UNDERGRADUATE STUDENT RETENTION IN CONTEXT: AN EXAMINATION
OF FIRST-YEAR RISK PREDICTION AND ADVISING PRACTICES WITHIN A
COLLEGE OF EDUCATION

A Dissertation Submitted to
the Temple University Graduate Board

in Partial Fulfillment
of the Requirements for the Degree
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

by
Bradley C. Litchfield
August 2013

Examination Committee Members:
William Fullard, PhD, Dissertation Chair, College of Education
James Byrnes, PhD, Educational Psychology, College of Education
Joseph DuCette, PhD, Educational Psychology, College of Education
Michael Sachs, PhD, Kinesiology, College of Health Professions and Social Work
Catherine Schifter, PhD, Education, College of Education

©
by
Bradley C. Litchfield
2013
All Rights Reserved
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

	
  

ii	
  
	
  

	
  

ABSTRACT
This study examined the use of an institutionally-specific risk prediction model in
the university’s College of Education. Set in a large, urban, public university, the risk
model predicted incoming students’ first-semester GPAs, which, in turn, predicted the
students’ risk of attrition. Additionally, the study investigated advising practices within
the College of Education via semi-structured interviews with the College’s advising staff
and a document analysis of students’ advising notes in an attempt to find thematic links
between undergraduate retention and usage of an advising center. Data were analyzed to
determine the accuracy of the risk model in the College of Education. The results of this
study are used to inform the College of Education’s administration, faculty, and staff
about the implications of risk prediction and to suggest potential treatments to increase
retention rates. Furthermore, recommendations for future research are discussed for this
study’s institution and for the field of education.
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CHAPTER 1
	
  

INTRODUCTION
Institutions of higher education are continually evolving to serve the students they
educate. These students include first-year students who are straight out of high school,
older students who are either entering college for the first time or who are returning after
taking a leave of absence, and transfers who have already been enrolled in one or more
institutions. Services provided to the students aim to promote engagement and interaction
amongst the students themselves and also between the students and the vast number of
institutional resources (administration, faculty, residential life, student activities, etc.). A
short-term goal of these services is to incrementally increase student commitment to the
institution, paving the way for institutional retention and for supporting students to persist
in their program of study. The long-term goal is, of course, enabling the student to
graduate with a certificate or degree. Yet retention remains a major concern for
institutions, especially within the first year of a student’s college experience as well as for
transfer students. More specifically, retention rates may vary among the different
academic units within the institution.
In examining retention, persistence, and student drop out, it is evident that rates
vary over time, and that the highest percentage of students who leave their initial
institution do so in the first year (National Center for Education Statistics, 2011). That is,
by the end of the first year, approximately 13.8% of students leave their initial institution,
while the number decreases to 10.6% by the end of the second year, and drops even
further to 5.6%, 3.4%, 2.0%, and 1.0% by the end of years three, four, five, and six,
respectively. Student attrition by the end of year two is connected with what students did
1	
  
	
  

or did not achieve in year one (both academically and socially) and, thus, is the reason
why most institutions devote many resources to the first year experience. Specific
numbers for the institution being examined in this study include a first-year retention rate
of 88%, while it graduates approximately 36.4% of its students in four years, 60.1% of its
students in five years, and 65.4% of its students in six years (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2011).
Although there is an awareness and ever-expanding body of literature on student
success and institutional retention, graduation continues to be a “I started but never
finished” reality for many students. And, while various academic services (tutoring,
academic advising, counseling services, learning disability services) can positively
influence academic engagement on campus, it seems that students who are most at-risk
academically are the ones who do not take advantage of them. Additionally, both transfer
students and so-called nontraditional students may be unable or unwilling to take
advantage of both academic and social services (intramurals, student activities, housing
communities, first-year seminars, etc.) that encourage retention. Thus, institutions have
been searching for ways to identify these individuals and to actively engage them by
bringing resources to them. Further, an effort is being made at institutions to apply
university-wide retention models to its specific colleges, thereby honing the retention
model for each specific college (Tinto, 2012).
Statement of the Problem
	
  

Student retention is an accomplishment for both the student and the institution.
That is, when a student graduates, he/she is able to achieve economic mobility in a
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society where it has become increasingly difficult to do so without a college education.
Students attain higher degrees reflecting their levels of education (associate’s, bachelor’s,
master’s, doctorate), and research shows that as the students moves through these levels
of higher education, so too does their opportunity for economic profitability (Bailey,
Jenkins, Leinbach, 2007; Prince & Jenkins, 2005). Educational mobility does have its
challenges though, especially in regards to student persistence after initially enrolling in
an institution (Bailey et al., 2007; Prince & Jenkins, 2005). The challenges seem to be
especially present for lower income students, as the upward mobility trend tends to favor
middle and upper income students. This imbalance in mobility only increases the
economic and social gap between the two groups (Labaree, 2007). Student graduation is
also an accomplishment for an institution because, with high graduation rates, an
institution is able to attract more students: “Come to our school and you will obtain a
degree!” In addition, if a graduating student is able to achieve economic mobility, then
the school will also benefit from this, as many institutions solicit donations from alumni
via fundraising efforts to help financially sustain themselves in countless projects for both
the short term and long term.
While higher education benefits the individual student and specific institution, it
is also safe to assume that society reaps benefits with a more educated population. That
is, if a college education aids in developing an effective school teacher, an inspiring
athletics coach, an accomplished high school administrator, or an award-winning
educational researcher, then many individuals are going to benefit from one individual’s
education. Thus, student persistence and retention is not just a phenomenon that concerns
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an individual student or a specific institution, but rather an issue that is linked to society
as a whole.
Attrition and persistence by academic discipline have been subjects for review in
recent years (Hagedorn, 2005); however, there seems to be a lack of research within
colleges of education. While it is assumed that education majors may require extra
commitments such as out-of-class field experiences, student/teacher observations, and
student teaching that students encounter in striving for teacher certification (Roberts &
Stryon, 2009), research lacks an understanding of student retention and persistence within
this field. As the United States continues to push for more quality teachers to keep the
country educationally competitive with the rest of the world, student retention and
persistence through colleges of education and teacher certification programs is of prime
importance.
Purpose of the Study
	
  

There are three paramount reasons for conducting this study. Based on the review
of the literature, it is clear that student retention and persistence is something that the
institution and, specifically, each college within that institution must examine to see how
to identify and support at-risk students. Therefore, the first goal of the study was to apply
an existent university-wide predictive model used to identify at-risk students to a College
of Education population at the same university to see how closely the model fits. If the
model did not fit, then the purpose was to see how the university-wide model could be
modified specifically for the College of Education (COE). The risk prediction model was
developed using institution-specific data considering both the institution’s mission and
4	
  
	
  

student population. This model was constructed to predict first-term GPA for incoming
students. GPA has been viewed as one of, if not the most, accurate predictors of student
retention (Astin, 1975; McGrath & Braunstein, 1997; Robertson & Taylor, 2009; Tinto,
1975). The risk prediction model was developed by collecting data on incoming students
during the admissions and orientation process, and it includes both academic and nonacademic aspects of the students’ lives (e.g., high school GPA, standardized test scores
and responses to the institutional specific New Student Questionnaire).
The second purpose of the study was to see if a student’s assigned “risk score”
that was derived from the prediction model was an accurate predictor of student retention
in the COE. The third purpose of the study was to examine the academic advising notes
of those students classified academically “at-risk” and compare them to students
classified as “not-at-risk” in an attempt to see how the two groups utilize the Academic
Advising Center in their first year. Academic advising notes are taken by a student’s
academic advisor after a one-on-one advising session with the student. These notes were
examined in the hope that they reveal descriptive paragraphs, such as the student’s
academic progress, problems or concerns related with coursework or professors, nonacademic and social experiences, and any other information that could affect a student’s
commitment to the college and/or academic coursework. Additionally, interviews
conducted with the academic advising staff were performed in the hope that their
professional insight would reveal themes of at-risk and not-at-risk student use of the
advising center.
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Definitions of Key Terms
	
  

At-Risk Students: In higher education, this term typically refers to students who
are in danger of not being retained, either because of academic or social reasons.
This term may also refer to students who have been subject to social and therefore
institutionalized discrimination (racial minorities), under-preparation (firstgeneration and/or transfer students), or other circumstances that may hinder
student progress. However, for this study, those who are labeled as at-risk are
only those students who are predicted to have a low first-semester GPA as
indicated by the prediction model, and are therefore “at-risk” for not being
retained after their first year. As several variables are used to assess the level of
risk of any given student, there is no single characteristic used to identify at-risk
students.
Attrition: A term in higher education that refers to student dropout, which is the
inability to persist from one semester to the next. Institutionally, this leads to a
decrease in overall enrollment. This notion can be applied to a specific cohort of
students, a college within the institution, a field of study (major), certificate
program, etc.
College of Education (COE): The focus of this study pertains to students enrolled
in a specific program within this institution’s college. Programs included within
this college include Adult and Organizational Development, Business, Computer,
and Information Technology Education, Early Childhood/Elementary Education,
Middle Grades Education, Industrial Education, Marketing/Distributive
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Education, and Secondary Education (Math, Science, Social Studies, English, or
World Languages). It should be noted that most, but not all, of these bachelor’s
programs of study offer teaching certification.
Institution of Higher Education: This refers to any two-year or four-year colleges
or universities in which a student enrolls post high school. In the current study,
this term will largely reflect educational settings (programs of study, majors,
certificate programs, classrooms, learning communities, housing communities,
student resources, student activities) consisting of undergraduate students.
Not-At-Risk Students: For this study, this term will refer to those students who
are predicted to have high first-semester GPAs as indicated by the university-wide
risk prediction model, and are therefore “not-at-risk” for being retained after their
first year.
Persistence: This term refers to a student or students within higher education who
show continual enrollment with each successive semester en route to obtaining a
bachelor’s degree within their college and major. In this study, college of
education students were examined. It should be noted that this term is not limited
to students who start and then graduate at a single institution. In other words,
students who transfer in from their first institution (or second, third, or fourth
institution) and stay at the institution until graduation have still persisted. Like
attrition, this term can be applied to a specific cohort of students, a college within
the institution, a field of study (major), certificate program, etc. This term is
oftentimes used interchangeably with the term “Retention” (see below), and the
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distinction is made solely upon which lens one is looking through, but each with
the same outcome. That is, a student persists while an institution retains.
Retention: This term refers to institutional maintenance of student enrollment
within the walls of that specific institution (college or university). In this study,
the focus will be on the College of Education. This term is oftentimes used
interchangeably with the term “Persistence” (see above), and the distinction is
made solely upon which lens one is looking through, but each with the same
outcome. That is, a student persists and the institution retains. It should be noted
that, in regards to persistence, although incoming transfers who stay at the
institution until graduation have persisted, this notion does not always apply to
retention. In other words, although incoming transfers who stay until graduation
were retained, students who transfer out and graduate (and thus individually
persist) at another institution are not considered retained by the institution from
which they left. Like attrition and persistence, this term can be applied to a
specific cohort of students, a college within the institution, a field of study
(major), certificate program, etc.
Socioeconomic Status (SES): In higher education and society, it refers to a
subdivision of individuals based on income, which is correlated with education
level (of the individual and the individual’s family) and occupation. This term is
related but separate from at-risk students. The label of SES is often a “social
class,” although the connection is stronger with income and weaker with other
elements of a social “status.”
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
	
  

The primary goal for students who enroll in an institution of higher education is to
earn a degree in a specific area of study which reflects a higher understanding of the
content in that specific discipline. Once a degree is attained, a person is then more
marketable for employment in a given trade and thus, the door to financial sustainability
is opened. Graduating from college allows one to earn, on average, a lifetime sum of over
one million dollars more than those who do not graduate (Baum & Ma, 2007). This
lifetime sum, coupled with other outcomes linked to college graduates such as better
health and increased personal development, highlights the advantages that degree holders
have over those who do not hold college degrees. In recent years, it appears that the gap
in lifetime earnings between the two groups is increasing (Baum & Payea, 2005; Thayer,
2000).
When examining student retention, initial enrollment in an institution is not the
primary area of concern. Rather, persisting through one’s program of study and
graduating, especially with a bachelor’s degree, is vital in order to achieve a drastic
increase in lifetime earnings. From an earnings perspective, those who enroll in college
but do not graduate earn about $250,000 more in a lifetime than those who never enroll in
college. Likewise, those who enroll in college but do not graduate earn about $750,000
less than those who hold a college degree (Baum & Ma, 2007), which is the same gap in
earnings between those who earn an associate’s and bachelor’s degree. This is not to say
that associate’s degree holders have unnoteworthy educations, as it positively affects
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succeeding generations’ degree attainment (Attewell & Lavin, 2007). One can see,
however, that completing a four-year degree has a substantial impact on a person’s
lifetime earnings.
The United States’ workforce was once a world-leader in college education that
helped maintain its high position in a competitive, global marketplace (Miller &
Slocombe, 2012). The U.S. was once a leader in the overall percentage of
degree/certificate holders ranging 25-64 years in the workforce, but this number has
vastly dwindled compared to the rest of the world. The United States is now falling
behind other countries in college graduate production (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2011). In comparison to the other G-8 countries, the United States has the
greatest number of total degree recipients per year (2.3 million); however, the U.S. ranks
third in percentage of population ages 25-34 who had completed at least a bachelor’s
degree at 42%. G8 nations that the United Stated now falls behind in this category
include Canada (56%) and Japan (55%). The U.S. (37%) also trails Japan (39%) in
overall graduation rates per year, and is only slightly ahead of Canada (34%) (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2011). A better job must be done on the institutions’ part
to ensure that more students will leave college with a degree and to keep the U.S. from
drifting any further from the top of the world’s rankings in these categories.
General Issues of Student Retention
	
  

Considering the vast amount of research in the area of student retention, this
section will discuss general issues on the topic in relation to institutional makeup, student
background, student integration, transfer students, and associated noncognitive factors. It
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will provide a foundation for understanding student retention in higher education before
narrowing into institutional-specific related issues.
Currently, students who enter four-year institutions are taking longer to graduate
than in comparison with past generations. A little over half of U.S. four-year college
students graduate with a bachelor’s degree from their initial institution. On average, it
takes six years (National Center for Education Statistics, 2011). While some take even
longer than six years to graduate, others graduate from another institution after
transferring from their initial one. Transferring from one’s initial institution can add
another blockade to graduation, as a student must familiarize himself/herself with a new
academic and social environment. As a consequence, 63% of four-year college entrants
eventually graduate with a bachelor’s degree, and about 40% of two-year college entrants
earn a certificate, associate’s degree, or bachelor’s degree (Radford, Berkner, Wheeless,
& Shepherd, 2010).
Another aspect of graduation demonstrating wide variation is overall time taken
to complete a degree. Of the 55% of students who graduate from their initial institution,
about 60% of them do so in the four-year time period that was once viewed as standard
(Nagda & Zúñiga, 2003; National Center for Education Statistics, 2011). The remaining
40% take approximately one to two additional years to graduate. This means that the
remaining 45% of students who enter their initial institution transfer to another institution
before graduating, drop out without returning, drop out but take longer than six years to
graduate, or take longer than six years to graduate from their initial institution. Taking
longer than four years occurs for a variety of reasons, one of them stemming from certain
majors’ requiring additional semesters of study, such as engineering (Tinto, 2012), or
11	
  
	
  

programs that require extensive field experiences, such as pre-service teaching programs
that require background clearances, passing standardized test scores, and student teaching
placements.
Type of Institution
	
  

The type of institution (public versus private) and admissions requirements
(highly selective or not) also plays a role in student retention and graduation rates. Some
public universities graduate as few as 30% of their initially enrolled students, while some
private institutions graduate up to 90% (National Center for Education Statistics, 2011).
For example, a large, urban institution like current study’s institution graduates
approximately 36.4% of its students in four years, 60.1% of its students in five years, and
65.4% of its students in six years. In contrast, a small, suburban school like Haverford
College has much higher graduation rates in four years (88.2%) and five-to-six years
(91.8%) among its students. These two schools differ in first-year retention rates, with
Haverford (97%) outweighing the current study’s institution (88%). Moreover, the
current study’s institution has a much higher transfer-out rate at 20.7% compared to
Haverford at 2.1% (National Center for Education Statistics, 2011).
Some highly selective, private institutions have a high retention rate not
necessarily because of institutional action, but because of their students’ backgrounds of
high SES, strong high school GPAs, and college-educated parents (Gold & Albert, 2006).
However, it should be noted that similar, highly selective, private institutions have
varying graduation rates among them, which suggests that institutional action still
influences their students’ graduation rates beyond their admissions process (Tinto, 2012).
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Similarly, graduation rates differ amongst different colleges within the same university
(Tinto, 2012). Further exploration is needed to examine what differences exist amongst
institutions, or, what college differences exist within the same university to examine what
variables correlate with successful graduation rates.
Student Background
	
  

Gender, ethnic, and background differences are also relevant to graduation rates.
According to an examination by Nagda and Zúñiga (2003) of the U.S. population and
frequency of degree holders, women (21.9%) earn bachelor’s degrees more frequently
than men (19.6%). Likewise, African American (14%), Hispanic (13.7%), and Native
American (8.8%) students earn bachelor’s degrees less frequently than white (22.6%) and
students from Asia or Pacific Islands (33.1%). Additionally, students from high SES
backgrounds (42%) more frequently earn degrees than students from low SES
backgrounds (19%); first-generation college students (12.2%) less frequently than
students whose parents hold at least an associate’s degree (37%); and high school
students with GPAs above a 3.25 (29.6%) more frequently than high school students with
GPAs less than 2.25 (7.5%). These numbers seem consistent with more recent figures
from the National Center for Education Statistics (2011), which reports out of over 1.6
million degrees conferred per year in the United States, women represent 57% of this
total, whereas men represent 43%. Moreover, white students represent 71% of total
college graduates, which is drastically higher than the percentage of graduating African
Americans (10%), Hispanics (8.5%), and Asians/Pacific Islanders (7.1%), American
Indians (0.8%), or other (2.9%).
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Not only do institutions attract different types of students, but they also differ in
their ability to retain and graduate these students with varying backgrounds. For instance,
Horn and Carroll (2006) examined the relationship between Pell grant recipients (lowincome student enrollment) and six-year graduation rates of institutions granting
bachelor’s degrees. It was found that graduation rates varied inversely with the
proportion of Pell grant recipients for institutions offering bachelor’s degrees. In other
words, the more Pell grant recipients at a given institution, the lower the graduation rates
were at that same institution. Carroll (2006) also found that more selective institutions
were more successful in retaining and graduating higher proportions of all racial groups,
including higher proportions of both women and men at varying levels of low-income
enrollment. In sum, the study found that attending a more selective institution benefits all
students who attend, which is consistent with the recent research of Tinto (2012) (Tinto,
2012).
Overall enrollment of undergraduate students, especially those from low-income
backgrounds, has increased substantially in the past 20 years (Haycock, 2006), which has
narrowed the gap between them and students from more affluent backgrounds in terms of
resources to which they have access. However, although this gap has narrowed, the
difference in graduation rates between the two groups has increased to the extent that
affluent students are almost three times more likely to earn bachelor degrees than lowincome students (Horn, Berger, & Carroll, 2004; National Center for Education Statistics,
2011) One possible explanation for this is that although there are more opportunities to
attend college for low-income students (Haycock, 2006), the academic, social, and
financial challenges they face upon enrollment are vast. From a cultural perspective,
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these students must renegotiate their identities in transitioning to an unknown world from
their previous experiences (London, 1989). Aside from that, students also judge
themselves as having inferior abilities than their peers, which is a psychological construct
that makes success more difficult (Hellman, 1996; Ramos-Sanchez & Nichols, 2007).
Institutional student retention policy must aim to implement programs in order to
assure that its students successfully complete their degree. A clear distinction must be
made between student attrition and student persistence. Unfortunately, much research
has focused on the two synonymously, often explaining that reasons for attrition are the
same as the reasons for a lack of persistence (Tinto, 2012). While the two have many
factors in common, they are not each other’s duplicate. A coherent framework is yet to be
developed that guides institutional thinking about how they should organize and
successfully implement courses of action in regards to student success (Tinto, 2012).
Since each university has its own unique features, institutions must ask themselves “What
works for us?” While there are common attrition and persistence issues that are the same
across universities, it is pertinent for a university to adapt its own, unique model. That is,
just as many universities have broad, common admissions criteria for admitting students,
they also have more specific requirements depending on the school and program of study.
This suggests that an examination of retention is necessary for specific schools or
colleges within a university. Since most universities have several different colleges
within its walls that are distinct from one another in terms of student population, the
question that must be asked is “What works for the College of X at Y University?”
Historical Beginnings to Present Day
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As student retention is receiving much research attention in higher education
(Tinto, 2007), the National Center for Education Statistics (2012) has reported that U.S.
institutions of higher education are rapidly increasing in total enrollment. This increasing
enrollment is met with the underlying assumption that when a student is admitted, he/she
is viewed as having the competence to complete a degree at his/her respective institution.
Increasing enrollment includes total numbers of minority students and full-time students
as reported by the United States Government Accountability Office (2009). From a
historical perspective of institutions, Harvard University opened in 1636 and served an
elite, homogenous population of Caucasian males (Hodges, 2001). As the number of
institutions proliferated and diversified, so did institutional challenges of retaining all
different types of students—females, ethnic minorities, and first-generation college
students. This diversification coupled with institutions’ diminishing resources (Tinto,
2007) has plagued enrollment with increasing attrition rates, as reported by Astin (1972)
and Tinto (1973, 1982, 1986, 1993, 2007). Institutions of higher education have placed
responsibility on themselves to see to it that students are retained by the institution, or, in
other words, that these same students persist within their academic program and
institution (Tinto, 2007). Through various forms of student engagement programs,
institutions are acting to remediate poor academic performance and dropout rates and
working to improve retention rates (Laskey & Hetzel, 2011; Potts & Schultz, 2008).
There exists more than four decades of extensive research literature on the topic
of student retention and attrition. In the beginning years of student retention research, a
psychological perspective was used to examine student dropout. That is, personality
factors (Grace, 1957; Helibrun, 1967), motivation (Reed, 1968), and skills and ability
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(Hanson & Taylor, 1970; Marks, 1967), were seen as the determining individual
characteristics of why some students persisted and why others dropped out. Tinto (2007)
believes this early body of work tended to focus on and perhaps blame the students rather
than examining institutional responsibility for student attrition. For example, student
retention and dropout were based on individual students’ characteristics, such as their
competency levels, academic and social skills, and motivation levels. If a student dropped
out, he/she was viewed as less competent, less skilled, less motivated, and less willing to
take advantage of the opportunities that his/her college environment had to offer en route
to obtaining a degree. That is, the student failed and not the institution he/she attended.
This is what retention research now refers to as blaming the victim (Tinto, 2007).
Student Integration
	
