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Abstract 

This paper will briefly examine the orientation programs of three distinct institutions of 

higher education within the state of Oregon, including: Oregon State University, Northwest 

Christian University, and Lane Community College.  The authors will highlight the unique 

qualities and characteristics of each program through the lens of the Council for 

Advancement of Standards in Higher Education.  Information shared in this piece will 

include program mission, values, personnel qualifications, challenges, and assessment.  

Content for this paper was gathered through two in-person interviews and one phone 

interview.  The purpose of this document was to deepen the authors’ understanding of the 

workings of orientation programs. 
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Orientation at Three Oregon Institutions 

 Both interested in the area of orientation, we were thrilled to be assigned to this 

topic for our “Three Campuses, One Functional Area” assignment as part of our Programs 

and Functions class.  According to the CAS Standards, “Orientation is viewed by most as an 

important tool for continued student recruitment and retention” (p. 322).  Having both 

attended undergraduate institutions outside of Oregon, we decided to focus our research 

within this state, but on three very distinct institutions: Oregon State University, Northwest 

Christian University, and Lane Community College.  Our paper will first give an 

introduction to the places and people that aided our research and then delve into the 

specifics of each program following the framework of the CAS Standards.   

 We began our interviews at Oregon State University, as we are both in attendance 

here working toward a Master’s degree in College Student Services Administration.  We 

were curious to learn more about the orientation experience of our current school.  

According to Oregon State University’s website, 

Oregon State is a leading research university located in one of the safest, smartest, 
greenest small cities in the nation. Situated 90 miles south of Portland, and an hour 
from the Cascades or the Pacific Coast, Corvallis is the perfect home base for 
exploring Oregon’s natural wonders (http://oregonstate.edu/main/about). 
 

Operating since 1868, the university currently serves 23,761 students perusing 

undergraduate, graduate, and doctoral work.  “Oregon State is the state’s Land Grant 

university and is one of only two universities in the U.S. to have Sea Grant, Space Grant, and 

Sun Grant designations” (http://oregonstate.edu/main/about). 

 We conducted an in-person interview with Kris Winter.  Kris is the Director of New 

Student Programs and Family Outreach (NSPFO) at Oregon State, a position she has held 

for the past seven years.  Before coming to OSU, Kris served as the Orientation Coordinator 
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for Western Washington University and the Interim Director of Orientation for the 

University of Oregon.  Kris obtained a Bachelor of Science in Educational Studies from the 

University of Oregon and a Master’s degree in College Student Services Administration 

from Oregon State University.  She is currently pursuing doctoral work in the field of 

Educational Leadership from Portland State University. 

 After meeting with Kris Winter, she advised that we next contact Kirsten Madsen, a 

recent graduate of our same Master’s degree program.  Not only were excited to talk with 

Kirsten, a professional relatively new to the field, we are also excited to learn more about 

Northwest Christian University.  According to Northwest Christian University’s website, the 

mission of the university is as follows: 

Our vision is to be a university known for its integration of excellent academic 
programs, a foundation in the Christian faith, and a focus on teaching leadership and 
ethics. Our mission is to develop competent ethical leaders for service in the 
workplace, community, Church, and the world.  It is our values that define who we 
are (http://www.northwestchristian.edu/about.aspx). 

 

As a private, religiously based institution, Northwest Christian is able to serve just 534 

currently enrolled students with a student to faculty ratio of 10:1.  The university is located 

in Eugene, Oregon, Oregon’s third largest city situated along the I-5 corridor.   

 As mentioned above, Kirsten Madsen is the Director of Student Programs at 

Northwest Christian University.  She is currently in her fourth year in this role.  Before 

working as the director, Kirsten served as the Assistant Director of Student Programs and 

as an Area Residence Coordinator, both at NCU.  Kirsten completed her undergraduate 

work at California Lutheran University, and her Master’s Degree in College Student Services 

Administration from Oregon State University.  Because Northwest Christian is a smaller 

institution, orientation is but a small piece of Kirsten’s job.  She also oversees student 
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government, intramurals, family weekends, Homecoming activities, student clubs and 

organizations, Friday night events, and tailgate events for athletics.    

