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Abstract

This study investigated innovative institutional responses to emerging enrollment challenges
in higher education, focusing on strategic recruitment, retention, and student success
planning. Traditional methods prove insufficient as institutions face declining high school
graduate populations, intensified competition from alternative educational models, and post-
pandemic disruptions. This study explored how one Midwestern university employed systems
thinking and double-loop learning to reimagine student engagement across multiple
institutional levels.
Using a reflexive case study design, data were drawn from institutional documents, student
surveys, departmental plans, and strategic frameworks implemented between 2020 and 2022.
The study employed Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, Argyris’ Double-Loop
Learning Model, and Systems Theory to evaluate planning, stakeholder engagement, and the
impact of interventions. Findings highlighted the importance of multi-layered
communication, faculty/staff engagement, and co-curricular programming as integral to
student success. Early implementation resulted in improved alignment between institutional
units, better support for marginalized student groups, and enhanced accountability systems.
The case underscored the need for culturally responsive and adaptive institutional strategies
beyond recruitment to support retention and success holistically. Institutions must develop
iterative, feedback-driven models to remain competitive, inclusive, and responsive.
Recommendations included ongoing evaluation cycles, capacity-building for faculty/staff,
and transparent accountability structures.
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