  

Spady (1971) was the first to examine the role of institutional responsibility in
student attrition because of a shift in the society-individual interaction viewpoint during
the early 1970’s. Later, Tinto (1975, 1987) outlined detailed connections between the
social and academic structures of students and institutions. These connected structures
highlighted the theme of student-faculty interaction and student-staff interaction, most
notably in the first year of attending the institution. Tinto concluded that the more a
student interacts with faculty and staff during their time in school, the more likely they
will be retained by the institution, or, the more likely they will persist in their educational
endeavors. Specifically, it was found that programs such as first-year seminars, expanded
orientation, a wide variety of extracurricular activities, and student-faculty contact both
inside and outside the classroom all play critical retention roles (Astin, 1984; Pascarella,
1980; Terenzini, 1981; Upcraft, Gardner, & Associates, 1989).
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Theoretical perspectives of sociological, psychological, organizational, and
economic theories also help account for student departure (Tinto, 1986, 1993). One such
theory is Tinto’s (1975) interactionalist theory. This theory states that the various
individual differences, both environmental and innate, directly influence a student’s
departure process. Environmental characteristics include family background such as
parental educational level, income/socioeconomic status, and parental expectations for
their child’s educational experience. Individual characteristics include precollege
experiences such as high school achievement, race, gender, and academic ability. What
Tinto (1975) describes as “institutional commitment” is influenced by both
environmental and individual characteristics. The student’s institutional commitment
directly influences graduation goals, and both institutional commitment and graduation
goals affect the level of academic and social integration to the college or university. A
graphic model of Tinto’s interactionalist theory is shown in Figure 2.1.
There are two types of academic integration: structural and normative (Tinto,
1975). The former refers to a student’s meeting of explicit standards to which his/her
program of study, college, and/or university requires. In contrast, normative integration
relates to the level of identification a student has with the normative structures in regards
to the academic system. The student’s level of structural integration to his/her program,
college, and/or university is facilitated by academic performance given that fair academic
assessments (grades) of student ability are used to meet the institution’s standards for
achievement (Braxton, 2000). Since a student’s judgment of an academic system is
reflected by his/her intellectual development, Tinto (1975) believes that normative
integration is thus manifested. In addition, a combination of the intellectual
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Figure 2.1 : Tinto’s (1975) Interactionalist Theory of Student Departure
environment of the program, college, and/or university and the student’s individual
intellectual development yields the formation of normative integration. Social integration
relates to the associations between the social system of one’s program, college, and/or
university and the individual student. Social integration mechanisms include peer groups,
interactions with faculty, staff, and administration, and involvement in extracurricular
activities (Braxton, 2000).
In acknowledging the goal of graduation, the importance of academic and social
integration and its influence on institutional commitment is central to that goal. In other
words, greater levels of academic integration yield a stronger student commitment to
graduation. Additionally, greater levels of social integration yield stronger student
commitment to his/her program, college, or university (Braxton, 2000). Thus, the greater
levels of commitment to both college graduation and the institution itself, the greater the
likelihood that the student will persist that and the institution will retain.
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Classroom
All college students of varying backgrounds share one common experience:
classroom learning. Granted, this may be the only experience that some students share
with others, especially those students who commute to and from their respective
institution. Additionally, classroom learning is typically the only experience where some
students interact with each other and faculty members. Surprisingly, students’ classroom
learning experiences were not thoroughly examined in studies of institutional retention,
student persistence, and student departure until the mid to late 1980’s (Bean 1983;
Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, & Hengstler 1992; Tinto 1987, 1993, 2000). In order to better
understand student departure, a student’s classroom experience could be taken into
consideration. In addition, persistence linked with theories of student departure must be
explored along with the question “How can student departure theories change to
incorporate the classroom experience?”
Tinto (2000) describes college classrooms as the heart of institutions’ broader
social and academic communities. That is, they are the battle trenches where students are
at the core of institutions’ missions: knowledge attainment. They are the places where
students from different peer groups and different walks of campus life are intersected
with each other, faculty members, staff, and administrators. Moreover, classroom
engagement is a precursor to successive student involvement in the general academic and
social community of the college (Tinto, 2000). One could refer to Newton’s First Law of
Motion as a metaphor for this engagement, which states that an object at rest tends to stay
at rest and an object in motion tends to stay in motion and once in motion, that is when it
develops momentum, it will tend to stay in motion with the same speed and in the same
direction unless acted upon by an external force. Students who become engaged in the
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classroom are likely to stay engaged socially and, once engaged socially and
academically, they will continue to stay this way until graduation. Similarly, a student
who is disengaged from his/her academic or social community is likely to stay
disengaged academically and socially. Figure 2.2 illustrates a conceptual map that
incorporates Astin’s (1984) Theory of Student Integration with Bean’s (1983) factor of
organizational determinants. It should be noted that this figure was influenced by Tinto’s
(1975) concepts of academic and social integration (Figure 2.1 above). Both academic
and social involvement impacts GPA and retention at any given institution.

Figure 2.2: Graphic Model of Student Integration and Organizational Determinants
Tinto (2000) argues that most college classrooms are simply not engaging, especially
those in the first two years of college where instructor lecture tends to dominate class
time (Fischer & Grant, 1983; Fassigner, 1995). Subsequently, the number of students
who actively participate tends to be low (Smith, 1983; Karp & Yoels, 1976; Nunn, 1996),
and students begin their college experience viewing their semester-long course loads as
disconnected bits of information from one class to the next. Ancillary to that fact is that
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students’ courses are filled with mostly different classmates in the first year, preventing
them from forming an academic peer group necessary for academic and social
integration. Therefore, the first semester and year of college are not involving to the
students, so they, too, are uninvolved (Tinto, 2000). This speculation led to first year
seminars, also known as the first year experience, which will be elaborated upon later in
this chapter.
New Media
A large majority of young adults have become competent using technological
applications in their everyday lives (Jones, Ramanau, Cross, & Healing, 2010). As this
cohort transitions into college, it is evident that their presence is largely responsible for
the evolving academic culture which now incorporates various forms of technology
throughout campuses (Scolari, 2009). Whether students use interactive technology for
academic or social use, it is evident that cell phones and Internet applications are a big
component of their day-to-day activities (Bradley, 2006). Research has shown that
approximately 75% of college students own a cell phone and laptop, and that 75.7% of
the same sample reported having Internet access on their phones (Jones, et al., 2010). The
current student generation, which is commonly known as the Millennial generation
(Howe & Strauss, 2000), network with one another using technology as much as, or
perhaps more than, face-to-face communication. It is the responsibility of college
administrators to both recognize this phenomenon and implement a variety of positive
uses for technology and new media (Heiberger & Harper, 2008).
In regards to social and academic integration, new media can help students stay
connected to different college social networks, promote relevant social events, and
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promote safety and a sense of home on campus. Some institutions have supplied
incoming students with iPods (Cebeci & Tekdal, 2006; Taylor, 2008) as audio-learning
objects, so the students may listen to podcasts of classroom lectures. Other institutions
have encouraged faculty and staff to utilize various social networking sites such as
Facebook and Twitter (Center for Community College Student Engagement, 2009).
Online course are also rising in number and popularity, giving students more
opportunities to learn outside the traditional classroom (National Center for Educational
Statistics, 2009) Of course, the primary goal of implementing the use of such innovative
technology is to enhance student engagement (Taylor, 2008).
Another theory that provides a framework for student development and retention
is Astin’s (1984) theory of student involvement, which is shown in Figure 2.3. This
theory consists of five principles that examine student involvement in any given college
experience. Astin (1984) states that: (1) involvement requires physical and psychological
energy, (2) involvement occurs along a continuum, (3) involvement has qualitative and
quantitative features, (4) development is proportional to quantity and quality of
involvement, and (5) educational effectiveness is related to capacity to increase
involvement (as cited in Heiberger & Harper, 2008). In examining student engagement
through the lens of Astin’s (1984) student involvement theory, the examples below show
how student development can be enhanced via new communication of online technology.
It should be noted that the examples that follow are not limited to student involvement
via new media, but instead are discussed as a way to highlight how involvement can also
incorporate the addition of new media as part of institutional evolution.
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Involvement Requires Physical and Psychological Energy. Since an investment in
both physical and psychological energy is required for student development (Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005) evidence exists that students are highly involved with new media and
social networking sites, such as Facebook. For example, compared to all other websites,
Facebook had the highest number of college visitors (Bumgarner, 2007). In addition,
Junco and Mastrodicasa (2007) found a median of thirty-five hours per week in which
students are online communicating with one another. Seventy-five percent of college
students report that they communicate with one another between one and three hours per
week via the Internet, while the remaining 25% spend over three hours in these activities
(Gemmill & Peterson, 2006). College students are clearly spending energy by involving
themselves in new media activities.
Involvement Occurs Along a Continuum. This principle focuses on the notion that
students will invest themselves in different areas with varying amounts of energy
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). This means that students will interact with each other and
their professors through emails, social networking sites, online video chat, and group
message boards. The growth of these options of communication outside the classroom
sustains the Millennial generation’s interest (Heiberger & Harper, 2008). Professors now
have the ability to record themselves giving a lecture accompanied by a PowerPoint slide
presentation and upload it along with other assignments on a classroom community
website, where students can then post comments in a chat room with their classmates.
The product goal in regards to new media being incorporated into the academic world is
not perceptibly different from the traditional, in-class approach, although the processes
are quite different.
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Involvement Has Both Quantitative and Qualitative Features. Student investment
in various activities with varying amounts of time can be measured both quantitatively
and qualitatively (Astin, 1984). Although research on new media in higher education is in
its infancy, energy dispersed both physically and psychologically for both academic and
social use could be measured both quantitatively and qualitatively. Such features could be
pursued through interviews and focus groups, examining the extent to which online
activities help academically and socially integrate students into their institution.
Conversely, the same interviews and focus groups could examine the extent to which
online activities hinder academic or social integration.
Development Is Proportional to Quantity and Quality of Involvement. This
principle of Astin’s (1984) involvement theory states that a student’s development is
dependent on his/her time spent on an activity coupled with the nature of involvement
during the activity. As students use of new media for academic and/or social varies, their
overall development as college students may proportionally change based on both
quantity and quality. In other words, how much online interaction should a student have
with their classmates and professors in comparison to face-to-face interaction with the
same people? Does a dominating online or face-to face presence predict involvement
more favorable over the other?
Educational Effectiveness Is Related to Capacity to Increase Involvement. Since
Astin (1984) argues that an evaluation of programs and services is needed to determine
their ability to increase student involvement, institutions must evaluate their respective
programs of traditional (in-class) learning and newer types of learning which incorporate
new media. This would be an opportunity for administrators to evaluate the effectiveness
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that new media for social or academic reasons has on student involvement in comparison
with the more traditional, face-to-face approach.

	
  
	
  
	
  

	
   	
  

	
  

Figure 2.3: Astin’s (1984) Student Involvement Theory
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Transfer Students
	
  

College campus populations are becoming increasingly more diverse in the 21st
century, as older students, more ethnic minority students, and part-time students are
attending undergraduate programs (Cook & Cordova, 2007; Hudson, Aquilino, & Kienzl,
2005). More so than white, middle-income undergraduates, these nontraditional students
are likely to enroll at 2-year institution before transferring to four-year institution (Horn
& Nevill, 2006). To understand individual student retention and persistence, degree
completion rates are oftentimes influenced from where a student is coming (straight out
of high school versus 2-year institutions).
In some cases, transfers from 2-year institutions have difficulties in adjusting to
the four-year institution environment (Dennis, Calvillo, & Gonzalez, 2008). Since many
2-year institutions are commuter schools, transfers report frustration and culture shock
with their new campus surroundings (Davis & Dickman, 1998). Some of this frustration
and culture shock stems from a decrease in faculty attention and interaction because fouryear institutions tend to have a greater enrollment and thus, a higher student-to-faculty
ratio (Davies & Casey, 1999). Additionally, transfer students see new institutional
policies and academic requirements as areas for concern (Townsend, 1995). Furthermore,
ethnic minority transfers encounter barriers such as a lack of financial means, low family
support, and a weak academic history (Eggleston & Laanan, 2001; Frederickson, 1998).
The fact that many transfer students show a decrease in their GPA during the first
semester may be explained by some of these barriers (Hills, 1965; Porter, 2003).
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Aside from grades, persistence to graduation is another area of concern
encountered by transfers. Students who transfer from community colleges to four-year
institutions take more time to complete their degree than students who enter the
institution as a first-year student (Berker, He, & Cataldi, 2002). Evidence also suggests
that students who work full-time to support dependents, are older (Horn & Premo, 1996),
and who are ethnic minorities (Glass & Bunn, 1998) are at increased risk to drop out of
school before degree completion and take longer to complete their degree. As an
example, Hagedorn and Cepeda (2004) found that Latino undergraduates in southern
California not only have lower high school GPAs, but they are also more likely to have
lower college GPAs, had fewer college prep courses in their high school curriculum, are
less likely to graduate, and are more likely to work full-time.
Characteristics of community college students should be examined in order to
understand some of the challenges they face upon transferring to a four-year institute. For
one, high school graduates are increasingly considering community colleges because of
the current economic conditions in the United States (Kolavo, 2009). The accumulating
national debt coupled with a decrease in overall jobs are also seeing many older adults
enroll in college to either change careers or gain more knowledge and skills in their
current career (Marti, 2009). In addition, there tends to be more diversity in the student
population at community colleges compared to that of four-year colleges (Noonan-Terry,
& Leach, 2008). This diversity not only included racial, ethnic, and SES differences, but
also differences in current employment status. That is, the CCSSE (2009) reported that
three quarters of community college students work over 20 hours per week. In contrast, it
was found that about 12-13 hours per week was performed by the average undergraduate
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at a four-year institution. This same study found a positive correlation between the
numbers of hours worked and amount of class time missed (Dollinger, Matyja, & Huber,
2008).
Community colleges seem to appeal to students who have financial or time
restraints because of employment. In addition, they appeal to students who are not yet
prepared for the traditional college experience of managing one’s full semester load of
classes along with residing on or near campus (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). Goal structures
of community college students compared to students at four-year institutions also seem to
differ. Most four-year students have product goals of graduating or mastery goals such as
gaining knowledge in a particular major. On the other hand, community college students
seem to have product goals of transferring to a four-year institution or mastery goals such
as retraining within a specific discipline (Brewer & Gray, 1999). Since not all transfer
students have product goals of transferring to a four-year institution, the transfer rate is
only about 25% (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). However, certain colleges at large, urban
universities consist of a high number of transfer students from two-year and other fouryear institutions.
When comparing the faculty of four-year and community colleges, it is evident
that differences persist. Community colleges often employ approximately half of their
faculty members on a part-time basis, and many of these instructors have full-time jobs
outside the college (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). Compared to full-time faculty, part-time
faculty are not able to immerse themselves in the day-to-day campus activities and
culture and thus, a strong institutional connection is not present (Brewer & Gray, 1999).
Additionally, a master’s degree is the normal requirement for community college
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professors, contrasted to a doctoral degree as required to become a professor at a fouryear institution (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). It can be suggested that these differences
amongst faculty members, both in employment status and level of education, can
drastically influence students’ overall commitment to their academics.
The challenges that transfer students face, especially those of ethnic minority
status, translate into significant risk for academic and social integration at four-year
institutions. Notwithstanding, although many frustrations are reported by undergraduate
transfers, poor academic performance is not always the end result. Successful academic
completion of an undergraduate degree is attained by many transfer students. The
conditions upon which a transfer student academically attains success or encounters
difficulty needs to be further examined for a better understanding of the topic at hand.
Noncognitive Factors
	
  

It has been found that noncognitive factors such as adjustment, motivation, and
student perceptions are sometimes more important for predicting students who are at-risk
for institutional retention than cognitive factors reflected in scores such as the SAT or
high school GPA (Wawrzynski & Sedlacek, 2003). The relationship between
psychosocial variables and college retention were examined in a large-scale metaanalysis (Robbins, Lauver, Davis, Langley, & Carlstrom, 2004) which found self-efficacy
as a consistent predictor of college GPA and retention, even when controlling for more
traditional college predictors (e.g., SAT scores, high school GPA). The self-efficacy
construct (Bandura, 1993) involves a person’s confidence that he/she can successfully
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perform a specific task. In an academic sense, self-efficacy beliefs may influence
performance by increasing effort and task persistence in students (Schunk, 2001).
Aside from self-efficacy, academic-related goals and skills such as
communication and time-management have been found to be strong predictors of
retention (Robbins et al., 2004), which are potentially improved upon by regular
engagement with academically-focused peers and faculty members. Students who have
academic goals make an association between their goals and graduation, and, thus,
remain focused on finishing college. The same study found achievement motivation to be
a strong predictor of academic performance via GPA. That is, personal and career
motivation, such as desiring for intellectual development and a fulfilling career, can
increase academic performance. Additionally, students who attained their degree were
personally oriented while those who did not graduate found external factors, such as
others’ desires, to be motivating factors (Pincus & Decamp, 1989). Similar personal and
career motivational factors were found among undergraduates from ethnically diverse
backgrounds (Phinney, Dennis, & Osorio, 2006). Further findings for ethnic minority
students reveal that peer support (Dennis, Phinney, & Chuateco, 2005) and social
integration (Pincus & Decamp, 1989) as strong predictors of academic achievement and
retention.
In a persistence study consisting of nontraditional undergraduates, variables that
yielded the strongest predictions for persistence were GPA, total enrollment hours, and
academic background (Metzner & Bean, 1987). The same study found that persistence is
not related to social integration because adult students with families and additional
commitments (e.g., full-time jobs) do not feel that campus socialization is a top priority
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in their academic journeys. In other words, various factors have differing levels of
influence for different people. Dennis, Calvillo, and Gonzalez (2008) found that young
(17-19 years old) transfers with consistently low GPAs (2.5 and below) may be
considered as academic risks for not returning to school the following year. In some
cases, these at-risk students dropped out during their inaugural year at the four-year
institution and fewer than 50% of them had graduated by the third year.
Although some students are considered academically risky, it is not because of
their psychosocial development, as they score well on scales of self-efficacy,
commitment to college, personal/career motivation, and peer support. However, some
students seem to be less academically prepared than their peers, as their low GPAs from
their previous schooling remained low upon arrival at the four-year institution (Dennis,
Valvillo, & Gonzalez, 2008). Poor academic performance in the first semester at the fouryear institution may have caused the students to play “catch up” in the ensuing semester
and thus, disabled them from staying on-track with their studies. In other words, instead
of dedicating time to familiarize themselves with course content and general academic
expectations during their first semester, students could instead spend energy adjusting to
the new campus environment and meeting new people. Therefore, their work suffers, and
as a result they must familiarize themselves with course content and general academic
expectations in their second semester. Following behind and having to continually “catch
up” to one’s classmates could be extremely discouraging to a student’s morale and
ultimately, his/her persistence.
As these concerns regarding transfer students have become recognized by
institutions, some schools are addressing their needs such as implementing university32	
  