 Having explored both a public and private institution, we decided to complete our 

third and final interview at Lane Community College.  According to the college website: 

For more than 40 years, Lane has been transforming lives through learning, Lane is 
a learning-centered community college that provides affordable, quality, lifelong 
educational opportunities that include: professional technical and lower division 
college transfer programs; employee skill upgrading, business development and 
career enhancement; foundational academic, language and life skills development; 
lifelong personal development and enrichment; and cultural and community 
services (http://www.lanecc.edu/mpr/aboutlcc.htm). 

 

More than 36,000 students engage in credit and non-credit courses at Lane each year.  

Founded in 1964, Lane is Oregon’s third largest community college, also located in Eugene, 

Oregon.  

 David Van Der Haeghen currently serves as the Student Recruitment and Outreach 

Coordinator at Lane Community College.  He is an alumnus of the University of Oregon and 

studied Political Science.  During his time at UofO, Van Der Haeghen worked in student 

orientation as a tour guide for admissions for his entire academic career.  Following 

graduation, he was promoted to first-year supervisor for tour guides and worked in that 

capacity for two academic years.  After completing his tenure at UofO, Van Der Haeghen 

was selected for a newly created position through Lane Community College’s Counseling 

Department, an area of Enrollment and Financial Services office, in 2008.  At present, Van 

Der Haeghen is travelling to different high schools in the state where he will be hosting 

informational sessions on programs available at Lane. 

 The first question focused on the mission, vision, values, and functional areas within 

orientation.  According to the CAS Standards: 
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The mission of Orientation Programs (OP) must include facilitating the transition of 
new students into the institution; preparing students for the institution’s 
educational opportunities and student responsibilities; initiating the integration of 
new students into the intellectual, cultural, and the social climate of the institution; 
and supporting the parents, partners, guardians, and children of the new student.  
(p. 324) 

  

 According to the NSPFO website, Kris Winter’s department at Oregon State 

University “strives to serve as a campus leader in supporting the transition process for new 

students, as well as their family members, through educational programs and outreach.”   

In terms of services, NSPFO is responsible for hosting START orientation sessions during 

the summer, for both students and for parents who might also require an introduction to 

OSU.  START sessions introduce students to an academic advisor, as well as provide 

students the chance to register for classes for the fall term.   

In addition to START sessions, NSPFO also hosts what are referred to as U-Engage, a 

two-credit series of courses designed to introduce students to a particular area of study 

and aid in familiarizing students with the campus.   NSPFO also houses the Oregon State 

Parent and Family Association (OSPFA), a group that provides up-to-date information 

regarding upcoming events, family-related opportunities, newsletters and other 

information to parents of OSU students.  Dues received by becoming a member of OSPFA 

directly funds Mom and Dad’s weekends. 

As far as values are concerned, NSPFO believes that parents act as partners in aiding 

students in their transition to the university.  NSPFO is committed to diversity and 

providing accessible and helpful information to students and family members.  The office 

culture is collaborative, rather than hierarchical, and promotes team relations.  Balance is 

also valued, not just for oneself, but for each other, as burnout can quickly develop. 
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 At Northwest Christian University, this mission of Student Activities is to integrate 

faith with the implementation of programs that foster a sense of community, belonging, 

identity, leadership, intellectual growth, and racial reconciliation.  To carry out this 

mission, summer orientation consists of one four-day session.  The objectives of this 

session are to introduce new students to a variety of people on campus, to help new 

students transition in to all areas of life at Northwest Christian, to provide interactive 

activities where students can step out of their comfort zones and mingle with a variety of 

people, and intentional opportunities for new students to be integrated into the college.  

 The program takes place the week before classes begin at the end of the August 

month.  Students and their families arrive on a Saturday and begin with a check-in 

procedure where students receive their identification cards, parking passes, housing 

information, and discuss financial aid.  Saturday’s activities occur in conjunction with the 

move-in process.  Also on the agenda for the first day are the university president’s 

welcome address, small group sessions, parent sessions, and a family farewell chapel.  

While at chapel, students participate in the “twining of the ivy” ceremony, a tradition that 

signifies the campus bonding together.  After chapel, a reception is held where parents and 

students say their final farewells before the start of the semester.  After the family 

reception, the new students gather for a new student banquet in the form of a ho-down. 

 The small group sessions that are held on Saturday occur through organized groups.  

