropolitan State University of Denver and
Tusculum University, resulting in twelve interviews in total. The semi-structured interviews
allowed for flexibility to probe deeper into topics such as PDP engagement, data literacy,
and strategic priorities, while maintaining consistency across interviews. Each conversation
lasted approximately 30 minutes and was recorded for transcription and analysis.
Participants represented a range of roles, including senior leadership, faculty, enroliment
management, student success, academic affairs, and institutional research. Interview
transcripts were coded for recurring themes related to data use practices, challenges, and
aspirations for future PDP functionality. These themes were synthesized to identify
commonalities and unique insights across the two institutions.
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Findings

Interviews revealed that both Metropolitan State University of Denver (MSU Denver) and
Tusculum University recognize the value of the Postsecondary Data Partnership (PDP) in
advancing student success, particularly for first-generation students. Still, their engagement
reflects different institutional contexts and capabilities.
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Unique Insights
« Cross-unit PDP engagement

« Predictive modeling with Analysis Ready Files
Challenges with dashboard user interface
Strategic alignment with retention and graduation

MSU Denver demonstrates a mature and integrated approach to PDP use, leveraging
dashboards for strategic planning, equity analysis, and program design. Staff frequently
cited Early Momentum Metrics and Credit Completion Ratio as essential for monitoring the
progress of students and informing interventions. The institution is also engaging with a third
party to use Analysis Ready Files for predictive modeling, which illustrates a move toward a
high level of PDP integration into its campus data systems. Despite these strengths, MSU
Denver faces challenges related to dashboard usability, alignment with internal reporting
systems, and limited awareness among some departments. Interviewees expressed a
desire for enhanced functionality, such as side-by-side dashboard comparisons in the PDP.
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Tusculum University
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. Data used reactively instead of proactively
. Challenges with data definitions
. Strategic alignment with equity goals

Tusculum University is in the early stages of building data capacity and integrating PDP into
its workflows. Interviews highlighted that data use tends to be reactive rather than proactive,
constrained by limited staffing and resources. While staff are aware of PDP, hands-on
engagement remains limited, and ongoing discussions continue on how to integrate PDP
with internal data. First-generation student tracking began only recently, limiting longitudinal
analysis, though this reflects Tusculum’s broader strategic commitment to closing retention
gaps through improved data infrastructure. Training emerged as a central theme, with
participants requesting step-by-step guides, short videos, and self-paced learning tools to
build confidence in using PDP dashboards. Tusculum’s priorities center on retention,
course-level performance, and targeted support for student populations outside of first-
generation students, such as athletes, with an interest in leveraging PDP for grant writing
and student journey mapping.

Across both institutions, common themes included the importance of disaggregated data for
equity-focused decision-making and the need for accessible training resources to broaden
PDP adoption. While MSU Denver illustrates how PDP can be embedded into institutional
strategy, Tusculum University underscores the challenges and opportunities for smaller
institutions seeking to scale data-informed practices with limited resources. These findings
suggest that tailored support, ranging from technical education to capacity-building resources,
will be critical for maximizing PDP’s impact across diverse higher education contexts.
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Key Overlaps
. Faculty wants engagement with PDP
. Data used reactively instead of proactively

« Challenges with data definitions
« Strategic alignment with equity goals

Implications and Recommendations

The findings from Metropolitan State University of Denver (MSU Denver) and Tusculum
University highlight both the promise and the challenges of leveraging the Postsecondary Data
Partnership (PDP) to advance first-generation student success.

For institutions with mature data infrastructure, like MSU Denver, the PDP can serve as a
powerful complement to internal systems, enabling real-time insights and equity-focused
decision-making. However, even at data-established institutions, usability issues and limited
awareness among some departments underscore the need for targeted training and more
transparent communication about the PDP’s value. For smaller institutions such as Tusculum
University, limited staffing and resources constrain proactive data use, making capacity-
building and simplified onboarding essential. Across both contexts, the ability to disaggregate
data by student characteristics, such as first-generation, remains critical for identifying equity
gaps and informing interventions.

To maximize the PDP’s impact, institutions should prioritize training and support that meets
users where they are. Recommended strategies include developing step-by-step guides, short
video testimonials, and asynchronous learning tools to build confidence and competence in
dashboard use. Additionally, enhancing dashboard functionality, such as creating the ability to
view metrics side-by-side and integrating post-graduation outcome metrics, would increase
utility for strategic planning. Finally, institutions should invest in internal communications and
training to promote PDP adoption across departments and articulate its role in advancing
institutional priorities. These actions can help ensure that the PDP becomes not just a
reporting tool, but a catalyst for equity-driven transformation in higher education.
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