	
  

wide transfer student centers, student seminars dedicated solely to transfer students, and
other transfer-student centered activities with an aim to assist and scaffold transfer
students into and through the institution (Tinto, 2012). Other universities have turned to
working with nearby community colleges where structured programs are established that
help ensure admission to the university. Further, states such as Arizona, New Jersey,
Ohio, and Washington have systematic reform for transfer students. That is, legislation
asks that two-year institutions offer “transfer associate degrees,” which enable students to
both earn an associates degree and to transfer into a state university (Kisker, Wagoner, &
Cohen, 2011).
Student Retention Issues Related to the Current Study’s College of Education
	
  

This section will discuss retention issues that are directly related to the College of
Education in regards to institutional policy and makeup, which include learning
communities, the first year experience, and ethnic minority students. Learning
communities were implemented in this study’s College of Education in the fall 2010
semester, also known as the “cohort model.” This model had groups of students taking
multiple courses with one another, which means that most students being examined in the
current study participated in a learning community. Second, retention literature on
students’ first year experience is presented because (1) this study will examine first-year,
at-risk students. Finally, ethnic minority first-generation students (EMFG) are discussed.
According to the COE’s Dean’s Office approximately 40% of undergraduates at the
institution are ethnic minority students, and no information exists about the diversity
patterns in each year of progress towards the degree within the COE.
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Learning Communities
	
  

A large number of studies in the late 1980’s began to focus on active student
learning via reformed educational practices (Astin, 1987; Boyer, 1987; Tinto, 1987).
From this body of research, the notion of learning communities gained in popularity
which added to the early work of Meiklejohn (1932) on their importance. Learning
communities can be viewed as block scheduling, where groups of students take multiple
courses with each other (Tinto, 2000). This can also be viewed as a cohort model. That is,
students in a specific academic program (e.g., Early Childhood Education), progress
through while taking the same load of classes at a scheduled time each semester. At large
universities, such as the University of Washington or the University of Oregon, cohort
models sometimes consist of lecture classes composed of up to three hundred students,
with occasional break-up into smaller groups for discussion (Tinto, 2000). The discussion
groups are often led by an upperclassman or graduate teaching assistant.
Learning communities are constructed by organizing and aligning student
schedules so that they may study a topic or major around a central theme for the
semester. An example of this would be cohorts studying early childhood education with
their semester load organized around courses such as emotional, social, and cognitive
development in conjunction with courses in language and literacy in quest of a singular
chunk of knowledge: a conceptual understanding of how and why children learn as they
do supported by theory and promoted by evidence-based instructional practices. A culture
of learning is the defining quality of learning communities. In a collective effort to
understand course material, each student hopefully becomes involved and engaged.

34	
  
	
  

Bielaczyc and Collins (1999) believe learning communities all share central
themes of (1) varying levels and areas of expertise amongst its members, (2) shared
knowledge, (3) shared learning, and (4) shared responsibility. Tinto (2000) also discussed
the latter three themes as being central to learning communities. That is, with shared
knowledge, it is believed that students are learning organized themes while taking the
same courses together. This is vital to them formulating shared, meaningful, and
intelligible curricular experiences together. This shared curricular experience amongst
courses could not be constructed through enrollment in unrelated courses such as
geology, statistics, and political science. So, students come to a deeper and wider
understanding during the semester.
With shared learning, students are socially connected to one another by taking
three, four, or five classes together. This normative, academic integration has social
integration benefits as students learn about one another, both intellectually and
intimately, and construct their knowledge together. By intellectually engaging with one
another, students promote their understanding of the material by hearing a variety of
opinions, analysis, arguments, and questions from their classmates.
Shared responsibility involves each student using his/her cognitive mechanisms to
learn the material individually, and to further hold his/her classmates accountable to the
group in an effort to gain knowledge. Students rely and depend on their classmates’
opinions, analysis, arguments, and questions about course content, and individual
knowledge will not be advanced if each member of the group does not do his or her part
(Tinto, 2000). Perhaps the key idea of advancing community knowledge is best
exemplified through shared responsibility, which is opposite of the traditional approach
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that learning is done by individuals as transmitted from the teacher and textbook (Collins,
2006). Notably, assessments are usually individual in nature with exams, quizzes, and
writing assignments and their aim is to ensure that content knowledge develops solely in
one’s own mind regardless of classmate interaction. Thus, although argued effective, it is
a far cry from the knowledge and learning theories that underline the contemporary
education system (Collins, 2006).
Participating in first-year learning communities has been deemed a valuable social
experience, allowing students to develop friendships, ease the transition of college, and
network them into additional campus activities (Tinto, 2000). They aid students in
attending class, punctuality, engaging in classroom discussions, participating in group
projects, and, as mentioned, are very influential on helping first-year students develop
friendships (Russo, 1995).
Friendships assist students with their academic performance and also with the
numerous struggles in adjusting to college life. Common adjustment struggles include
anxiety, low self-esteem, somatic distress, global psychological distress, depression, and
other personal and emotional problems (Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994). In addition,
students who move away from home experience self-defeating habits (Compas, Wagner,
Slavin & Vanatta, 1986; Felner, Farber, & Primavera, 1983; Schlossberg, 1981; Weiss,
1990). Peer relations in college have been shown to assist in identity development, offer
social and emotional support, and offer other opportunities for additional social
interaction (Hirsch, 1980). Some of these stressors increase in traditional college students
over nontraditional students in the sense that traditional students display significantly
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higher levels of academic stress, are less satisfied with their academic experiences, and
feel they have less time to complete academic and social tasks (Jacobi, 1987).
Shared knowledge, shared learning, and shared responsibility themes that learning
communities create help connect the academic-social division that is oftentimes a curse to
student life (Tinto, 2000). By way of explanation, students might sometimes feel torn
between their academic and social interest, having to choose one or the other. Wetzel
(2009) found that adolescents who are able to coordinate multiple social and academic
goals, and who additionally are able to balance the demands of both, are successful
students. That is, students in high school and college who are socially integrated with
their classmates and their teachers are more academically motivated and also achieve
higher levels of success within the classroom. However, because student engagement is
an institutional responsibility, those incoming students who have not yet learned how to
coordinate multiple social and academic goals must be provided with the resources to
learn how to do so. The division created by one’s social and academic obligations is
lessened as learning communities help bring worlds together.
Breakout groups that are formed via learning communities continue outside the
classroom in study groups, meetings, group projects, and informal course-related
discussions. Casa and Casa (2007) discuss the importance of classroom discussions,
where students’ higher-level thinking is increased during the discussions, and thus are
more engaged with the material via their classmates and professors after class. To put it
simply, students are able to meet both their academic and social needs without having to
surrender one for the other. Students report these in-class engagements as a richer, fuller
learning experience (Tinto, 2000).
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Student persistence and institutional retention are heightened through the
manifestation of learning communities. Tinto, Goodsell, and Russo (1993) found that
with increased social and academic involvement, especially shared classroom experiences
that intellectually connect students to their peers, there is an increase in individual
learning via time, energy, and emotional investment. Educational activities in which
students have the opportunity to learn and make friends leads to an increased effort on
their part. In turn, increased effort yields learning and a heightened level of student
persistence (Tinto & Froh, 1992).
The First Year
	
  

Highly organized learning communities, along with other first year experience
(FYE) programs are garnering much attention and significant resources via institutional
research. FYEs are relevant to study in regards to retention because they, too, assist in
social and academic integration. Granted each analysis of FYE and learning communities
has mixed results, as each analysis is institutionally specific. Significant differences exist
between institutions that are large and small, between private and public colleges,
amongst the students’ diversity (race, culture, socioeconomic status, etc), on variety of
academic programs offered, between teaching-focused and research-focused universities,
and between commuter schools and schools that offer housing options (Jamelske, 2008).
These differing institutional characteristics coupled with varying types of FYE and
learning communities must be considered while examining student retention.
Ninety-five percent of four-year programs in the United States have some type of
FYE program (Jamelske, 2008). Generally, most of these programs serve to orient
students to one another and academic content in a first-year seminar course. As
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previously discussed with learning communities, some institutions will take the first-year
seminar a step further by having students take a string of courses together, and students
will share the same residence hall, floor, or be roommates. Additional resources are also
made available that introduce students to campus life, assist with time management, and
coach them on study skills. The principal aim of these programs is to increase students’
academic performance and persistence, unifying their academic and social worlds
(Goodman & Pascarella, 2006; Pascarella & Ternzini, 2005; Tobolowsky Mamrick, &
Cox, 2005).
Exploratory research testing the success of the aforementioned goals has
increased over the last decade (Jamelske, 2008). GPA, graduation, and retention are
variables that are commonly studied (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). In addition, selfreported satisfaction is also a common variable, where it has been found that a large
portion of student engagement, whether it is social or academic in nature, is the extent to
which a student is satisfied with his/her surroundings (Douglas, McClelland, & Davies,
2008).
The first year of college seems to present the greatest area of risk regarding
students’ successful completion of college. Most dropouts occur during or immediately
after the first year (Barefoot, 2000), thus institutions have focused their attention on this
time period. Statistically, close to 60% of student attrition occurs immediately after the
first year of college, and approximately 50% of students who enter four-year institutions
will not graduate from their initial institution in which they enrolled (Gordon & Habley,
2000). At any point in time, if a student drops out, stops out (drops out and returns), or
transfers, he/she is either less likely to graduate or take longer than average to graduate
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(Choy, 2002). In order for researchers to study the effect of the FYE, most institutions
use enrollment records and match them with curriculum records in persistence rates for
students who were not enrolled in FYE to students who were enrolled. Studies have
found that students who participated in FYE programs are far more likely to be retained
than nonparticipants (Tobolowsky, et al., 2005), and persistence shows positive gains
(Bedord & Durkee, 1989). It should be cautioned, however, that random sampling and
control for pre-college traits are not used for many studies (Pascarella & Tarenzini,
2005).
Schnell and Doetkott (2003) found retention rates to be significantly higher over a
four year period for first year seminar (FYS) students at a Midwestern, medium-sized,
public university. Likewise, a small positive effect on retention and GPA was found on
learning communities at a Southern, large, public university. Filder and Moore (1996)
also concluded that students who combined FYS with on-campus housing had the lowest
dropout rates.
In fairness, some studies have yielded results that show FYE programs to not
benefit students. For instance, although cohort groups were found to help incoming
students classified as risky, no positive effects on GPA or retention were found for cohort
group participation for non-risk students. (Potts, Schultz, & Foust, 2004). At a large
research institution in an urban setting, Hendel (2007) reported FYS participation had no
effect on first year retention or student satisfaction. This could be because a high number
of students at large, urban colleges or universities are nontraditional in the sense that they
work full-time, commute to campus, and are older than 24-years-old, and have
transferred in from other four-year or two-year schools (Cook & Cordova, 2007; Hudson,
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Aquilino, & Kienzl, 2005). When factoring these characteristics into a FYE program, it is
no wonder why no positive effects on GPA or retention are found.
Most evidence suggests that FYS positively influence levels of satisfaction and
campus activity involvement, especially for traditional students. In addition, the evidence
strongly supports that FYS increase students’ GPAs and their chances of graduation
(Jamelske, 2008). Since findings on FYE/FYS are mixed, suggestions have been made by
Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) which include a continuation of marching control
experiments with random assignment experiments. Longitudinal designs to help
understand the long-term impact that FYE programs have also been suggested. Keeping
in mind that institutions vary in significant ways and that FYE programs also vary from
each other, the results from one intuitional study is not necessarily generalizable across
all or any other institution(s).
FYS cannot only be restricted to institutional variables, as student traits also
influence educational outcome interventions. For example, literature points to the fact
that students who work off campus (Choy, 2002), students with poor academic histories
(Astin, 1993), or male students (Leppel, 2002) are less likely to persist until graduation.
Therefore, effects of FYS components can only be understood if student characteristics
are taken into account, so that course characteristics are dissociated from student
characteristic effects. For instance, some studies that investigated student found that,
aside from gender, SAT and/or ACT scores correlate with persistence in FYS experiences
(Richardson, Abraham, & Bond, 2012).
Ethnic Minority and First-Generation Students
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Research attention has been given to certain groups of at-risk students such as
ethnic minority and first generation students, both of which are strongly represented at
this institution since the establishment of the institution’s Russell Conwell Center in the
1960’s—a Student Resource Center specifically for diverse, nontraditional students who
come from underprivileged backgrounds. Although educational researchers examine
variables that predict academic success of undergraduates in general, ethnic minority
and/or first-generation (EMFG) students usually have higher dropout rates and poorer
academic achievement than other students. While many first-generation students tend to
be ethnic minorities (Zalaquett, 1999), research in this area does not focus solely on
minority students, but instead focused on first-generation students as a distinct group.
Aside from poor high school educations (Zalaquett, 1999) and pre-college assessments
that reveal low critical thinking scores, first-generation students often take longer to
graduate and work more hours than their peers (Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella,
& Nora, 1996) which were previously discussed themes regarding first-year and transfer
students. Another obstacle that first-generation students face is their lack of first-hand
college knowledge that would be typically conveyed via their parents (Brooks-Terry,
1988). That is, since their parents have not been to college, they feel ill-equipped to offer
advice. As these students often have unrealistic expectations about college (BrooksTerry, 1998), the student is left with a general lack of familiarity and fact about the
university system (York-Anderson & Bowman, 1991).
Literature on first-generation undergraduates highlights their need for social
support that could positively influence academic outcomes (Terenzini et al., 1996).
Individuals who are both ethnic minorities and first-generation students (EMFG) face
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added difficulty in completing college. For instance, some cultures expect individuals to
adhere to family interdependence, so these students must fulfill family obligations that
conflict with academics (Tseng, 2004). Richardson and Skinner (1992), focused a study
on first-generation, ethnic minority undergraduates and found they were underprepared
for college in comparison to their peers. However, in their study, it was also found that
these same underprepared students were able to develop academic skills necessary to
graduate.
Although EMFG students tend to be one of the highest risk categories for
retention, many of them still manage to do very well in college (Gandara, 1982). This is
mainly because EMFG students from low socioeconomic backgrounds view college as a
springboard into better financial situations and safeguard from difficulties endured by
their parents (Lopez, 2001). Moreover, these students receive encouragement, praise, and
emotional support from their parents throughout their undergraduate journey, showing
that there are several positives working in their favor. One would hope that these
strengths would negate the number of risk factors working against them; however, there
is little evidence pertaining to social support on persistence in EMFG students.
Ecological perspectives have also been examined that pertain to environmental
factors between the student and the environment, which can assist in predicting
adjustment and achievement in the first two years of college. Ecological theory argues
that interactions between one’s environment and one’s personal characteristics affect
development through the lifespan (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). In regards to
undergraduates, their mental ability, motivation, goals, and the surrounding campus
environment are interdependent structures which yield academic success (Muuss, 1996).
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Since there are many systems of influence in one’s environment, the proximal processes
of one’s immediate environment have been the critical areas of focus (Bronfenbrenner &
Morris, 1989). Proximal processes such as support and face-to-face interaction with peers
and family members seem to be the most important contributors to academic outcomes
(Muuss, 1996).
Positive self-concept coupled with supportive individuals in one’s immediate
environment are predictive measures for academic success for ethnic minority
undergraduates (Fuertes & Sedlacek, 1994). As mentioned, such noncognitive skills can
be more important than the SAT in achievement prediction. Dennis et al.(2005) examined
personal characteristics (individual motivation to attend college) and contextual factors
(social support from family and peers) to determine if they influenced college outcomes
more so than background characteristics (SES, ethnicity, gender, and high school GPA).
It was found that high school GPA was indeed the greatest predictor of cumulative
undergraduate GPA and the greatest predictor for poor college adjustment. However, the
same study did find that personal characteristics such as career motivation were the
strongest predictor for college adjustment. Proximal processes such as a lack of peer
support was not found to be a strong predictor of academic outcomes.
Cultural values have been found to be motivating influences for students
attending college (Phinney, et al., 2006), and it has been suggested that students from
collectivist cultures are motivated to achieve largely to meet the expectations of family
members (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). In contrast, students from individualistic societies
are motivated to meet their own expectations and demands. Such individual motivations
stem from one’s interests, career aspirations, and intellectual curiosity.
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Past studies have shown the importance of peer support for college adjustment
(Tinto, 1993). A comparison of parental and peer support in relation to ethnic minority
students’ adjustment to college has been performed, where reports from Latino college
students showed college peers to have the biggest influence, with parental support also
having a strong influence (Hurtado, Carter, & Spuler, 1996). The same study found,
however, that peer support was more closely connected with social adjustment, whereas
emotional adjustment was predicted by parental support. Other studies have found that
both peer and parental support influence many outcomes in undergraduates, such as
personal-emotional adjustment, a sense of social identity, and goal commitment (Lapsley,
Rice, & Fitzgerald, 1990). Additional studies have rendered results favoring peer support
as a strong predictor of general psychological adjustment of undergraduates (Rodriguez,
Mira, Myers, Monis, & Cardoza, 2003), because peers are available and capable of
providing resources to help overcome certain challenges. This peer support comes in the
form of study groups and advice-offering on topics such as which classes/professors to
take and study techniques (Richardson & Skinner, 1992). Peer-to-peer availability and
advice are precisely what parents, especially those with first-generation college students,
are unable to offer.
Financial support is also essential to support student retention. Availability and
use of financial aid has been linked to increased retention rates (Gansermer-Topf &
Schuh, 2008), especially for students from low-income backgrounds (Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005). It should be noted that higher rates of retention are more closely linked
with financial aid grants and scholarships, and less with student loans (Dowd & Coury,
2006; Gross, Hossler, & Ziskin, 2007). Various amounts of aid in the form of loans or
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grants affect a student’s choice on type of institution (public versus private; two-year
versus four-year) and whether or not he/she works and to what extent (Advisory
Committee on Student Financial Assistance, 2010).