These small groups will travel through orientation and a first semester seminar course 

together.  On Sunday, the second day of orientation, the small groups visit churches in the 

Eugene area, complete community service projects, compete in whole school relay races, 

participate in a skit competition, and go bowling in themed costumes.  The third day, 
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Monday, is spent rafting down the McKenzie River.  Nearly 100 people participate with 

rafting guides and then partake in an evening outing to get dessert in the Eugene area.  The 

final day, Tuesday, is spent in workshops introducing students to opportunities for campus 

involvement, obtaining a healthy life balance, tips on how to live with people different than 

oneself, and information on financial literacy.   The students will also participate in the first 

session of their semester long seminar class.  On Tuesday evening, an all school social is 

held mixing new and returning students.   

 Following the initial program, orientation spans through the first semester in the 

form of a transition seminar class.  This class is taught by a faculty member and assisted by 

the summer peer mentors.  Students attend this class with their same small group from the 

four-day program.  The class lasts eight weeks and meets twice a week.  The goal of this 

class is not only to orient students with Northwest Christian, but also to increase retention 

rates for first year students. 

 A little context must be provided in order to understand how Lane “does 

orientation.”  LCC’s orientation session, known as SOAR (Student Orientation and 

Registration), is hosted prior to the beginning of each academic term, though there are a 

series of tasks that a student must complete prior to attending orientation.  First, students 

must create an email address (links are provided to different free webmail services), and 

then apply for admission.  While Lane prefers that students apply for admission online, 

paper applications are still available, as large populations of students at LCC are not 

computer literate.  Following the submission of one’s application to Lane (which, 

interestingly enough, is free), individuals receive their student ID number (referred to as L 

numbers) and can then apply for financial aid.  According to Van Der Haeghen, students 
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rarely pay out of pocket, as most receive some form of financial assistance to cover the 

costs of attending classes.  Once this process is complete, students are required to complete 

a placement test for math, writing and literature courses.  After this test has been finished 

and submitted, students can then attend a SOAR session.  

 Faculty members are not responsible for meeting with students or serving as 

advisors during one’s tenure at LCC.  Advisors are hired and made available to students 

through the Counseling Department, something that Van Der Haeghen believes is a 

disservice to students at LCC.  When attending an orientation session, students are divided 

based on classification, a term used to signify if students have selected a particular path in 

terms of academic study.  For students that are undeclared, they are directed towards a 

general requirement transfer degree session, as opposed to a professional preparation 

degree track or associates degree.  From there, students are again divided based upon area 

of interest (math, science, business, etc) and are introduced to a specific advisor who will 

explain program requirements, course selection and finally registration. 

 From there, a new student information session is held, which is designed to give 

students a broader overview of the different resources that are available to students at 

Lane (a “one-stop-shopping trip”).  Said resources include bus passes, library services and 

tutoring.  Another session offered is titled “Money Matters,” which focuses on managing 

one’s finances.   It should be noted that orientation sessions are entirely optional. 

 Van Der Haeghen’s position is housed in the Counseling Department.  The 

department mission states the following: 

 Our goal is to provide retention and support services which allow all students to profit from 

the Lane Community College experience. 
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 We also value diversity as indicated in our Diversity Statement: 

 All people are welcome here. We, the staff of the Counseling Department, value diversity. We 

actively strive to utilize our own diversity to help students, staff, and community members 

overcome barriers and achieve their potential. We are committed to ensuring a welcoming 

environment for all individuals. Therefore, we will interpret intolerant verbal or non-verbal 

behavior as an invitation to educate about the value of diversity. 

Van Der Haeghen commented that his own personal goals and values mesh well with the college’s 

mission, that statement being: “Transforming lives through learning.”  He also advocates for 

effective and intentional communication between the college and its students, and believes in 

serving students now, rather than later when issues may manifest themselves.  

 The second question focused on the employment opportunities available within 
orientation and the types of positions that can be filled.   According to CAS Standards:  
 

Professional staff members must hold an earned graduate or professional degree 
relevant to the position they hold or must posses an appropriate combination of 
educational credentials and related work experience.  Degree- or credential seeking 
interns must be qualified by enrollment in an appropriate field of study and by 
relevant experience.” (p. 326) 

 

Professional staff, student employees, and interns must be carefully trained and educated 

on how and when to refer students that are in need of additional services outside of 

orientation.  These individuals also require clear and concise job descriptions, pre-service 

training, opportunities for continued professional development, and timely and 

appropriate performance feedback.  