Risk Prediction Models
	
  

Prediction research is defined as “a type of correlational research in which the
researcher identifies variables that will positively predict an outcome or criterion”
(Creswell, 2005). Institutions of Higher Education use risk prediction models to help
them effectively identify students deemed academically or socially “at-risk” in order to
positively influence institutional retention and individual persistence. Risk models allow
institutions to examine a set of variables (both academic and nonacademic) connected to
a certain population and make credible predictions about any/all risk associated with it
(Copas, 1999). It has been suggested that the best statistical analysis for examining
historical data and then applying them to the current population is a logistic regression
(Copas, 1999). After application of the risk model to the current population, risk scores
are given to individual students or groups of students to identify who are most likely or
least likely to be retained, persist, and/or dropout. Risk models therefore make it possible
to analyze a list of variables, and combinations of variables, to make reliable risk
predictions affiliated with the population being examined. Variables are capable of being
measured for the extent to which they can predict, and are weighted when being
administered to the population. That is, the regression model is built and tested by using
archival data, and the risk model is constructed via regression results. This risk model is
then administered to the current target population (Campbell, 2012). Copas (1999),
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admonishes that the risk model is not a causal relationship, as several variables both
alone and in combination, are under consideration. Additionally, human judgment is
required, even if the assessment is mathematically significant:
When the effectiveness of a risk score is assessed in purely statistical terms, there may be
several choices of risk factors, which are equally effective, or almost so. Again, this
precludes a causal interpretation of any one particular choice. Typically, there will be a
small number of factors which are clearly important, and several others which make a
modest contribution to prediction. Which of these lesser factors to include may be
somewhat arbitrary (p.47).
So, the effect of one variable may be reciprocated through one or more similar variables.
There are some cautions in regards to using historical data to assess risk. Granted
that risk measurements are performed to control certain outcomes (student retention),
probability statistics can only provide hypotheses about what the future may/may not
hold for certain populations (Walklate, 1999). So, while considered useful, and despite a
solid foundation in scientific theory, risk models will never be 100% accurate. For the
current study, this argument seems true, as student retention is impacted not only by the
aforementioned qualities of a student and institution, but also by changes in student
populations and institutional cultures. Changes in student populations in regards to
gender, age, race, ethnicity, and other demographic characteristics are now seeing
traditionally underrepresented populations enrolled in college, thus calling for a
reexamination of retention and persistence (Reason, 2009).
While some population changes have been considered in retention studies
(ethnicity, race, and gender), one must understand the context in which they are studied.
For instance, a risk model for a large, urban university in the Middle Atlantic Region of
the U.S. that prides itself on ethnic diversity, may have different predictor variables of
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importance compared to a small, rural liberal arts institution that lacks diversity on
campus. The notions of context and institutional-specific studies are perhaps best
described by McGrath and Brainstein (1997), as they state: “…college and university
administrators and faculty work together to conduct their own research…rather than rely
too heavily on findings in the related literature…since every college and university has its
own admissions standards and policies.” This would give professionals working within
specific institutions a better understanding of their students, culture, and what works or
what does not work in regards to retention.
Finally, it should be noted that risk models can only predict outcomes of
populations based on what is known about that population. For instance, if an institution
is only able to obtain certain information on incoming students, then an incomplete
picture is painted of those students. Thus, any prediction made about first-year student
retention is rudimentary in nature; however, an imperfect prediction is still making the
best of a situation given the available information (Copas, 1999). College and university
administrators therefore need to tread carefully about the extent to which they value
scores from risk prediction models.
Academic Advising and Student Retention
	
  

In higher education, the utilization of institutional services is linked to several
students’ educational journeys, and one of the most important services is academic
advising. Crocket (1978) refers to academic advising as “the cornerstone of student
retention,” as trained academic advisors (administrative staff and/or faculty members)
assist academic development in students’ quest for a degree. The services that are offered
by academic advisors help students understand requirements for their program of study
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and policies of the institution. In addition, advisors aid students in overcoming academic
challenges by helping them plan effective strategies like goal setting and time
management to make academic achievement a reality. This section provides an overview
of academic advising, including a discussion of the connection between advising and
student retention.
Academic advising is a major part of the college experience for students, both
academically and socially, that impact student decisions’ about whether they stay or
leave. This notion of institutional responsibility via academic advising is discussed by
Tinto (1987):
Though the intentions and commitments with which individuals enter college
matter, what goes on after entry matters more. It is the daily interaction of the
person with other members of the college in both the formal and informal
academic and social domains of the college and the person’s perception or
evaluation of the character of those interactions that, in large, measure decisions
as to staying or leaving. (p. 128)
Advising contact throughout the semester strongly affects students’ institutional
commitment, directly linked to their retention rates. Cuseo (2007) linked advising with
five positive associations, which creates a positive impact and directly benefits the
student: “(1) student satisfaction with the college experience, (2) effective educational
and career planning and decision making, (3) student utilization of campus support
services, (4) student-faculty contact outside the classroom, and (5) student mentoring” (p.
1).
Kuh (2005), suggested that the amount of effort and time that students place into
their academics is just as important as the application of effective student support
strategies by the institution—strategies that not only impact learning experiences, but that
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also connect students to the institution’s environment (faculty, staff, and classmates). In
regards to advising, two primary types are effectively applied: developmental and
prescriptive. Developmental advising seeks to build a trusting relationship between the
student and advisor, and the advisor uses contact time as an opportunity to help the
student improve in certain areas, learn, and grow as a student. This type of advising also
aims to scaffold students’ comprehension of institutional policy, circumstances, actions,
and consequences of action/inaction, while assisting in students’ goal planning to meet
their ability and needs (Campbell, 2012). Prescriptive advising consists of information
distribution from the advisor to the student in a timely, effective manner. This includes an
advising role of enforcing institutional and academic policies in addition to answering
any related questions that students might have on them. In contrast to developmental
advising, prescriptive advising consists of interaction time dedicated to addressing
specific needs rather than promoting student learning and growth (Campbell, 2012).
Further elaboration on developmental advising, which is sometimes known as
intrusive advising, is described by Garing (1993) as:
requiring structured strategies of intervention by advisers at specified times
throughout the students’ semesters in college. Although these strategies will differ
depending on the institution’s size, organizational structure, and staffing model, it
is critical that techniques are implemented so that advising is perceived and
delivered as intrusive, and developmental, and serves as a catalyst for building
personalize student-advisor relationships. When these strategies are integrated as
necessary components of the institution’s advising system, not only are the
efficiency and effectiveness of advising enhanced, but the retention of students is
ultimately affected in a positive way due to the solidness of this critical studentadviser link. (p. 98)
Although Garing (1993) does not provide data that connect retention with the impact of
developmental advising, his description of advising practice is clearly associated with the
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findings in past research, especially that of student involvement (Astin, 1984) and student
integration (Tinto, 1975, 1987). Developmental advising therefore views advising
through the lens of shared responsibility between the institution (advisor) and student,
where a relationship is built via intervention and sustained via student responsiveness and
growth.
Crookston (1972) described prescriptive advising as different from a shared
responsibility, and rather characterized it as an authoritarian relationship. That is, trained
advisors with greater knowledge of institutional and academic policies decide when,
where, how, and to whom they will relate their knowledge. This relationship is much like
a doctor-patient relationship where the doctor will prescribe a treatment and, if the patient
follows his/her advice, then the patient’s condition will improve. For example, a student
in an education program must get the correct advice from his/her advisor to understand
course registration, know which prerequisites classes should be taken, get clearances
required for field observations and student teaching, and gather information for the
Praxis Series examination. In this scenario, learning does not take place for both the
student and the advisor, but rather only the student learns factual and procedural
information from the advisor. A lack of shared learning is a reason why Crookstron
(1972) characterized prescriptive advising as authoritarian in contrast to developmental
advising:
In contrast with the authoritarian quality of the prescriptive relationship between
academic advisor and student in which the advisor advises, and, presumably, the
student acts on the advice, the developmental relationship is based on different
values and principles. The most important of these is the belief that the
relationship itself is one in which the academic advisor and the student
differentially engage in a series of developmental tasks, the successful completion
of which results in varying degrees of learning by both parties. These
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developmental tasks include reaching an agreement on who taken the initiative,
who takes the responsibility, who supplies the knowledge and skill and how they
are obtained and applied. (p. 6)
In other words, the student learns to practice effective educational practices (time
management, goal setting, etc.) from the advisor, and in turn, the advisor learns to
effectively modify his/her advising practices based on student responsiveness and student
outcomes. This practice is much different than the standard question-and-answer session
of prescriptive advising. Light (2001), stressed the importance of the academic advisor’s
learning to effectively modify their practices in order to positively impact student
retention. After conducting ten years of qualitative research in which he collected data
from 90 institutions and over 1,600 students it was concluded that “good advising may be
the single most underestimated characteristic of a successful college experience” (p.81).
While “solid academic advising” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005) has been shown
to positively impact student persistence and institutional retention through relationship
development, how can “solid advising” be defined? Cuseo (2003) states that definitions
of successful advising must “be guided by a clear vision of what ‘good’ or ‘quality’
advising actually is—because if we cannot define it, we cannot recognize it when we see
it, nor can we assess or improve it” (p.13). Winston, Miller, Ender, Grites, and Associates
(1984) highlighted the need to go beyond the prescriptive advising approach in order to
impact retention:
Advising programs…that emphasize registration and record keeping, while
neglecting attention to students’ educational and personal experiences in the
institution, are missing an excellent opportunity to influence directly and
immediately the quality of students’ education and are also highly inefficient,
since they are most likely employing highly educated (expensive) personnel who
are performing essentially clerical tasks. (p. 542)

52	
  
	
  

Therefore, instead of simply providing factual information on institutional policy, it is the
advisor’s role to go beyond the authoritarian scope, and attempt to build relationships
with students while maintaining professional boundaries (Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth,
2004). Advisors should especially attempt to build relationships with students who may
have increased needs or are considered at-risk by the institution. These students include
ethnic minorities, first generation students, and/or students who have subpar academic
histories (Museus & Ravello, 2010).
Certain advising strategies, such as documenting advising sessions, can help
advisors keep track of the volume of students they see in a given academic year.
Documentation can also assist advising offices in understanding common problems that
students, especially those considered at-risk, face throughout their studies. Intervention
strategies, such as increased advising sessions and developmental advising, should be
implemented for at-risk students as early as summer orientation sessions, which is the
earliest opportunity that a school has to expose incoming students to institutional
resources, and hopefully integrate them within the school’s academic and social culture.
(Tinto, 1987). With early intervention, advisors are able to document interactions with atrisk students, particularly interactions that may be indicative of student attrition:
Early treatment in what is largely a program of preventative intervention during
orientation may also be triggered by ‘early warning systems.’ These combine data
from admissions with evidence from the experience of past student cohorts to
produce estimates of ‘dropout proneness’ of different groups of students.
Incoming students identified as being ‘dropout prone’ (e.g. sharing number of
characteristics with past dropouts) may then be targeted for the provision of
special services during orientation, services which are tuned to their particular
needs and concerns. (p. 148)
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Since most of Tinto’s work revolved around the entire college experience, he believed
that advising services are an integral part of that experience, essential to all students, not
just those considered at-risk:
When presented in a negative fashion, for instance, when advising and counseling
are required only for persons in trouble, they are considerably less effective. This
is so because use of such services serves, in the mind of students, to stigmatize the
individual as being less able to or less successful than one’s peers. (Tinto, 1987, p.
152)
Connecting Tinto’s beliefs with that of Lotkowski et al. (2004), it would seem that while
all students should receive advising services, at-risk students should receive an increased
amount of developmental advising, while those considered low-risk would only require
the essentials of prescriptive advising. This would help reduce the negative stigma
associated with “at-risk only” advising services.
Another issue that arises within advising services is the professional position of
the advisor. Many institutions oftentimes employ a number of full-time academic
advisors, and some even have an allotted number of advisors for each college within the
university. Other institutions, such as smaller, liberal arts schools, do not have advising
centers and instead rely on faculty members to perform these services. Seymour and
Hewitt (1997) found that the difference between the two types (academic advisor versus
faculty member) is dependent on information which the student is seeking. That is, if a
student wishes to find answers about a specific career path within his/her major or a
beneficial course within the department for which to register, then a faculty member
would offer the best advice because of his/her experience within the field/department. On
the other hand, full-time academic advisors are better suited to offer information to
students based on the career path that a student has already chosen, or information
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regarding institutional policy and/or procedure. While a faculty member may be able to
offer more depth of knowledge within a specific major, a full-time advisor offers breadth
of knowledge across several majors. As the two types of advisors show slight differences,
Bean (2005) believes that the difference is negligible so long as it is of quality.
Additionally, students prefer not only to obtain quality information, but also to get
answers from a single person, particularly one with which they feel a positive connection.
Connecting quality of advising with student perception regarding his/her
experience is extremely important. After all, a student’s satisfaction with his/her advising
experience is dependent upon their perception, and the two (quality and satisfaction), can
become easily confused in the student’s mind. Campbell (2012), elaborates on this
concept:
...while one can have a definite assessment of quality, it is not uncommon for
quality to be confused with satisfaction, and satisfaction is often muddled with
expectations that may not be realistic, thus creating a perception of poor quality.
For instance, a student may approach an advisor for a change of grade. However,
if institutional policies prevent the advisor from changing grades, the student may
be dissatisfied with the experience and attribute poor quality to the advising
services received. This may, of course, depend on the training and experience of
the advisor, as well. If the advisor is able to satisfactorily explain the process for
seeking a change of grade, and develops a relationship in which the student takes
responsibility for performing the necessary steps, the outcome could be perceived
differently. (pp. 60-61)
It is important for a student to have a positive perception of his/her academic advising
because it is favorably linked with student retention, as found by Metzner (1989). While
this study collected institutional-specific data from 1,033 first-year students, data
suggested students who perceived their advising experiences as “good” were 14% more
likely to be retained than students who did not receive any advising services.
Additionally, even students who perceived their advising experiences as “poor” were 7%
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more likely to be retained than student who did not receive any advising services. While
it may seem surprising that a “poor” advising experience led to an increase in retention,
one possible argument is that it connected the student to institutional resources, consistent
with Astin’s (1984) student involvement theory and Tinto’s (1975, 1987) student
integration theory. Another argument could be that students who seek advising services
may have personal characteristics, such as motivation and an accurate metacognition that
would assumingly decrease the relevance of a “poor” advising experience in regards to
student retention. That is, both qualities are connected with deep-level learning and
academic achievement (Van der Steel & Veenman, 2008), thus aiding in a student’s
persistence towards graduation.

Previous Research on Risk Prediction at the Current Study’s Institution
	
  

Two previous studies have been conducted at the institution which utilized the
university-wide risk prediction model. diNovi (2011), sought to validate the model by
establishing an early warning system for students who were considered academically atrisk. In addition, she examined early interventions aimed to help at-risk students. In the
study, she constructed a prediction equation via multiple regression using historical data
from a prior cohort of freshman and variables consisting of both cognitive and
noncognitive factors. As the model was applied to incoming freshman, risk categories
were assigned accordingly. Her findings suggest that the risk prediction model was
correlated with first term GPA (r=.48, p<.001); however, intervention through increased
advisor-student contact did not affect students’ retention. It should be noted that diNovi
(2011), discussed the importance of modifying the model for specific populations within
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the university: “risk equations should be customized to the subpopulation of interest,
rather than built on a full cohort of students, in order to provide the most effective
prediction at each level” (p. 80).
Campbell (2012), performed a similar study to diNovi’s, and sought to modify the
university-wide model focusing on the College of Science, Technology, Engineering, and
Math (STEM) in order to accurately predict students’ persistence in this field.
Additionally, he examined whether or not intrusive advising had an effect on
persistence/retention in response to the model’s risk prediction. After performing a least
squares regression on first-year students from the previous year, he was able to account
for 27% of the total variance when predicting first-term GPA for incoming students, and
found positive correlations between first year STEM persistence and the given risk score.
He further found that intrusive advising interventions did not have a significant effect on
student persistence within the STEM fields. He additionally expressed the need for future
researchers at the institution to:
continue to expand this research in order to better understand the links between
advising and student persistence. This is best accomplished by pursuing… more
tailored risk instruments….	
  the data analysis could be conducted both at an
institutional level and in various subsets (schools, colleges, special programs,
etc.). (pp. 118-119)
Conclusion
	
  

Taking the aforementioned literature into consideration, it appears that the first
year of an undergraduate’s educational journey is extremely important for student
persistence and institutional retention. Academic performance in the first year appears to
be the best predictor of whether or not a student is retained for successive years (Braxton,
2000). And, because it is not possible to access a student’s actual first-year GPA until
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he/she has completed the year, a statistical model must be constructed in order to predict
first-year GPA. Valid GPA prediction gives institutions an opportunity to impact a firstyear student’s development by exposing him/her to institutional resources, such as
academic advising, which in turn increases student persistence. While the current study’s
university-wide risk model has been validated in previous studies (Campbell, 2012;
diNovi, 2011), it should be modified for the unique characteristics of the student
population within the College of Education.

Research Questions
	
  

This study was directed by three research questions:
1. Does the university-wide risk model accurately predict first-semester student
GPA in the College of Education? If it does not, how can it be modified
specifically for the College of Education?
2. Is the risk score produced by the university prediction model an accurate
predictor of student retention in the College of Education?
3. How do at-risk versus not-at-risk students differ in their usage of the College
of Education’s Academic Advising Center in their first-year?
Hypotheses
	
  

Hypotheses were developed on the questions above, driven by previous theory
and research on the topics:
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Hypothesis 1: The university-wide risk model will accurately predict first-semester GPA
in the College of Education.
Previous research at the same institution of this study found the risk prediction model to
be correlated with first-semester GPA (diNovi, 2011), and able to account for 27% of the
variance in predicting first-semester GPA within a specific college (Campbell, 2012). It
should be noted that for this study, the term “accurately” is defined as “deviating only
slightly or within acceptable limits from a standard and capable of providing a correct
reading or measurement” and not “conforming exactly without error” (www.merrianwebster.com). In other words, it is predicted that the university-wide model is going to
differ slightly from the COE model, but the statistical variance is going to be negligible.
Further, because of the smaller sample size of the COE compared that that of the
university-wide data, some predictor variables will be stronger within the college.
Hypothesis 2: Risk score will be an accurate predictor of student retention in the College
of Education.
As discussed within the body of the literature, the first year of college is when students
are most susceptible to not being retained (Astin, 1984; Tinto, 1975). Additionally, firstsemester GPA is the best predictor of first-year retention (McGrath & Braunstein, 1997;
Robertson & Taylor, 2009). Therefore, as the risk prediction model assigns one of 10 risk
scores to College of Education students, these risk scores will accurately reflect firstsemester GPA and also student retention rates over five semesters. It is predicted that
those students labeled as at-risk students (deciles one, two, and three) will have
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significantly lower retention rates than the not-at-risk students (deciles seven, eight, and
nine).
Hypothesis 3: At-risk students will utilize the College’s Academic Advising Center less
than not-at-risk students in the first year.
Deep-level learning qualities, such as metacognition and motivation, are associated with
academic achievement (Van der Steel & Veenman, 2008). That is, students who reflect
on their learning and who are motivated to learn often have positive outcomes. In this
study, the not-at-risk population consists of students who are predicted to have high firstsemester GPAs based on variables of past academic achievement (High School GPA,
SAT scores, etc.). Likewise, the at-risk population is predicted to have low first-semester
GPAs based on past academic performance. It is assumed that the not-at-risk population
had higher levels of previous achievement because of their metacognition and motivation,
causing them to utilize resources for deep-level learning. It is additionally assumed that
at-risk students have lower levels of previous achievement because they were unaware
that they needed help in their academic work, they were unmotivated to seek help, or a
combination of both. Therefore, this study predicts that the at-risk student population will
utilize the Academic Advising Center less than the not-at-risk population, and that this
will be evident in the Academic Advising Note Database in addition to the answers
provided by the advising staff.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
	
  

Methodology, Procedure, and Rationale for Design
	
  

This chapter focuses on the methods selected for this study, the procedure for how
the study was carried out, the rationale for the methodology, and other important aspects
regarding data collection and data analysis. Considering the three questions driving the
study, there were two methods employed to analyze the collected data; thus the study
took a mixed methods approach. One process involved quantitative analyses for
predicting first-semester GPA and, thus, prediction of retention. Additionally, the
quantitative analysis sought to examine if risk scores based on first-semester GPA
prediction were an accurate prediction of retention in the College of Education. This
process utilized a university-specific risk prediction model that predicts first-year student
GPA. In seeking to maximize the prediction of incoming students’ risk levels, the model
is modified from year-to-year as it applies the previous year’s data to the present year’s
cohort. After incoming students’ first-semester GPA is predicted, all students are evenly
distributed in one of 10 deciles, with a decile score of “1,” “2,” and “3” being considered
the highest at-risk students, and a score of “10” to be the least at risk. If a student receives
a score of 1, 2, or 3, then he/she is to have increased advising contact throughout the
semester. This includes a minimum of five interactions with an advisor, and two of the
five interactions must be in person. This process began in the fall 2007 semester as an
institutional-specific, university-wide retention project led by the Senior Vice Provost for
Undergraduate Studies and the Senior Director of Measurement and Institutional
Research at the school.
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A second process involved qualitative analyses of academic advising notes of atrisk first-year students in addition to conducting semi-structured interviews with the
Academic Advising Center’s staff. The current study was quantitative dominant in
nature. Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner (2007), define quantitative dominant mixed
methods research as:
Quantitative dominant mixed methods research is the type of mixed research in
which one relies on a quantitative, postpositivist view of the research process,
while concurrently recognizing that the addition of qualitative data and
approaches are likely to benefit most research projects. (p. 124)
It was the hope of this study that qualitative examination of advising notes would add a
deeper understanding of what was found through quantitative data analysis.
Quantitative Component
	
  

The first process of this study involved prediction of the risk of attrition by
categorizing undergraduates into an assigned group based on their resulting risk scores.
This process was carried out by performing an ordinary least squares regression analysis
on data collected from the Fall 2011 cohort (first-year, non-transfer students only), since
it was the most recent data set available for analysis. This cohort’s responses to the
institutional specific New Student Questionnaire (NSQ) were examined, which is a
requirement for all incoming freshman. Because data are collected and analyzed on the
new students every year, it results in small changes to the variables from year-to-year as
each successive cohort has the regression applied to it. It is through this process that first
year risk is determined, as the variables that show the most significant connection with
first-year retention are applied to the incoming freshman cohort. The specific variables
used in the 2011 prediction model are as follows:
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1. Admissions points (a composite point system for comparison used by the
Office of Admissions during the admissions process),
2. New Student Questionnaire (NSQ) Item 15: “What was your approximate
high school average?”
3. The [University] school/college in which the student enrolled
4. NSQ Item 3: “During the school year, on the average, how many hours do you
plan to work (for money) per week?”
5. High school attended
6. NSQ Item 74: “Most of my teachers considered me one of the harder workers
in their class.”
7. NSQ Item 26: “During high school (grades 9-12), on average, what was your
grade in English?”
8. NSQ Item 13: “What is the highest level of formal education completed by
your father?”
9. SAT – Writing: Essay Sub-score
10. Math Placement Test – Part 3
11. NSQ Item 59: “What is the chance that you will change your field of study
while you are at [the University]?”
12. Gender
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13. NSQ Item 75: “I find it difficult to keep a plan of action in my school work.”
14. Membership in [bridge program to provide support to targeted students in
their transition from high school to college].1
15. SAT – Quantitative Score
16. NSQ Item 78: “I am self-confident.”
Once these variables were applied to the incoming cohort, the model was used to
predict first-year GPA which, in turn, has been shown to be the best predictor of firstyear student retention (Astin, 1975; McGrath & Braunstein, 1997; Robertson & Taylor,
2009; Tinto, 1975). The variables in the New Student Questionnaire also reflect Astin’s
(1984) Theory of Student Involvement and Tinto’s (1993) Theory of Integration because
they examine both the amount of time spent in various activities (academic and nonacademic) and the effect of academic and non-academic variables in regards to retention,
respectively. A noteworthy fact of this institution is that students need to have amassed at
least 30 credits before they can be considered for academic dismissal, which is after the
first semester of their sophomore year. After the first year, student retention is therefore
the result of institutional commitment and an individual’s decision on whether or not
he/she stays. In other words, since students cannot be forced out for academic reasons
before their fourth semester, an individual’s decision includes other reasons for the
student not being retained that is not institutionally ordered. A first-semester GPA
prediction model derived from multiple variables, which will be applied to students who
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cannot yet be asked to leave for academic issues, is an exemplary scenario to examine if
the university-wide retention model fits in the College of Education.
Qualitative Component
	
  

The second part of this study consisted of an explanatory design approach for the
qualitative component of 51 first-year, at-risk students’ advising notes and 88 first-year,
not-at-risk students’ advising notes. It should be noted that the at-risk student population
consists of those who fall into deciles one, two, and three based on their predicted firstsemester GPA via the risk prediction model. Not-at-risk students are those who fall into
deciles seven, eight, and nine based on their predicted first-semester GPA via the risk
prediction model. Students who fell into decile 10 were not examined in this study, as
these students represent the highest achieving students at the university, and they could
potentially invalidate the study’s results. Both the at-risk and not-at-risk students are from
the Fall 2010 and Fall 2011 cohorts. Examining their documents through the university’s
Academic Advising Database, it was my goal to find thematic links to at-risk student
versus not-at-risk student departure that may be connected to their utilization of the
Academic Advising Center. Aside from examining students’ advising notes, I conducted
semi-structured interviews with three of the COE’s academic advisors and the COE’s
Director of Academic Advising. The aim of the interviews was to draw on the advisor’s
experience of advising at-risk versus not-at-risk students, and to delineate the
psychosocial or cognitive characteristics they have noticed in the two groups. The
qualitative component was cross-referenced with the quantitative data. It was a hope that
analyses of the advising notes and interviews would reveal why certain students are
retained while their peers are not, which was a strength of conducting the qualitative
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component.

Population and Data Sources
	
  

The study was conducted at a large, urban, public research university located
within the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States. Within the university, the study
focused on undergraduates enrolled in the university’s College of Education, which
enrolls approximately 1,400 undergraduates per year. Undergraduate majors primarily
take coursework preparing them to become teachers in a K-12 setting, while others
become working professionals in other educational and/or nonprofit settings. Bachelor
programs offered in which students focus include Adult & Organizational Development;
Business, Computer, and Information Technology Education; Early
Childhood/Elementary Education; Middle Grades Education; Industrial Education;
Marketing/Distributive Education; Secondary Education with a focus in Mathematics,
Science, Social Studies, English, or World Languages; and Special Education 4+1.
Master’s and doctoral degrees are also offered, as well as college-specific certification
and state specialty certifications; however, this study only examined first-year
undergraduates. Admission to the COE is open to any first-year student who is university
accepted, and no other distinct requirements are necessary.
Both quantitative and qualitative data sources are pre-collected. The quantitative
data source to answer the primary research questions dates back to the fall 2011 academic
semester. Students are labeled with a risk score upon entering the university, and again
when entering the COE. Scores are determined using the previously listed variables and
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implemented to the incoming cohort. First-year cohort data are selected from admissions
documents (e.g., SAT/ACT scores, high school transcripts, admissions applications) and
the New Student Questionnaire, which students complete during summer orientation prior
to their first semester. Students are placed in one of 10 deciles, ranging from 1-10.
Students with a risk score of 1, 2, or 3 are predicted to be the most at-risk. It should be
noted that the deciles are evenly divided by the total number of enrolled students into the
10 risk categories, and students are given two scores: one for their risk at the university,
and one within their college. For example, if 400 students are admitted to the COE, then
40 students will be labeled as a 1, 40 students will be labeled as a 2, 40 students will be
labeled as a 3, etc. So, it is possible that a student could be given a risk score of a 3
within the entire university, but when that student is examined within the smaller scope
of the COE, his/her score could be reduced to a 2 or 1. Students participating in
university programs such as intercollegiate athletics, bridge, honors, ROTC, and firstyear seminar were not examined because of separate advising services they receive from
their respective programs. It was the goal of the quantitative component to see if the
university-wide model fits to the COE and, if it does not, then an attempt will be made to
construct a COE-specific risk model. Additionally, the goal of the quantitative
component was to see if assigned risk score is an accurate predictor of retention within
the COE.
Advising Database and Notes
	
  

During each academic semester, advisors interact with first-year students through
a variety of contact (in-person, email, over the phone). It is the institution’s policy,
specifically within the COE, that the advisors write an “advising note” after each contact
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in order to keep the advising staff organized and consistent across student advising
sessions. I examined the at-risk student and not-at-risk student notes within the data base
with the university. An example of some topics that were examined included:
1) Total number of advising sessions in the first year.
2) Type/amount of prescriptive advising: course selection, course
registration, Praxis-related information, candidacy requirements for
student teaching, and other university and college-specific policies.
3) Type/amount of developmental advising: discussing issues that affect
academic performance such as motivation, confidence, time management,
and further utilization of institutional resources such as tutoring and
extracurricular activities.
4) Indicators not discussed during developmental advising, such as the
number of missed appointments or repeated reminders about general
information.
5) Problems with certain first-year courses (e.g. MATH 1021, ENG, 802).
6) Psychosocial and/or cognitive characteristics that emerge from a given
student’s note(s).
Academic Advisor Interviews
	
  

In addition to examining the academic advising notes of at-risk versus not-at-risk
students, I conducted semi structured interviews with the academic advisors and Director
of Advising within the COE. Questions revolved around at-risk student retention,
indications or characteristics or at-risk students, and at-risk versus not-at-risk student use
of the advising center. Answers to these questions were coded in an attempt to identify
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any themes that emerged which supported the quantitative results and/or qualitative
examination of the advising notes.
Data Collection
	
  

This study utilized pre-collected data on College of Education students, except in
the case of the advisor interviews. The quantitative component, including the universitywide risk-model, came from the Office of Institutional Research (OIR), while the
advising notes come from the COE’s Academic Advising Center. The OIR collects and
analyzes student data each academic year in order to understand its student population
and predict student risk. The OIR also constructed the original university-wide risk
model, and is responsible for assigning students’ scores related to increased advising
contact.
The COE’s Academic Advising Center, under the guidance of the Center’s
Director and Assistant Dean for Undergraduate Academic and Student Affairs within the
COE, is responsible for data collected for the qualitative component of this study in the
form of advising notes. The COE has three academic advisors and one Director of
Advising who meet with students and are responsible for recording their respective
meeting notes. These advisors, along with the Director of Advising, are to have increased
contact with students in deciles 1 and 2, and 3, including five advising contacts per
semester, two of which are to be in-person meetings. The remaining three contacts may
be over the telephone or through email. Descriptions of these contacts, revealed in the
advising notes, are available for confidential and employee-only view in the Academic
Advising Database. I signed a “Request for Individual Security Access” form in order to
obtain clearances to access the database. Data for the qualitative component consisted of
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advising notes from the 2010-2011 and 2011-2012 academic year.
Data Analysis
	
  

In regards to the quantitative component of the study, first-term GPAs were
compared with the predicted GPAs produced by the risk model. This comparison helped
ensure accuracy of the prediction model. Even though the model has been proven
accurate in previous studies (see Campbell, 2012; diNovi, 2011), such a comparison was
necessary. That is, since separate colleges and programs within the institution all receive
data from the university-wide risk model, it is possible that they each respond to its data
differently, thus affecting the model’s accuracy. Of primary importance in this study were
regression analyses, which yielded the weight of variables/combinations of variables in a
given year for the fall 2011 cohort. Regression analyses were performed to examine the
extent to which the university-wide model fits the COE each year, and how the model can
be modified via different variables/combinations of variables to form a COE-specific
model. In examining the accuracy of a student’s risk score to predict student retention
across time within the COE, a binary logistic regression was performed.
The second component of this study incorporated a qualitative, document analysis
of academic advising notes through initial review of advising notes for trends. Open
coding was performed as trends that emerged were recorded. As themes from groups of
notes emerged, they were compared to another group of notes. Coding of the notes to
identify themes consisted of printing and highlighting words, phrases, and procedures
recorded by the advisors within the data base. The process of modifying and focusing
themes continued until they seemed to capture the overall emphasis which links advising
to student retention. Codes were either expanded into more detailed categories or
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collapsed into a number of larger, broader themes. This process occurred in regards to
academic notes for both the 2010-2011 and 2011-2012 academic years, and themes for
each year were compared to each other in an attempt to cull an overall theme or themes
consistent over two years. Within the study’s findings, specific examples of each theme
are described in order to provide an in-depth, narrative explanation of each. It was the
hope that the qualitative results of this study could serve as a foundation for the COE’s
advising practices in regards to at-risk student retention.
Scope/Bounds of the Study
	
  

The main purpose of this study was to understand student retention via risk
prediction, specifically within the College of Education (COE). This study’s qualitative
aims were exploratory, descriptive, and analytic, as no COE-specific study has been
performed in regards to retention and its link with advising center usage. While much
research in the area of student retention and risk prediction has been quantitative (Astin,
1993; Copas, 1999; Friedman & Mandel, 2009; Reason, 2009), the qualitative component
of this study sought to connect institutional engagement via advising experiences with
retention and/or attrition of first-year, at-risk students. Together, the quantitative and
qualitative methods of this study attempted to give an accurate understanding of the
COE’s risk prediction and retention, and further attempted to provide foundational
knowledge of the extent to which COE advising notes and advisors’ insights reveal about
retention within the COE.
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Role of the Researcher
	
  

My qualifications to conduct such a study stem from my working and educational
experiences. As an employee within the field of higher education for the past seven years,
I have gained experience working with undergraduates as an athletic coach, campus
recruiter, residential director, and teaching assistant of record. I have worked at four
different institutions—two of which were small liberal arts schools, one large, urban,
research-intensive university, and one suburban community college. Additionally, I have
taught six different courses in three separate departments and was responsible for the
final grading of approximately 500 undergraduate students, which has given me a strong
understanding of academic success in the classroom and social integration outside the
classroom via learning communities. Aside from the academic component, my
experiences as an athletic coach and residential director exposed me to issues relating to
student engagement, time management, institutional commitment, and student
persistence, and it helped me form an understanding of institutional resources which aid
in retention and graduation. Prior to my working experiences in higher education, I was
an undergraduate student-athlete for four years, which gave me first-hand experience in
understanding the challenges of time management, the importance of goal setting, and the
necessity of utilizing institutional resources, which aided my academic achievement.
As a doctoral student in the College of Education, I have taken several courses
and have successfully completed multiple assessments, which have prepared me to
conduct the aforementioned research, including courses on both quantitative and
qualitative research methods and data analysis.
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My professional research interests of understanding the connections among education,
student engagement, student success, and society, all of which are derived from working
experiences, were the driving forces behind this study.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
There are four sections to this chapter. The first section includes a description of the
data sets used for both the quantitative and qualitative sections, including considerations
about potential limitations of these data. The second section of this chapter focuses on the
quantitative results of the study, which includes demographic information on the research
sample. Additionally, the second section addresses analyses and results aimed to answer
the primary research questions for the dissertation that involve quantitative data. Section
three includes a series of additional analyses that are used to elaborate and extend the
results relevant to these research questions. The fourth section of this chapter focuses on
the qualitative results of the study, which includes the demographic information on the
qualitative sample, and the analyses and results relevant to the fourth primary research
question.
Considerations of the Dataset
The University’s Office of Institutional Research provided the data sets that were
used for this research. Primarily, these data sets include those variables that are used by
the University to develop the model to predict first semester GPA, the first step in the
University’s retention program. Among these variables are the traditional predictors of
college GPA (i.e., SAT scores and high school GPA) as well as scores from the screening
tests in English and mathematics that the University administers to all incoming
freshmen. In addition, these data sets include data from the university’s New Student
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Questionnaire (NSQ), which consists of 81 questions and is administered to almost all of
the incoming freshmen in the summer during freshmen orientation. Data for all incoming
freshmen were provided for the 2007 through 2012 incoming freshmen class. Each year,
approximately 4,200 to 4,300 students are admitted to the University and are included in
the University data set. These cohorts include approximately 110-180 students who
indicate that they are matriculating into the College of Education. The data sets provided
by the Office of Institutional Research included all of the incoming freshmen, each of
whom were coded according to college enrolled, which allowed College of Education
students to be analyzed separately. It should be mentioned that students who are admitted
immediately prior to the beginning of classes, or who do not complete the NSQ for
whatever reason, are not included in the data set. For the College of Education, this is
approximately 5 to 10 students each year. As a consequence, their information is not
reflected in the data analyses for this study. Although this is a relatively low number of
missing students, their absence needs to be taken into consideration when considering the
results of the quantitative data analyses.
A second consideration about the quantitative data set is that the University prediction
model seeks to predict first-semester GPA, which in turn is a predictor of retention. As
students progress through their program of study, their actual semester GPAs and
cumulative GPA are also entered into the institutional database to enable an accuracy
check of predicted versus actual GPA, most notably in the first semester for first-year
students. A “0” code in the dataset would reflect a student with a 0.0 GPA. However,
there are two scenarios in which a student may be coded as a “0.” One scenario would be
if a student registers for a semester load of classes and fails all of them, hence obtaining a
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0.0 GPA by the end of the semester. The second scenario of a “0” code is if a student
registers for his/her semester load, and simply stops going to classes for whatever reason
but does not officially withdraw. Reasons for this kind of withdrawal are numerous, and
could include health issues, financial troubles, family obligations, psychosocial reasons,
dissatisfaction with the university, or poor academic achievement. That student, too, is
coded as having a 0.0 GPA. This is important to note because the student in the second
scenario could be performing well in the classroom prior to withdrawing, but had to
withdraw from school for reasons that may have nothing to do with academic problems.
The University data set does not distinguish between these two kinds of students. After
discussion with the Director of Institutional Research it was decided to eliminate all
students with a GPA of 0.0 during their first semester since an actual GPA of 0.0 due to
complete academic failure is less common than a 0.0 due to leaving the University.
A third consideration about the quantitative data set is that the risk prediction model
seeks to predict first semester GPA for first-year students, and not first-semester GPA at
the institution. In other words, transfer students are not included in the data set. This is an
extremely significant factor, because approximately 50% of the student body within the
College of Education is made up of transfer students; however, their data are not
represented in this study.
The academic advising note data base needs to be taken into account for the
qualitative component of the data analyses. This study sought to find a link between
advising center usage and student retention, and sought to compare and contrast at-risk
student usage with not-at-risk student usage. The method chosen for this was to examine
the advising notes of students who visited the advising center and who were counseled by
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a higher education professional. It should be noted that the 2010 first-year cohort’s notes
were compiled during a year of change and transition within the College. Out of the three
academic advisors and current advising director who participated in the interview
component of this study, only one of them was on staff during the 2010 academic year.
The other two advisors, along with the director of advising, started working at the
institution between the 2011 and 2012 academic years. This is important because the
current advising director and remaining advisor on staff both confirmed that the advising
note data base started becoming more of a priority during the 2011-2012 academic year.
That is, advisors started completing advising notes more consistently after every advising
session. In addition, advisors started copying and pasting email correspondence with
students into the advising note data base during the 2011-2012 academic year. Before the
2011-2012 academic year, email correspondence with students was not consistently
entered into the advising note data base. This needs to be considered when examining the
difference in “advising contact” between the 2010 and 2011 first-year cohorts. However,
the advising notes are prescriptive in nature (course selection, scheduling options,
clearance due dates) because the advising staff only has a limited amount of time during
advising appointments (30 minutes), and in between advising sessions (sometimes less
than five minutes). Therefore, quick, prescriptive notes seem to be the choice method for
this particular staff. Since only a very small percentage (< 1%) of the notes included any
sort of developmental advising (organizational skills, professional interests, personal
issues), it can be assumed that identifying at-risk departure themes would be hindered due
to the lack of notes for the 2010-2011 academic year. The only theme that could
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potentially emerge would be the overall number of advising contacts in relationship with
student retention or attrition.
Analyses Relevant to the Major Quantitative Research Questions
	
  

The first research question that this dissertation was designed to answer is as
follows:
Does the university-wide risk model accurately predict first-semester student GPA
in the College of Education? If it does not, how can it be modified specifically for the
College of Education?
To answer this question, data for the 2011 incoming freshmen class were
analyzed. This cohort was chosen since these students were the most recent cohort on
which data were available who had first semester GPA and first year retention. There
were 4,256 students in the total University data set, of whom 155 were students who had
identified themselves as Education majors and would be enrolled in pre-service teacher
classes within the College of Education for the fall 2011 semester.. Demographic
information for the university-wide incoming cohort with College of Education data
reported separately is presented in Table 4.1. Data on SAT scores and High School GPA
are reported in Table 4.2.
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Table 4.1:

Descriptive Data on the 2011 First-Year Class
Total University
College of Education
N = 4,256
N = 155

Gender:
Male
Female
Race:
African American
Asian
Hispanic
White
Other/Unknown
Age:
16 or younger
17 – 18
19 – 21
22 – 25
26 or older
Missing
English as Native Language:
Yes
No
Missing
Planned Work Hours:
None
1 – 15 Hours
16 – 20 Hours
21 – 25 Hours
More than 25 Hours
Missing

48.2%
51.8%

25.8%
74.2%

12.7%
10.8%
4.9%
67.9%
3.7%

11.0%
5.8%
2.3%
78.1%
2.8%

.2%
95.1%
4.3%
.1%
.1%
.2%

0.0%
98.1%
1.9%
0.0%
0.0%
0.0%

87.4%
9.6%
3.1%

94.2%
1.9%
3.9%

17.6%
47.2%
25.6%
6.2%
2.2%
1.2%

12.9%
53.5%
24.5%
5.8%
1.9%
1.3%
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Table 4.2:
Year Class

SAT Verbal:
Mean
Range
SAT Quantitative:
Mean
Range
SAT Written:
Mean
Range
High School GPA:
Mean
Range
Class Rank:
Top 10%
Top 20%
Top 30%
Top 50%
Not among top 50%
Missing

Average SAT Scores and High School GPA for the 2011 FirstTotal University
N = 4,256