 Concerning different positions within the Oregon State University NSFPO office, 

Winter noted that there are three graduate assistants this academic year.  Twenty-five 

students are hired on during the winter term for the purpose of START summer orientation 
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programs, and are trained during the spring.  Twenty-five other students serve as U-Engage 

interns, and are managed by the First-year Coordinator.  An Assistant Director, who is in 

charge of organizing START sessions and Connect Week events (as well as the National 

Student Exchange program) is also present in the NSPFO office, along with the director. 

 In terms of graduate assistants, Winter mentioned that she typically selects 

individuals from the College Student Service Administration graduate program pool.  A 

passion for orientation (not necessarily experience working with orientation programs) 

and demonstrated ability to speak in public are qualities desired for an individual working 

in this office.  Grads should also possess interest in serving as a supervisor, have some 

experience in planning and organizing events, but more importantly, should have an 

interest in working with people.  Finally, the individual should be able to represent OSU in a 

professional manner, and should be interested in working in this office for a full two years.  

Professional staff, on the other hand, should possess some experience working in an 

orientation setting, in addition to excellent writing abilities.  Individuals applying for a 

professional position should also be able to describe their transferrable skills, prefer 

working odd hours, be flexible and clearly be self-motivated.  An important element in 

selecting professional staff involves finding a person who fits well with the team dynamics.  

 At Northwest Christian University, Kirsten holds the only full time position.  In 

regard to seasonal work, she is able to hire one summer coordinator.  The summer 

coordinator is an undergraduate student that will work between 30 and 40 hours per 

week.  The summer coordinator receives free housing during the summer months and a 

living stipend for compensation.  Nine peer mentors and 12 staff are also chosen to help 

with the orientation session.  The mentors are tasked with leading the small groups, while 
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the staff helps with the set up and tear down of activities.  These students work volunteer, 

and go through one week of training prior to the four-day session.  Qualifications for the 

student hires include a 3.0 grade point average, a passing grade in chapel, energy, 

reliability, ease of conversations, and a servant heart.   

 Currently, ten undergraduate staff members (known as Student Service Associates 

or SSAs) work for the counseling center with David at Lane Community College, in addition 

to the professional advisors that work directly with students in aiding them with 

registration efforts.  SSAs are typically work study students that provide clerical support 

for the office, as well as provide assistance to students during SOAR programs. Additional 

staff members include Campus Tour Guides, who schedule tours with incoming students 

but might also represent LCC at different recruitment fairs or high school visits.   David 

directly supervises and trains this particular group over a period of three to four days.   All 

student staff should possess adequate time management skills that are also fairly 

independent, and are also outgoing and able to demonstrate effective communication 

practices.   Professional advisors often have a number of year’s worth of experience serving 

student populations or working in an advising related fashion.  In regard to these positions, 

a Master’s degree is typically preferred, but is not necessarily required if suitable work 

experience is held. 

 The third question discussed the unique challenges and issues facing orientation at 

each of the three universities.  The main challenge meeting most orientation programs is 

the budget on which they operate.  According to the CAS Standards, “A growing trend has 

been the high level of attendance at orientation programs by parents and families; they 

often are involved in the transition process and in response, many institutions deliver 
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parent orientation programs separate from the student” (p. 322).  Because of this increase 

in attendance, budgets are often hurting. 

 Specific challenges tied to the Oregon State NSPFO program include the often unique 

status of a number of students.  Due to issues involving dual-enrollment through Linn-

Benton Community College, some students remain difficult to track.   Addressing the needs 

of veterans who attending college for the first time or who are returning students also 

necessitates intentional efforts to introduce them to the campus.  Reaching out to 

international students or to INTO students has also become a cause for concern; however, a 

potential response involves establishing online orientation sessions for those individuals 

that cannot be a part of traditional summer orientation.  In addition to seemingly political 

affairs, budgeting also creates a concern, as enrollment rates continue to rise while budgets 

do not accommodate for the increase in students. 

 When asked about the challenges facing orientation programs at Northwest 

Christian University, Kirsten discussed that the program can be exhausting and tiring.  She 

also shared how the budget can be difficult to manage.  The university has seen increasing 

enrollment, but the budget for orientation has yet to increase.  This difference in numbers 

causes concern, as there are more and more people to feed at orientation events.  Kirsten 

has also seen an increase in family members that attend orientation with their students, 

which increases the amount of supplies needed.  To ease these challenges, she talks about 

focusing on the positive aspects and leaning on other faculty members as much as possible.   