College of Education
N = 155

550.76
240 – 800

547.96
360 – 740

563.23
330 – 800

547.33
400 – 720

549.06
240 – 800

544.08
400 – 700

3.41
1.96 – 4.0

3.43
2.4 – 4.0

18.7%
31.8%
25.3%
16.7%
2.3%
5.2%

19.4%
25.8%
23.2%
18.7%
2.6%
10.3%

The University model to predict first semester GPA uses 16 predictor variables. The
univariate correlations for these variables with first semester GPA for the total 2011
incoming freshmen class along with separate results for only the College of Education
students are presented in Table 4.3. The results of the Ordinary Least Squares (OLS)
regression using these variables are presented in Table 4.4.
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Table 4.3:
Pearson Correlations (Using Only the Variables from the
Prediction Model)
Total University Incoming Freshmen Class
College of Education
( N = 4252)
(N = 155)
Predictor Variable
r
Sig.
r
Sig.
APTS: Admission’s Points

.390

.000

.525

.000

NSQ17: High School GPA

.208

.000

.300

.000

COLG: Student’s College (Last year’s
GPA)

.181

.000

-

-

NSQ3: Hours planned to work for money

.149

.000

.194

.016

HSx: High school attended

.125

.000

.136

.092

NSQ74: Teachers considered me a hard
worker

.159

.000

.259

.001

NSQ26: High School grade in English

.254

.000

.361

.000

NSQ13: Father’s Education

.129

.000

.239

.003

ESUB: SAT Writing

.255

.000

.200

.015

.200

.000

.282

.000

.003

.865

-.026

.752

.143

.000

.222

.006

-.093

.000

-.238

.003

-.159

.000

-.064

.427

SATQ: SAT Quantitative

.179

.000

.218

.006

NSQ 78: I am self-confident

-.032

.038

.037

.651

EL3: Math Placement 3- Calculus
readiness
NSQ59: What are the chances of
changing major
Sex: Sex of student
NSQ75: I find it difficult to keep to a plan
of action
Rec: Regular vs. Special Admit

Note: Sex is scored: Male = 1; Female = 2
Regulars vs. Special Admit: 1 = No; 2 = Yes
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Table 4.4:

OLS Regression Results

Total University Incoming Freshmen Class
Predictor Variable

College of Education

Beta

Significance

Beta

Significance

APTS: Admission’s Points

.198

.000

.405

.000

NSQ17: High School GPA

.151

.000

.113

.450

.139

.000

-

-

.085

.000

-.038

.635

HSx: High school attended

.108

.000

.107

.146

NSQ74: Teachers considered me a
hard worker

.074

.000

.031

.707

NSQ26: High School grade in English

.063

.000

.110

.177

NSQ13: Father’s Education

.055

.000

.144

.061

SAT Writing

.045

.001

-.014

.875

.104

.000

.210

.011

.060

.000

-.021

.772

.043

.003

.166

.031

-.056

.000

-.066

.430

-.062

.000

.100

.231

SATQ: SAT Quantitative

-.045

.022

-.045

.687

NSQ 78: I am self-confident

-.042

.002

-.083

COLG: Student’s College (Last year’s
GPA)
NSQ3: Hours planned to work for
money

EL3: Math Placement 3- Calculus
readiness
NSQ59: What are the chances of
changing major
Sex: Sex of student
NSQ75: I find it difficult to keep to a
plan of action
Rec: Regular vs. Special Admit

R = .517, R2 = .267, Adjusted R2 = .263

.289
2

R = .621, R = .315,
Adjusted R2 = .311

There are a number of issues to keep in mind in comparing the two sets of results. First,
in the University model, a student’s projected college is one of the strongest predictors of
first semester GPA. Obviously, this variable cannot enter the prediction model for
College of Education students since it is a constant. In addition, it is problematic to
directly compare significance levels since the sample sizes differ so markedly. Keeping
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these qualifications in mind, a general sense of the comparison between the two sets of
results is that the University model fits the College of Education fairly well. As shown in
Table 4.3 and 4.4, the pattern of prediction is approximately the same. For both sets of
the data, the specific metric listed as the Admission points is the strongest predictor.
Other strong predictors for both groups are high school GPA, SAT Writing, SAT
Quantitative, and grades in high school English. The pre-calculus math placement test,
hours planning to work, and father’s education are somewhat stronger for College of
Education students than for the University as a whole, but the differences are not great. It
is also interesting that the amount of variance accounted for in the College of Education
model is actually higher than for the University as a whole, although this again is
somewhat related to the difference in sample size between the two analyses.
As an additional analysis, all of the remaining variables in the University data set
were correlated with first semester GPA for the University as a whole and for the College
of Education. These correlations are presented in Table 4.5. Since a large number of
correlations were computed, only those greater than .2 in the College of Education
sample are presented.
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Table 4.5
Some Other Significant Correlations (Only Correlations above
.2 are listed)
	
  

Total University
( N = 4,256)
Predictor Variable

College of Education
(N = 155)
r
Sig.

r

Sig.

English Essay Screening test

.272

.000

.210

.009

SAT Q

.170

.000

.218

.006

Math Screening Test # 1

.140

.000

.251

.002

Math Screening Test # 2

.166

.000

.282

.000

Family Income

.121

.000

.223

.008

Years studying math in High School

.050

.001

.261

.001

High School Grades in English

.254

.000

.361

.000

High School Grades in Math

.120

.000

.229

.005

High School Grades in Foreign Language

.182

.000

.204

.012

High School Grades in Natural Sciences

.197

.000

.425

.000

Importance of campus visit in choosing
this institution
I find it difficult to keep a plan of action

.080

.000

.202

.013

-.093

.000

-.238

.003

I know how to manage my time

.084

.000

.239

.003

I am organized

.124

.000

.261

.001

There are several interesting results in the data presented in Table 4.5. First, the math
screening tests are a stronger predictor of GPA for College of Education students as
compared to the University as a whole. Second, grades in high school also predict more
strongly for College of Education students. Finally, this pattern of stronger predictive
power for College of Education students is repeated for the three self-perception variables
from the NSQ (the last three in Table 4.5)
The second major research question for the dissertation is as follows:
84	
  
	
  

Is the risk score produced by the University prediction model an accurate predictor of
student retention in the College of Education?
As mentioned previously, the OLS prediction formula presented in Table 4.4 is
used to create a predicted first semester GPA for all students. This predicted GPA is then
divided into 10 groups (or deciles) where deciles 1, 2, and 3 are considered to be the
students most at risk. To ascertain if this decile grouping predicts retention, the data for
College of Education students from 2007 to 2010 were analyzed with retention during the
student’s first five semesters used as the dependent variable. Data are coded as “1” if the
student is registered and “0” if the student is not registered during a specific semester.
The mean retention for the 10 decile groups is presented in Table 4.6 with the results of
the repeated measures ANOVA presented in Table 4.7.
Table 4.6:
N

Retention as a Function of Decile Group
Semester 1 Semester 2 Semester 3 Semester 4

Semester 5

Decile 1

28

1.00

.964

.785

.607

.642

Decile 2

45

1.00

.933

.822

.844

.800

Decile 3

52

1.00

.865

.788

.730

.692

Decile 4

74

1.00

.959

.770

.703

.662

Decile 5

62

1.00

.919

.838

.790

.774

Decile 6

73

1.00

.973

.877

.849

.808

Decile 7

69

1.00

.956

.913

.884

.855

Decile 8

79

1.00

.949

.937

.911

.823

Decile 9

96

1.00

.948

.917

.885

.864

Decile 10

96

1.00

.989

.958

.927

.865
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Table 4.7:
Source

Repeated Measures Results for Retention by Decile Groups
Mean
df
F
Prob.
Partial Eta2
Square

Decile
Group

9

.850

Error

664

.245

Semester

4

Semester X
Decile
Group
Error

3.465

.000

.045

5.018

100.311

.000

.131

36

.133

2.656

.000

.035

2656

.050

A plot of the significant interaction is presented in Figure 4.1.
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Figure 4.1:

Five Semester Retention by Decile Group

As shown in the above results, there are significant main effects for decile and for
semester and a significant interaction. Only the main effect for semester would be
considered a large effect using the Cohen (1968) terminology. While the pattern is
somewhat hard to discern, it is evident that students in the lower deciles are retained less
frequently than students in the upper deciles. This is especially true from the third
semester on (that is, the fall of the student’s second year at the institution). To
alternatively demonstrate this, deciles 1, 2 and 3 were grouped and compared to deciles 7,
8 and 9. The means, ANOVA results, and interaction plot are presented below.
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Table 4.8:
N

Retention as a Function of Upper and Lower Decile Groups
Semester 1 Semester 2 Semester 3 Semester 4 Semester 5

Decile 1,
125

1.00

.912

.800

.744

.720

340

1.00

.961

.932

.903

.853

2 and 3
Decile 7,
8 and 9

Table 4.9:
Source

Repeated Measures Results for Retention by Upper and Lower
Deciles
Mean
df
F
Prob.
Partial Eta2
Square

Decile
Group
Error

1

4.107

463

.220

Semester

4

Semester X
Decile
Group
Error

18.662

.000

.039

2.718

60.255

.000

.115

4

.411

9.115

.000

.019

1852

.045
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Figure 4.2:

Retention by Upper and Lower Deciles

	
  

Figure 4.2 demonstrates clearly that retention across the student’s first five semesters is
affected by the student’s predicted decile. In general, students in the lower decile groups
are retained at a lower rate than students in the upper decile groups.
As an additional way of answering this question, a binary logistic regression was
used to predict second semester retention. The first step in this analysis was to correlate
all of the relevant variables in the data set with second semester retention. Only variables
greater than .2 were retained for analysis through the logistic regression. These results are
presented in Table 4.10.
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Table 4.10:

Results of the Logistic Regression Predicting Second Semester
Retention

Predictor Variable

Significance

Exp(B)

High School GPA

.214

7.189

Admission Points

.757

1.015

Math 2

.018

1.376

Math 3

.426

1.019

Family Income

.004

2.392

Number of math courses in high school

.578

1.458

Grades in high school English

.649

.796

Grades in high school foreign language

.477

.787

Organized

.003

.686

As shown in Table 4.10, there are three variables that are significant in the logistic
regression equation: the Math 2 screening test; Family Income; and whether the student
perceived himself or herself to be organized. Stated another way, College of Education
students who are less likely to be retained after their first semester have poorer math
skills, come from families with lower incomes, and perceive themselves to be less
organized.
Additional Analyses Relevant to the First Two Research Questions
To extend and elaborate the results presented above, several additional analyses
were conducted. To place these analyses in context, each will be introduced by the
question the analysis was intended to answer.
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Secondary Question # 1:

Has the pattern of variables predicting first semester GPA

changed across time?
To answer this question, Pearson correlations were computed for the more
important variables in the University prediction model for the 2007 to 2012 cohort of
incoming students to the College of Education. These correlations are presented in Table
4.11.
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Table 4.11: Correlations of First Semester GPA with Relevant Variables
across Time
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
N=
N=
N=
N=
N=
N=
158
154
174
188
155
110
SATV
.088
.132
.144
.133
.107
.120
SATQ
.082
.216**
.222**
.243**
.218**
.244*
SATW
.119
.238**
.203*
.210*
.200*
.235*
HGPA
.325**
.418**
.376**
.398**
.300**
.390**
Sex (Male = 1; Female = 2)
.224**
.155*
.187**
.201**
.222**
.214**
Admission Points
.525**
Math 1 - Elementary math
.002
.158
.167
.198**
.251**
.132
Math 2 – Pre-Algebra
.132
.109
.144
.201**
.283**
.244*
Math 3 – Pre-Calculus
.195*
.323**
.309**
.289**
.282**
.288**
J1: Age
.212**
-.007
-.009
-.076
-.063
-.033
J7: Family Income
.040
.135
.145
.178*
.223**
.200*
J13: Father’s Education
.047
.061
.112
.177*
.244**
.213*
J14: Mother’s Education
.124
.084
.097
.075
.072
.125
HS English Classes
.183*
.004
.081
.081
.077
.030
HS Math Classes
.059
.020
.112
.156*
.261**
.246*
HS Foreign Language
.056
.185*
.090
.112
.091
.087
HS Science Classes
.091
.039
.040
.112
.081
.243*
Grades in HS English
.094
.055
.110
.212**
.361**
.376**
Grades in HS Math Classes
.029
.031
.112
.203**
.229**
.155*
Grades in HS Foreign
.033
.185*
.112
.111
.106
.285**
Language
Grades in HS Science Classes
.158*
.039
.122
.243** -.425**
.208*
J30: Wanted to get a general
-.284**
-.081
-.099
-.112
-.106
-.038
education
J60: Wanted to participate in an
.251**
.272*
.133
-.109
-.116
-.018
honors program
J61: Want to be a student
.230**
.070
.090
.112
-.051
-.004
leader
J62: Work full time while in
-.087
-.112
-.087
-.111
-.092
-.271**
college
J73: Participate in community
.207**
.221**
.102
.099
-.070
-.046
service
J74: Considered a hard worker
.271**
.273**
.298**
.259**
.259**
.245**
J75: Find it difficult to plan
-.156
-.108
-.221** -.209** -.238**
-.080
J77: Know how to manage time
.217**
.197*
.221**
.209**
.239**
-.078
J78: Self Confident
-.113
-.020
-.112
-.132
-.037
-.224*
J79: Give up plans
-.128
-.158
-.002
.115
.153
.001
J80: Disorganized
-.207*
-.027
-.203** -.254** -.261**
-.211*
J81: Want to be independent
-.096
-.037
.041
-.018
.063
.113
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While the results presented in Table 4.11 are complex, there are several trends
worth noting:
(1) It is evident that variables associated with math (scores on the math screening
test; high school math grades; SAT Quantitative) are consistent predictors of GPA
for College of Education students. This is evident across all of the cohorts and, if
anything, has become even stronger in recent years.
(2) Grades in high school English and high school foreign language have become
stronger predictors in recent years as contrasted to earlier cohorts.
(3) On the other hand, several of the variables from the NSQ (especially those
variables asking students what they intend to do while in college such as being in
the honors program and wanting to be a student leader) were stronger predictors
in the earlier cohorts.
(4) Variables associated with socioeconomic status (father’s education, family
income, and planning on working full-time while in college) have become
stronger predictors in recent years than in the past.
Secondary Research Question # 2: Does a student’s race and/or gender affect the
student’s retention?
To place this question in context, the distribution of race and gender in the College of
Education was analyzed across the six years represented in the data. These results are
presented in Table 4.12. As an added comparison, the data for SAT scores and high
school GPA for College of Education students are also presented below in Table 4.13.
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Table 4.12: Race and Gender across Time for College of Education
Freshmen Admits
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
N = 158 N = 154
N = 174
N = 188 N = 155
Race
African
American
Asian
Hispanic
White
Other/Missing
Sex
Male
Female
Table 4.13:
Education

SAT Verbal:
Mean
Range
SAT Math:
Mean
Range
SAT Writing:
Mean
Range
HS GPA:
Mean
Range

2012
N = 110

10.1%

7.8%

12.6%

11.2%

11.0%

11.8%

3.2%
3.2%
80.4%
3.1%

1.9%
2.6%
80.5%
7.2%

6.9%
2.3%
72.9%
5.3%

3.7%
3.7%
78.7%
2.7%

5.8%
2.3%
78.1%
2.8%

7.3%
3.6%
76.4%
.9%

24.7%
75.3%

30.5%%
69.5%

27.6%
72.4%

32.4%
67.6%

25.3%
74.7%

21.8%
78.2%

Traditional Academic Predictors across Time in the College of
2007
N = 158

2008
N = 154

2009
N = 174

2010
N = 188

2011
N = 155

2012
N = 110

526.25
340 – 730

533.55
330 - 760

539.33
340 – 760

544.78
360 – 760

547.96
360 – 740

549.45
380 – 760

522.43
380- 720

530.00
400 – 720

534.23
400 – 740

540.12
360 – 740

547.33
400 – 720

548.23
400 – 740

512.55
360 – 700

522.17
360 – 710

524.12
360- 720

532.14
400 – 720

544.08
400 – 700

546.34
400 – 780

3.24
2.31 – 4.00

3.35
2.00 – 4.0

3.21
2.09 – 4.0

3.39
2.21 – 4.0

3.43
2.4 – 4.0

3.41
2.4 – 4.0

To ascertain if race has a significant impact on retention, the sample was divided
into whites versus non-whites since the sample sizes for the specific racial groups are too
small for analysis. Table 4.14 presents the mean retention across the first five semesters
for these two groups. The repeated measures ANOVA results are presented in Table 4.15.
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Table 4.14:
N

Retention as a Function of Race
Semester 1 Semester 2 Semester 3

Semester 4

Semester 5

Whites

520

1.00

.96

.84

.79

.73

Non-Whites

154

1.00

.94

.89

.85

.81

	
  

Table 4.15:
Source

Repeated Measures Results for Retention by Race
Mean
df
F
Prob.
Partial Eta2
Square

Race

1

.883

Error

672

.203

Semester

4

Semester X
Race
Error

4.35

.000

.042

4.235

83.243

.000

.150

4

.228

4.476

.001

.017

2699

.051
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Figure 4.3:

Retention by Race

It is evident from the above results that non-white students in the College of Education
are retained at a lower rate than white students.
A similar analysis was performed using gender as the between subjects factor.
The results indicated that gender does not have a significant effect on retention.

Secondary Question # 3: How accurate is the University prediction model for College of
Education students?
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As mentioned above, the University predicts a student’s first semester GPA based
on the model developed from the prior year’s data. To ascertain how accurate this model
is for College of Education students, the students’ predicted GPA was compared to their
actual GPA. Two analyses were conducted. First, a Pearson correlation was computed
between the predicted and actual GPA. The correlation was .587 (p = .000). Additionally,
the students’ predicted decile was compared to the actual decile. These data are presented
in Table 4.16.
Table 4.16:

Predicted and Actual Deciles
Actual Decile in first semester

Predicted
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

1

7

1

4

2

1

1

0

0

0

0

2

2

3

5

4

0

0

1

0

0

0

3

0

5

3

0

3

0

3

0

1

0

4

2

0

1

3

1

4

2

2

1

0

5

2

0

1

2

2

0

5

2

2

0

6

0

1

0

3

1

2

1

4

2

0

7

1

3

0

2

2

2

2

1

2

0

8

0

2

1

0

4

3

0

1

2

3

9

1

0

0

1

0

2

2

3

2

5

10

0

0

0

0

0

1

0

2

4

8

Decile

The chi square computed on the above data equaled 176.41, p = .000, Cramer’s V = .357.
As shown in Table 4.16, the University model is moderately accurate overall in
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predicting GPA. Perhaps more importantly, of the 45 students who obtained actual GPAs
placing them in the lower three deciles, 30 out of 45, or 66.7%, are accurately predicted.

Qualitative Findings
	
  

This mixed methods study used a qualitative approach to answer the fourth
research question:
How do at-risk versus not-at-risk students differ in their usage of the College of
Education’s Academic Advising Center in their first-year?
The method and demographic sample to examine this question were twofold.
First, I examined advising notes from the COE’s Academic Advising Database for the
Fall 2010 and Fall 2011 first-year cohorts. Each cohorts’ at-risk (deciles one, two, and
three) students’ notes were examined, along with the cohorts’ not-at-risk (deciles seven,
eight, and nine) students’ notes. In the 2010 cohort, there were 29 at-risk students and 47
not-at risk students. The 2011 cohort consisted of 22 at-risk students and 41 not-at-risk
students. It should be noted that both the at-risk students and not-at-risk students were
first-year, non transfer students within the COE pre service teacher program. Descriptive
statistics of number of at-risk versus not-at-risk students per cohort is in Table 4.17. It
should be additionally noted that only the 2010 and 2011 incoming cohorts were
examined prior to these years, advising notes in the COE were rarely completed and
would not be an accurate or valid measure for at-risk versus not-at-risk usage and/or
retention themes. Lastly, NCAA student-athletes and students who participate in the
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university’s ROTC program were not included in this qualitative examination, as these
students utilize separate advising centers.

Table 4.17 : Number of First-Year At-Risk and Not-At Risk Students Per
Cohort
Cohort

Sample Size

Fall 2010 At-Risk

29

Fall 2010 Not-At-Risk

47

Fall 2011 At-Risk

22

Fall 2011 Not-At-Risk

41
Total At-Risk = 51
Total Not-At-Risk = 88
Total Sample = 139

The second method involved conducting semi-structured interviews between me
and 1.) the Director of Undergraduate and Student Affairs in the College of Education
and 2.) a focus group consisting of the three academic advisers who advise COE
undergraduates. Questions asked during these interviews pertained to themes of early
identification of students who are “red flags” for not being retained (either because of
poor academic performance or other reasons), at-risk versus not-at-risk student usage of
the advising center, and other important information that the advisors felt needed to be
discussed. A list of the questions asked during the interviews is in Table 4.18.
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Table 4.18 : Semi-structured Interview Questions with COE Academic
Advisers and Director of Advising
Questions:
1.) Advisers introduce themselves, educational and professional background, how
he/she got to this institution’s COE
2.) What do you think affects students staying at this institution, specifically the
College of Education, after their first year?
3.) Are you able to get a sense of which students will be in trouble in their first year?
a. How do you sense if a student is academically in trouble?
b. Aside from academics, how do you sense if a student is in trouble for
staying? (I.E. he/she is doing fine academically, but does not like it here)
4.) What do you do if a student is academically in trouble his/her first year?
5.) In your experiences in the COE, what factors account for a student staying or
leaving?
6.) Could you talk a little bit about at-risk students’ use of the SRC?
7.) Could you talk a little bit about not-at-risk students (deciles 7-9) use of the SRC?
8.) (if applicable) What do you think accounts for the differences in at-risk and notat-risk student use of the SRC?
9.) Could you tell me a little bit about your time spent doing prescriptive versus
developmental advising?
a. Do you think it makes a difference in a student’s overall experience? Why
or why not?
b. Do you think faculty involvement with developmental advising would
impact a student’s experience? Why or why not?
10.)
In regards to student diversity in the College of Education, does race seem
to matter as far as what students utilize the SRC?
11.)
What GPA, at any point in time, would you consider academically “atrisk” in the College of Ed?
Note: Aside from the above questions, the method of “probing” was also used
throughout both the interviews with the advisors and the interview with the
Director of Advising. That is, if an answer was of interest or needed further
elaboration, I would ask “What do you mean by that?” or “Could you tell me a
little more about that?”

Analyses and Results
	
  

This quantitative-dominant mixed methods study took an explanatory design
approach for the qualitative component. According to Creswell (2005):
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An explanatory mixed methods design consists of first collecting quantitative data
and then collecting qualitative data to help explain or elaborate on the quantitative
results. The rationale for this approach is that the quantitative data and results
provide a general picture of the research problem; more analysis, specifically
through the qualitative data collection, is need to refine, extend, or explain the
general picture. (p. 515).
For this research, the qualitative data are used to refine the results from the quantitative
data. Creswell (2005) believes that this refinement “results in exploring a few typical
cases, probing a key result or set of results in more detail” (p. 515). In this study, the
cases that were explored were at-risk (deciles one, two, and three) and not-at-risk (deciles
seven, eight, and nine). Some at-risk and not-at-risk student cases that were highlighted in
this section are ones that reveal the overall theme of at-risk or not-at-risk student use of
the advising center.
Creswell (2005) states “The difficulty in using an explanatory design is that the
researcher needs to determine what aspect of the quantitative results to use in the
qualitative analysis” (p. 516). In this study, the quantitative data used to predict firstsemester GPA in the College of Education accounted for 31% of the variance for this
phenomenon, which means that 69% of the variance is accounted for by other variables
that were not in the quantitative model. And, while student retention can be a very
unpredictable phenomenon (Abraham, Richardson, & Bond, 2012), quantitative results
revealed that math competency, family income, and student organization were the three
strongest predictor variables of retention. Therefore, I looked to explore these themes
more in-depth in the qualitative analysis.
There are two major strengths of examining both the advising notes and advisors’
answers to the interview questions. First, themes that emerge about at-risk student
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academic performance/departure and the phenomenon’s link to the risk prediction model
are considered. Second, additional identifiable themes that are of academic and/or
psychosocial nature, and that could be considered for future research are acknowledged.
A descriptive statistical examination was performed on the advising notes first by
counting the number of advising notes of at-risk (deciles one, two, and three) and not-atrisk students. The overall number of advising notes per student is what this study refers to
as “First-Year Advising Contact.” The amount of advising contact is higher for the notat-risk student population than for the at-risk student population for both the Fall 2010
and Fall 2011 cohorts. Descriptive statistics for advising contact are shown in Tables
4.19 and 4.21, a t-test of significance for the two cohorts are shown in Tables 4.20 and
4.22, and descriptive statistics for at-risk and not-at-risk students who were not retained
after year one are shown in Table 4.23. It is worth noting that “advising contact” refers
to any type of contact that a student had with his/her advisor that was entered into the
database. Contact included course scheduling, personal issues (circumstances involving
health, family, work, and financial situations), student orientation information,
requirements towards one’s major (standardized tests and clearances), notes that denoted
academic situations (academic warning, honors program, and approved/denied for
student teaching candidacy), and notes indicating upcoming and/or missed advising
appointments. Multiple advising contacts for any of the aforementioned issues were each
counted as separate contacts. An example scenario for multiple contacts about the same
issue would be: 1.) one dated advising note indicated that a particular student had an
appointment with an advisor about withdrawing from a course (MATH 1021), 2.) the
following week, a separate note indicated that the student had called his/her advisor to
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indicate that he/she had successfully withdrawn from MATH 1021, and 3.) the following
month, a separate note indicated that the student emailed his/her advisor the following
month to register for MATH 1021 the following semester. This scenario would count as
three separate advising contacts, regardless of type of contact (in-person, phone, email) or
issue. Additionally, if a single, dated note indicated that on the same day 1.) a student
emailed his/her advisor to ask about major requirements, 2.) later that day, a student
called the advising office to inquire about standardized test dates, and 3.) on that same
day again, the student stopped by the advising office to ask his/her advisor about graduate
programs in the field of education. While this situation (multiple contact on the same day
about different issues) was rare, it would have been counted as one, singular contact
because it all occurred on the same day. The reasoning behind this kind of scoring is that,
if a student had multiple contacts with an advisor about several issues on the same day,
this would indicate more of a “state” in which the student was (perhaps he/she just got a
“pep talk” from mom/dad and is feeling extremely motivated on that day, but eventually
falls back into his/her normal “trait” of low conscientiousness [i.e. not seeing an
advisor]). In contrast, if a student has contact with an advisor across several dates, then
this would be more reflective of a “trait.” Reigeluth (1983) defines the difference
between the two:
A useful distinction in the discussion of student characteristics is trait versus state.
Traits are student characteristics that are relatively constant over time...whereas
states are student characteristics that tend to vary during individual learning
experiences. (p. 32)
Although this study did not aim to identify student states prior to their usage of the
advising center, possible student traits that were identified in at-risk versus not-at-risk
students and their implications for future research will be elaborated upon in Chapter 5.
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Table 4.19 : Descriptive Statistics of Advising Contacts, 2010-2011 Cohort
Group Statistics
Subject

Yr. 1 Adv. Cont.

After Yr. 1 Adv. Cont.

N

Mean

Std. Deviation

Std. Error Mean

At Risk

29

2.14

1.382

.257

Not at Risk

47

3.68

2.964

.432

At Risk

29

8.03

5.461

1.014

Not at Risk

47

7.57

4.666

.681

	
  
	
  
	
  

Table 4.20:

Levene’s Test for Equality of Variances, 2010-2011 Cohort
Levene's Test for Equality
of Variances
F

Equal variances
Yr. 1 Adv. Cont.

Sig.

6.595

.012

t

df

Sig. (2-

Mean

tailed)

Difference

-2.627

74

.010

-1.543

-3.069

69.865

.003

-1.543

.391

74

.697

.460

.377

52.432

.708

.460

assumed
Equal variances not
assumed
Equal variances

After Yr. 1 Adv.

assumed

Cont.

Equal variances not

1.563

assumed
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.215

Table 4.21:

Descriptive Statistics of Advising Contacts, 2011-2012 Cohort
Group Statistics
Subject

Yr.1 Adv. Cont.

After Yr.1 Adv. Cont.

Table 4.22:

N

Mean

Std. Deviation

Std. Error Mean

At Risk

22

3.50

2.502

.534

Not At Risk

41

3.49

2.063

.322

At Risk

22

4.18

3.924

.836

Not At Risk

41

5.15

4.942

.772

Levene’s Test for Equality of Variances, 2011-2012 Cohort
Levene's Test for Equality
of Variances
F

Equal variances
Yr. 1 Adv.

assumed

Cont.

Equal variances not

Sig.

.049

t

.825

df

Sig. (2-

Mean

tailed)

Difference

.021

61

.984

.012

.020

36.558

.984

.012

-.790

61

.432

-.965

-.847

52.141

.401

-.965

assumed
Equal variances
After Yr.1

assumed

Adv. Cont.

Equal variances not

.037

assumed
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.848

Table 4.23 : Descriptive Statistics of Students Not Retained After Year One in
COE
Cohort
# Students Not Retained
Avg. # Advising Contacts
Fall 2010 At-Risk
5
2.2
Fall 2010 Not-At-Risk

6

3.16

Fall 2011 At-Risk

5

2.6

Fall 2011 Not-At-Risk

1

3

Note: For all 17 students, one advising contact consisted of going to New Student Orientation.

These results show a significant difference in advising center contacts only for the
2010-2011 cohort, t(70) = -3.07, p < .05, only during the first year. It should be noted that
for both the at-risk and not-at-risk students, at least one advising contact consisted of
attending New Student Orientation. For many at-risk students, their only two advising
contacts for their first year consisted of attending New Student Orientation (during the
summer prior to entering college) and an email notifying them they are on academic
warning (during their spring semester of the first year).
After examining amount of advising center usage, an examination of the advising
notes’ text was performed, in which themes were identified in the at-risk students’ notes
and the not-at-risk students’ notes. As previously mentioned, the advising notes are
almost entirely prescriptive in nature (Academic Advising Center protocol), but there
were some themes that emerged out of them. The type of purposeful sampling that was
used to identify themes was maximal variation sampling, which is “a purposeful
sampling strategy in which the researcher samples cases or individuals that differ on
some characteristic or trait” (Creswell, 2005, p. 205). In this study, the differentiating
106	
  
	
  

characteristic was risk score: high (deciles one, two, or three) or low (deciles seven, eight,
and nine) within the College of Education.
After the examination of the at-risk and not-at-risk student notes for both the 2010
and 2011 cohorts, themes revealed differing levels of student self-regulation in the form
of two psychosocial characteristics and one cognitive characteristic. An additional
cognitive characteristic and one external characteristic were also revealed, although these
two themes do not fall under the self-regulation theme. The two psychosocial
characteristics in regards to self-regulation in which the two groups differed were
conscientiousness and independence. The cognitive characteristic that was revealed in
regards to self-regulation was metacognition. Math performance was the cognitive
characteristic that did not fall under the self-regulation theme. It should be noted that
math competency could have several cognitive subcomponents, such as declarative,
procedural, and conceptual knowledge of math and working memory; however, this study
did not seek to examine those topics in-depth. Below will be an elaboration of these
themes. Additionally, one external factor was identified as a financial situation/diversity.
These themes will be elaborated below and will include both direct text from advising
notes in addition to answers that the academic advisors provided during their interviews.
Self-Regulation
Self-regulation is defined as processes that individuals use to help them obtain a
goal, and it fits into the makeup of a child’s temperament and, eventually, an adult’s
personality (Rothbart & Derryberry, 1981). From an educational perspective, selfregulation, also known as self-regulated learning, is the phenomenon of how students stay
on track and adapt to the demands of the classroom (Byrnes, 2008). Flavel, Miller, and
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Miller (1993) believe that, taking an information processing perspective with regards to
self-regulation, two aspects of performance are evident: cognitive monitoring and
learning strategies. Byrnes (2008), describes cognitive monitoring and strategies as:
processes such as deciding which strategies you will use to attain a goal (rehearsal
or something else), monitoring how well things are going as you make your way
toward the goal (Am I learning this stuff? Do I understand?), and then evaluating
how things went after you reach your goals (Could I have learned this a better
way?). Strategies help us retain far more information than we would without
them. But we would not acquire use, or switch strategies without having the
ability to plan, monitor, and evaluate our performance. That is why true
adaptation to the world requires both strategies and cognitive monitoring. (p.36)
In other words, a student in the COE may be performing poorly because he/she is not
asking “What am I doing wrong in this program?” (cognitive monitoring), and “how can
I do better in the future?” (searching for strategies). Better students, or, not-at-risk
students, are more likely to engage in cognitive monitoring and strategies to help adapt;
they are likely to search for answers, and the advising center is a place to get answers.
For this study, self-regulation was the overarching theme that was found from the
qualitative examination of at-risk versus not-at-risk student usage of the advising center.
Specifically, students’ self-regulatory behaviors relating to conscientiousness,
independence, and metacognition emerged as subthemes of self-regulated learning.
Psychosocial Characteristics
	
  

Student Conscientiousness
	
  

Conscientiousness, one of the Big Five Personality traits, has been shown to
predict successful performance in job settings (Barrick & Mount, 1991). Individuals who
are high on conscientiousness are generally goal-oriented with a need for achievement,
hard working, well organized, thorough, and deliberate (Costa & McCrae, 1992). In the
advising center notes and the advisors’ answers to interview questions, instances of these
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characteristics, or lacking thereof, were apparent in at-risk and not-at-risk students.
Incidents of low conscientiousness were evident in the advising notes in the form of 1.)
advisors having to repeat prescriptive information to at-risk students, 2.) students not
showing up for scheduled appointments, 3.) students’ attempts to schedule courses
and/or standardized tests after the deadlines, and 4.) students not keeping their studentteaching clearances up to date. Instances of high conscientiousness were nearly
impossible to track, as the advising database elaborates on students displaying low
conscientiousness (e.g., “You did not show up for your scheduled advising appointment”
or “In our previous meeting last month, you were advised to apply for your clearances
which you have not yet done”). Incidents of students displaying higher levels of
conscientiousness were not included in the advising notes (e.g., “You came to your
appointment on time today and took notes on advising advice” or “Today you showed me
your short-term and long-term goals for your second semester classes”; such instances
were not included in the database).
One such instance of low conscientiousness that was reflected in the advising
notes, was a particular at-risk student who had not passed Math 701 (Elementary
Algebra) during her first semester (Fall 2011). Students must pass this class in order to
move onto Math 1021 (College Algebra). This student waited until January 30th (a week
after the Spring 2012 semester began), to inquire about re-registering for Math 701. The
advising note is below:
Today you came in to ask if you should add MATH 701 because you did not
successfully pass it last semester. I advised you that the only way to add a course
today is if you have a signed registration card or an email from the instructor
giving you permission to add the class. I gave you a registration card, but advised
you that if you had trouble passing the course last semester, missing two weeks of
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the course this semester would make passing the course this semester even more
difficult. I noted that the course would be offered next semester and suggested
you should have registered for it immediately after our appointment.
Although this particular at-risk student was seeing an advisor, it seems that the advice
that was given to her was forgotten, not taken seriously, or not thought about until one to
two weeks into the semester. This indicates carelessness, a lack of planning, and/or
disorganization on this student’s part. Additionally, when this particular student was in
her second year, a similar problem arose on January 24, 2013 (again, a week after the
Spring 2013 began). It should be noted that open registration for the Spring semester
typically opens between the last week of October and first week of November, as long as
a student does not have any outstanding financial holds. This particular note read:
Today you came in because you had difficulties registering for EDUC 2103 in
Self-Service Banner (the online class registration system). I helped you look up
the course and confirmed that there are open sections. We discussed your plans to
take Math 1021 next semester; you indicated that you still have not utilized the
MSRC yet, and I reminded you that Math 1021 will be more challenging and fastpaced than Math 701 so you should go to the MSRC early in the semester for any
additional help.
The MSRC is the Math and Science Resource Center at this institution, which offers
tutoring and additional instruction for students who wish to improve in an area in which
they are struggling. This student had not only not utilized the center, but was seemingly
unaware of the help she needs (metacognition which is discussed below). If this particular
student was high in conscientiousness, then it could be suggested that she would have
sought resources necessary to help bridge her math skills between the lower-level course
(MATH 701), and the more challenging course (MATH 1021).
The Director of Academic Advising at the institution also echoed concern for atrisk student conscientiousness, citing some very specific examples. When asked, “Could
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you talk a little bit about at-risk students’ organization and/or motivation?” she
responded:
It’s the whole package…one student came in with a variety of issues during the
first week of classes, and it was about 10 minutes into the meeting and the student
told (his/her advisor) “I also have this financial aid appeal process.” And this is a
really time consuming process as the students already know. It means that
students have a hold on their account because they have failed to earn at least
67% of the credits that they’ve attempted. So the advisor told him/her, “We don’t
have time for that right now, but it is an urgent matter, so I will put you in my
calendar for next week.” And for that next meeting, the student does not show up.
So the advisor sets up another meeting, and the next appointment?—no shows
again.
The Director continued to speak about this particular student’s organization, mentioning
that the student admitted that he/she did not have a calendar or any other organizational
method to track his appointments, and he does not use one for the classes he attends
either:
If you think about it, he’s no-showing for appointments…why is he coming in in
the first place? It’s because he has earned less than 67% of the credits that he’s
attempted, which shows that this student’s behaviors interacting with us are
probably the same behaviors he is showing in the classroom…he is totally
disorganized and does not have it together. Now, sometimes students are
struggling in a course because they don’t understand the content or they can’t
follow the teacher’s instructional methods. But, for this student, this was certainly
not the case.
The academic advising staff reiterated the fact that at-risk students tend to be low in selforganization, deliberation, and their need for achievement in regards to their academic
work, and that some of these issues are compounded by the extra hurdles included in a
pre service teacher program:
As a student in the College of Education, you have to have a consistent
motivation and drive which will be regularly tested…you are confronted with a
key question of “is this really what I want to do?” The motivation required to
stick it out has to be really strong. But also, the responsibilities that our students
are expected to take, early on, are above and beyond what most students
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experience at this institution (outside the COE). Many other majors have students’
primary responsibility consist of taking classes and pass all of those classes to get
a degree. Our students, pretty much from second semester, have to take on a
laundry list of responsibilities that need to be done. They need to get clearances
that have to be renewed and have to be kept-up with. They have to take two levels
of state required standardized tests. There’s a lot of paperwork and a lot of things
they need to stay on top of.
Another adviser agreed with the fact that the College of Education has several small tasks
that must be completed in order for the student to be retained, and accomplishing such
small tasks requires attention to detail and organization:
It’s a lot of little things that add up. It was mentioned that if you don’t renew your
clearances, then you can’t register for courses. Literally, we’ve had students come
in the first week of class who don’t have their clearances. And we’re rushing
(with administrators) trying to get them cleared. Then, all of the courses are
closed and they are going to be behind once they are allowed into a closed
section. And it’s those students…who maybe have to take an academic leave of
absence.
One overall symptom of a student being low on conscientiousness in their school work—
both in and out of the classroom, is the root for many at-risk students’ GPA and retention
problems:
Some students will miss an appointment with us, so right there they’ve forgotten a
date. But the appointment was supposed to be about the fact that a deadline was
missed to submit paperwork to help elevate them to candidacy. And then you
realize that he/she is struggling in a class, and the root of that also has to do with
missing deadlines. Or, in terms of what they’ve taken and the reason they are
behind in their courses is because they forgot to pay their bill, so they had a hold
on their account. Or, they forgot to register for classes on time, and therefore
could not get into the class that seemed optimal…I feel like, one problem is a
symptom of a much larger issue.
Student Independence
	
  