 Lane’s orientation services are also often met with various challenges. Many 

students are typically overcommitted (with work or family-related matters) and are unable 

to attend sessions, or aren’t properly informed by the school about the orientation process.  
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Many students, Van Der Haeghen notes, treat orientation similar to work; students want to 

get in, register, and leave, resulting in a great deal of information being missed.   

 Enrollment bursts have been another factor causing concern for LCC.  Since the 

beginning of the economic recession, a number of individuals seeking employment 

retraining have returned to school, resulting in a rise in the student population.  Budgetary 

factors come into play, and due to a lack of space or financial resources, orientation 

sessions or advisors to aid students are less available then in years past. 

 Throughout this paper, we have been making use of the CAS Standards as a 

framework for our research questions.  For our fourth question, we asked the three 

institutions how they make use of the CAS Standards.  At Oregon State, Kris Winter uses the 

CAS Standard when working with colleagues from across campus.  Because the program is 

a combination of efforts, there is often a push and pull of what should be included in the 

program agenda.  Kris utilizes the CAS Standards as a dialogic tool to encourage a schedule 

that she knows is best for first year students.  When the program was recently reviewed, 

the standards served as benchmarks for assessment.  Kris also spoke about how the 

standards serve as a reminder of best practice when making tweaks to the existent 

framework.  She advised us to use the CAS Standards as a model if ever we are to build an 

orientation program from scratch. 

 At Northwest Christian University, Kirsten admitted that the CAS Standards are not 

used as much as they could be.  She did say, however, that when choosing the events for the 

program itinerary, she was sure to link the purpose of each event of to a standard. 

 Lane CC’s orientation programs do not incorporate the CAS standards guide when 

establishing “best practices.” 
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 Our fifth and final question was focused on assessment.  We asked each of the 

participants how they asses the effectiveness of their programs.  According to the CAS 

Standards: 

Orientation Programs (OP) must establish systematic plans and processes to meet 
internal and external accountability expectations with regard to program and 
student learning and development outcomes.  Assessments… must include 
qualitative and quantitative methodologies as appropriate to determine whether 
and to what degree the stated mission, goals, and student learning and development 
outcomes are being met. (p. 329).  

  

 At Oregon State University, there are many evaluations used.  The first is from the 

participants of the START orientation program.  These students take an online evaluation 

linked to their satisfaction with the program.  Parents and families of these students are 

also invited to take an online survey.  The START leaders conduct individual assessments 

through follow up phone calls.  Each student that attends an orientation session receives a 

phone call after they have attended the event from a student leader.  The student leader 

asks about their orientation experience and answers any remaining questions the incoming 

student might have.  These questions are then tallied as a means for determining 

information that should be added to next year’s program.  Performance evaluations are 

also given to START staff at the midway point.  As mentioned earlier in the paper, 

orientation at Oregon State University spans through the first year in the form of UEngage 

courses.   To assess the effectiveness of UEngage courses, a pre and posttest are given 

within each section of the class.  Students also complete a course evaluation. 

 At Northwest Christian University, all students fill out a post-evaluation of the 

program.  This evaluation not only gages their satisfaction with the experience, but also the 

pride they built for the institution and the connectedness they developed with others and 
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the school.  The peer mentors and staff also fill out an evaluation based on their 

observations.  The evaluations are included in a meeting held between Kirsten and her 

summer coordinator, which discusses a final recap of events and items to change for the 

following year.   

 At present, LCC is attempting to measure retention rates throughout the year.  

Observing which students attended SOAR sessions and those who did not, LCC is 

attempting to see if higher retention rates exist for those that actually attended a LCC 

orientation program.   Lane has also upholds specific standards to maintain its Title 3 

TRiOS grant. 

 Having interviewed the three program coordinators, we found there to be a number 

of similarities among the institutions in regard to the practices and goals each one holds.  In 

spite of different campus populations and institution type, the role of orientation 

programming remains the same.  Each program emphasizes developing knowledge of 

campus resources, aids students in registration for the upcoming term, strives to offer 

intentional opportunities for student connections, and begins the transition process into 

the collegiate journey.  Through our research we were both affirmed by our interest in 

orientation and could see ourselves working within this area in the future.  We would also 

be curious to develop an online orientation to meet the needs of international students who 

are often unable to attend regularly held summer sessions.  We also see the need for 

tailored orientation programs to serve such students as returning veterans, adult learners, 

and homeless/unemployed students.  Orientation programs have and will remain a critical 

gateway for the initial success of incoming students.   
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