A student’s independence to accomplish tasks is something that would seem hard
to measure in regards to advising contact/advising center usage. After all, the advising
center encourages students that they can “depend” on them to answer questions they have
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about scheduling, clearances, standardized test dates, etc. However, it seemed clear that
in the advising notes, at-risk students tended to depend on the advising staff to answer
questions that not-at-risk students did not ask. This indicated that not-at-risk students
sought answers by navigating resources independently. Of course, this seems to be
related to conscientiousness, as an organized, deliberate, and achievement-oriented
student would have the ability to work independently, whereas a student low on
conscientiousness would not. Some at-risk students’ emails to their advisors are listed
below in their entirety, indicating both low-conscientiousness and low independence:
“All of the math sections are closed, including MATH 2561. What should I do?”
“How do I get a green card to get into a closed (course) section?”
“What PAPA score is considered passing?”
“Is a C- considered a passing grade?”
“I met with you last semester and this semester I wasn’t sure if I was going to get
a 3.0 GPA so I did not apply for candidacy. I was wondering if I did receive a 3.0,
and if I could apply for candidacy?”
These five instances, among several others in the at-risk students’ advising notes, show a
certain level of dependence on the advisors to answer questions that the students could
obtain on their own. That is, at-risk students have questions, but instead of navigating the
university website that has answers to these questions, they are looking for the “easiest
way” to get an answer. The easy way appears to writing a short, quick email to an
advisor, in hope that the advisor will answer the question at hand. Therefore, they are
more likely to rely on others to get them an answer instead of independently seeking that
answer, according to the advising notes. Additionally, not-at-risk advising notes did not
include any of the above instances, suggesting that 1.) they sought the answers to these
types of questions independently or 2.) the above questions were not relevant to not-at113	
  
	
  

risk students because they are performing well academically (3.0 GPA, passing PAPPA
scores, etc.) and therefore do not need such answers. One cannot help but speculate that
this kind of dependence and lack of action that the students show to their advisors are the
same psychosocial characteristics that manifest themselves in the academic classroom,
and are perhaps the reason why they are not retained in the College of Education. One
advisor stated that independence, especially during student teaching/observations, is
essential to being successful in the COE:
They may get assigned to a school that they have never heard of, in a
neighborhood that they’ve never been to before, and they need the dedication,
independence, and organizational skills to…take on a lot of things that other
students don’t have to do…and a lot of the times at-risk students tend to come in
with one giant, stressful, cluster of issues with problems and concerns they are
having. And, a lot of what we end up doing for these students is to help them
identify issues, separate them out, and prioritizing for them.
And, it seems that the advisors encourage students to find all of their prescriptive
information online as soon as they enter New Student Orientation. Additionally, they are
told that many of the answers they are seeking can and should be found online,
independent of the Advising Center. However, at-risk students especially fail to do this,
leaving the advisors time to mainly perform prescriptive advising and less of what the atrisk population truly needs, developmental advising:
From day one we say to them “You have the responsibility to do all of these
things. Everything is available to you online. You can ask me anything, but really
you should be coming to me with questions, without me having to tell you ‘You
need to do this, do this, etc.’” So sometimes, we ask students to schedule followup appointments because we don’t have enough time to talk about what I would
like to for this appointment. And it’s the at-risk students who are the ones who fail
to schedule these appointments…but the students who do the prescriptive piece
on their own, and who come in to see us, we are able to do developmental
advising with them because they were on top of everything. And it’s these
students—the ones who worked on their own and are on top of everything, these
students are not-at-risk academically.
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Cognitive Characteristics
	
  

Metacognition
	
  

Metacognition is thinking about and having an awareness of one’s own higher
cognitive processes such as thinking, learning, remembering, and problem solving
(Byrnes, 2008). Students who fail to engage in metacognitive processes also fail to
engage in self-monitoring, self-planning, self-questioning, self-reflecting, and selfreviewing, all of which are necessary components of a successful academic and learning
experience (Hyde & Bizar, 1989). So, metacognition is a learning skill. If one knows how
to monitor and control one’s cognitive processes, then one has good learning skills.
Expert and novice learners have been shown to differ drastically in their metacognitive
processes. That is, expert learners check for errors, search for reasons for why they did
not learn something successfully, and seek resources to help redirect their future efforts to
increase the chance of successful learning. At-risk students and not-at-risk students
seemed to differ in their metacognitive processes, as evidenced by advising center usage.
The advising center is the College of Education’s major resource to assist and redirect
academic performance efforts. Those students who need to seek resources and improve
their academic performance (at-risk students) are failing to do so, which is the same
reason why they are considered academic risks—they have failed to engage in accurate
metacognitive processes in earlier schooling. On the other hand, the advising center is
used more so by those students who have higher GPAs (not-at-risk) because they are
more often engaging in metacognitive processes to monitor their learning and progress
toward degree completion. Thus, students who need the advising center the most are not
using it because they fail to engage in metacognitive processes. These descriptive
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statistics shown in Tables 4.19. Table 4.20 shows the at-risk and not-at-risk students who
were not retained for both the 2010 and 2011 cohorts, and their corresponding contact
with the advising center.
The notion of metacognition was evidenced by the advisors’ comments about
which students seemed not to utilize resources:
The students who come in and check-in with us every semester are usually not the
at-risk students. The ones who respond to our emails and say “What is the SRC
and where is it located?”, those are typically the at-risk students.
Additionally, those students who fail to engage in self-reflecting and self-aware behaviors
seem to be the ones from deciles one, two, and three, according to three separate excerpts
from the advisors below:
There’s a certain level of arrogance there with some at-risk students…they are
overconfident in their abilities.
The students who are confident in their abilities but who do not have a
particularly high aptitude in some of the courses that a COE major requires, those
are the ones who fall into trouble.
A lot of what we do is try to disprove a lot of students’ assumptions on how they
are going to perform…especially those who are overconfident. What I see, and
this is true, students who have below a 3.0…have a smattering of C’s and B-‘s,
there is a widespread belief that “I can just do really well next semester and pull
my GPA up to a 3.0.” This is kind of a self-diluting idea that “next semester I can
just rock it out and get all A’s” and this is going to come from somewhere that is
separate and unique from the tools that they have been working with, and the
effort that they have been putting in their previous semesters…we see such
profound denial.
Overconfidence and unrealistic goals are two components of poor metacognition. Studies
have shown that students who are low achievers tend to be more overconfident than high
achievers, and the reason for this metacognitive inaccuracy has been debated. Some argue
that higher achievers do not have much room to make predictions higher than their
current performance, whereas low achievers have an exaggerated overconfidence due to a
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measurement artifact—they have room to make much higher predictions than their
current performance (Krueger & Mueller, 2002). However, others argue that low
achievers are overconfident because their metacognitive insight has a general deficit.
That is, poor students lack knowledge of course content in addition to lacking awareness
of course content that they do and do not possess. Low achievers are thus characterized as
“unskilled” and “unaware” (Ehrlinger, Johnson, Banner, Dunning, & Kruger, 2008). This
characterization stems from previous research which shows that low achievers predict
that they will perform much better than they actually do (overconfident), even in the face
of counter information (Miller & Geraci, 2011). Overconfidence in at-risk students is
exactly the “self-diluting idea” that the advisors were talking about, when poor students
have the belief that they can do extremely well in future semesters, pull their GPAs up to
a 3.0, and that this success “is going to come from somewhere separate and unique from
the tools they have been working with.” As one advisor stated above, “we see such
profound denial” in students, and this denial could be attributed to a student’s
unawareness of his/her competency. In other words, if a student’s denial is an external
behavior that fails to recognize that a problem exists, then metacognition is the thought
process that drives a student to seek help or not. If these at-risk students had an
awareness of their lack of competency, then they would be visiting the advising center as
much as, if not more than, the not-at-risk students; However, this does not seem to be the
case.
Math Performance
	
  

As previously discussed, quantitative findings revealed that high math placement
scores were positively correlated with second semester retention (Table 4.10), with first
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semester GPA (Table 4.12), and the OLS regression revealed math as a significant
predictor of first-year retention (Table 4.11). These math factors included placement
scores in Math 2 (Pre-Algebra), Math 3 (Pre-Calculus), and the number of math courses
taken in high school. Interestingly, the advisors’ interviews supported the notion that poor
math skills are a predictor for retention within the College of Education, particularly in
the course MATH 1021 (College Algebra), which many at-risk students have to retake.
One particular advisor expressed her concerns for at-risk students’ math ability:
There’s an overarching problem with the at-risk students, which is an under
preparedness in math. Our students are coming in and testing at the lowest
remedial math level, or they are coming in and are not prepared to take college
algebra, which is the math course they are required to pass for the teacher
certification program…our students are coming from a high school where they
thought they were OK in math, and really they are just not ready for the level of
math (at this institution). That’s one thing we see that really contributes to student
attrition, because students are coming in and have to retake these math courses
multiple times—two times to take the first level (MATH 701; College
Prealgebra), and two times to take the second level (MATH 1021; College
Algebra). Some even take each three times. So, math is definitely a problem.
Another advisor expressed similar sentiments, combining the notion of metacognition
with low performance levels in math:
The math courses for this program compared to the readiness level of our
students….and perhaps their underestimation of what it takes to be successful in
MATH 1021. This course, 1021 in particular, is the college algebra course…it has
probably been the single greatest indicator of a student making it or not in the
College of Education, more so than any other course.
As stated above and in previous advisors’ comments, math performance is not only low,
but some students either have an unrealistic expectation about how they will perform
(tied to metacognition) and/or do not seek the recommended additional resources that can
help their math performance, such as the MSRC (tied to conscientiousness and/or
metacognition).
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External Factor
	
  

Financial Situation/Ethnicity
	
  

For this study, family income was one of the strongest predictor variables for first
year retention within the College of Education (Table 4.11). The institution at which this
study was performed has traditionally prided itself on granting educational access to lowincome, ethnic minority, and first-generation students. Although there are more
opportunities to attend college for these kinds of students (Haycock, 2006), the academic,
social, and financial challenges they face upon enrollment are vast. Taking this into
consideration, the academic advisors were asked if they noticed any differences in
student use of the advising center based on ethnicity, and if students differed in
discussing their social and/or financial problems based on their ethnicity. All three of the
academic advisors and the Director of Advising agreed that they did not notice any
differences in advising center usage based on one’s ethnicity. However, they also agreed
that minority students faced more external factors that made it difficult for those students
to concentrate solely on academics, and they cited family, work, and financial obligations
as reasons for poor academic performance or attrition:
A higher percentage of minority students are coming in with external factors they
are experiencing. Their home life is not really good, or they have children…or
they are living with a family of four and supporting their family while going to
school. I think those factors are a little more prevalent in the minority population.
Students who have to work to support their families are doing so solely for the financial
obligation, which would be their top priority. Previous research has shown that the more
a student works, the more class time he/she misses, and thus his/her overall GPA suffers
(Dollinger, Matyja, & Huber, 2008). These students are unable to make their academic
course load the top priority, and sometimes suffer the academic consequences because of
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it. Another advisor agreed with his colleague, but pointed to a broader question when he
thought of those considered “at-risk”:
Especially some of the minority students are more likely to come from…the
question becomes “Is it those students’ (competency) in particular, or…how well
are they prepared for our program?” So I think that (where they come from) is the
broader question when you get into that population…And it’s the math and
science courses that they are really not prepared for.
In other words, are these students coming from school districts with quality teachers,
especially in math and science? Higher teacher quality, specifically in math and science,
is linked to higher SES school districts (Akiba, LeTendre, & Scriber, 2007). Additionally,
students from higher SES backgrounds achieve more highly in math (Ritchie & Bates,
2013). The above statement suggests that, at this given institution, a student’s under
preparedness in math may be linked with a financial situation. This situation could
include working full-time to support one’s family, coming from a low SES school
district, or coming from a low SES family.
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CHAPTER 5	
  
DISCUSSION
	
  

Summary of Findings
	
  

This study applied a mixed methods approach, with a quantitative dominant
nature. The quantitative approach primarily sought to assess a risk prediction model
within a College of Education and analyze the accuracy of risk labels within the college.
Additional analyses relevant to the first two research questions aimed to examine a.) if
the pattern of predictor variables that predict first-semester GPA in the College of
Education has changed across time, b.) a student’s race and/or gender affected a student’s
retention in the college, and c.) how accurate the University’s prediction model is for
College of Education Students. Additionally, qualitative analyses sought to identify
themes of at-risk student usage of the Academic Advising Center compared to not-at-risk
student usage in an attempt to support or help explain the quantitative findings. This
explanatory approach sought to answer the third primary research question for how atrisk and not-at-risk students differ in their usage of the College of Education’s Academic
Advising Center in their first-year.
With regard to the accuracy of the University-wide prediction model and its
accuracy within the College of Education, the data suggest that it was accurate in
predicting first-year GPA. Additionally, risk scores derived from GPA prediction were
accurate in predicting retention within the COE, most notably at the extremes of at-risk
(deciles 1, 2, and 3) versus not-at-risk (deciles 7, 8, and 9). Further analyses revealed that
a pattern of variables consisting of high school GPA, math scores (SAT and high school),
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SES (family income, father’s education level, and plans to work full time while attending
college), and self-perceived organization are becoming stronger predictors of firstsemester GPA and retention across time. It also appeared that certain variables are
emerging as strong predictors, such as high school grades in English and Foreign
Languages, while other predictors are becoming weaker over time, such as certain New
Student Questionnaire answers (plans to be in the honors program or a student leader).
Additionally, analyses revealed that race had a significant effect on retention, as White
students are retained at a much higher rate than Non-White students. Gender was shown
not to have a significant effect on retention. The qualitative data revealed that there were
both psychosocial and cognitive themes that emerged from both the advising notes and
the advisors’ insights on at-risk student retention.
The results of this study provide data that should help the specific institution’s
College of Education obtain a better understanding its student retention issues, in addition
to contributing to the fields of higher education and educational psychology. Ultimately,
it should help the College identify those students who are at-risk of dropping out, and it
should drive future research within the College and advising field to help both better
understand the issue. Both the quantitative and qualitative data have important policy
implications, as institutions are continuously searching for ways to better serve their
students’ academic and social needs. These needs, though, are often weighed against the
costs and benefits of a change in educational policy. For this institution, and more
specifically, the College of Education, the question must be asked “Are we able to make
the financially feasible changes necessary in order to improve risk prediction and student
retention while maintaining staffing resourcefulness?” Contemplating this question while
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examining this study’s data could help inform future decisions within the COE as its
senior administrators search for ways to effectively allocate their resources.
Discussion of Findings
	
  

For almost 40 years, Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993, 2000, 2012) has been researching
student retention through individual and institutional characteristics, and Astin (1972,
1984, 1993) has been examining student involvement as a piece of the puzzle. Both
researchers came to the conclusion that student retention is influenced by a variety of
reasons, including social and academic integration, preexisting characteristics (academic
preparation, family background, personal attributes, etc.), and how the two interact with
one another. This study sought to examine how some of these variables, amongst others,
connect to a specific college’s retention rates, through both quantitative and qualitative
research. It should be noted that this study did not perform any sort of intervention to see
if it had a significant effect on an outcome; Rather, it sought to identify themes that could
influence institutional policy or influence a future study within the COE that could, in
turn, influence institutional policy.
It is important to note that the risk prediction model showed some overlap with
Tinto’s (1975, 2012) Theory of Student Departure. A student’s pre-entry attributes, such
as family background, were found to be a strong predictor of first-semester GPA and
first-year retention, specifically family income and father’s education level. Additionally,
pre-entry skills and abilities, such as high school GPA and high school math scores were
shown to be strong predictors of first-semester GPA. The other pre-entry attribute, prior
schooling, was not part of the institutionally-specific risk model; however, previous
research has shown that SES is strongly related to quality of schooling, as children who
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come from disadvantaged backgrounds experience poorer schooling than their more
privileged counterparts (Lee & Burkham, 2002). A student’s goals and commitments
were not directly measured in this study, although self-regulation was revealed during the
qualitative investigation. Self-regulated learning themes of conscientiousness,
independence, and metacognition are related to one’s goals and commitments, but not a
direct measure of them. The closest quantitative measure of a student’s goals and
commitments were items on the New Student Questionnaire that asked the student about
his/her plans to participate as a student leader, plans to participate in an honors program,
and plans to work during the semester. Future research at this institution should aim to do
a longitudinal, qualitative investigation about the evolution of academic and social goals
of students and compare their goals with their academic performance and retention rates.
Part of Tinto’s (1975, 2012) Theory of Student Departure that was an important
component of this study was the student’s institutional experiences, most notably the
student’s academic performance (quantitative component) and faculty/staff interactions
(qualitative component). Since the risk prediction model sought to predict first-semester
GPA, academic performance was therefore the focus of the quantitative analyses. The
qualitative component examined student use of the advising center (contact with an
academic advisor), which would be considered part of a student’s faculty/staff
interactions. Faculty interactions were not investigated in this study, but Recommendation
5 below outlines a theoretical treatment for at-risk student departure via faculty
interaction. Although a student’s peer group interactions, extracurricular activities, and
overall social integration were not examined in this study, these three areas could be
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investigated for future research, linking the quality of each with academic performance
and retention rates.
Perhaps one of the most noteworthy aspects of this study in relation to Tinto’s
(1975, 2012) Theory of Student Departure is that Tinto’s model is based on the
traditional university structure: students who live on campus, participate in activities, and
are between the ages of 18-25. The institutionally-specific risk prediction model
examined in this study was developed at a university whose mission is access to
education, and has a large enrollment of nontraditional and commuter students. Future
research should be directed towards constructing a student departure model for
universities that have a large number of commuter and nontraditional students.
Additionally, as the U.S. is currently restructuring student loan interest rates, it seems
likely that more students will need to work in order to pay their college tuition. This
could place a larger emphasis on Tinto’s (1975, 2012) external commitment aspect of
student departure, also paving the way for future research.
Implications
	
  

Since the aim of this study was to better understand student retention, prediction
of retention (via first-semester GPA), and advising practices that seem to influence the
student departure puzzle, some theoretical treatments are recommended to form a
relationship between these findings and COE policy. As with any study that links theory
to practice within an organizational setting, the end goal is to apply empirical evidence to
inform policy decisions, which, in turn, should allow administrators and staff to more
effectively manage the given population. This section gives five policy recommendations
derived from both the quantitative and qualitative data. Each of the five recommendations
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places an emphasis on understanding and improving retention within the COE’s student
population, and serves as a theoretical basis in which COE employees could more
effectively serve the at-risk student population.
Recommendation 1: Reconsider At-Risk Student Population
	
  

Students in the COE are enrolled in the pre-service teacher program for one
primary reason: to become a classroom teacher. Although it is possible to graduate from
the COE with a degree in education without certification, consensus amongst the advising
department is that if a student knows he/she is not going to become certified, then he/she
will undoubtedly take up another major or transfer to another institution. The question
was posed to the advising staff and the Director of Advising “What GPA, at any point in
time, would you consider academically “at-risk” in the College of Ed?” The advisors all
agreed that it depended when in the program, as a 3.0 GPA was needed by the end of the
second year in order to be elevated to teacher candidacy, which allows students to start
their student teaching requirements. When the advisors were asked “What GPA do you
see as academically risky at the end of the first year?” the advisors agreed that below a
2.8 GPA is “at-risk do not to get elevated to candidacy by the end of the second year,”
however, they noted that a 3.0 GPA by the end of the first year “Still has a chance to be
elevated” by the end of year two. If this is the case, then the College of Education needs
to reconsider whom they consider at-risk. Table 5.1 shows descriptive statistics of student
GPA by decile from 2007-2012. As shown, students in deciles 1-4 all have GPAs lower
than a 2.8. Most notably, it appears that students in decile 1 are the students who struggle
the most in their first years, and should therefore be handled more intensively by the
advising office via intrusive, developmental advising. In addition, an overall higher
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number of at-risk students exist in the COE, with an additional decile being added to the
mix. With this being the case, approximately 10-25 additional students per year within
the COE need more advising contact, specifically the kind mentioned in
Recommendations 3, 4, and 5 below.
Table 5.1:

Decile Groups and Mean GPA in the COE

Descriptives
TUGPA
N

Mean

Std. Deviation

Std. Error

95% Confidence Interval for Mean
Lower Bound

Minimum

Maximum

Upper Bound

1

49

2.2941

.81519

.11646

2.0600

2.5283

.17

3.46

2

62

2.7271

.73100

.09284

2.5415

2.9128

.00

3.64

3

79

2.7502

.74107

.08338

2.5842

2.9162

.00

3.72

4

98

2.7355

.82453

.08329

2.5702

2.9008

.00

3.81

5

86

3.0217

.57291

.06178

2.8989

3.1446

.61

3.86

6

100

3.0589

.59721

.05972

2.9404

3.1774

.16

3.88

7

98

3.1829

.70079

.07079

3.0424

3.3234

.00

4.00

8

109

3.3456

.45366

.04345

3.2595

3.4317

.50

3.89

9

128

3.4201

.50978

.04506

3.3309

3.5092

.00

4.00

10

129

3.5609

.35315

.03109

3.4994

3.6224

2.21

4.00

Total

938

3.0984

.70590

.02305

3.0532

3.1437

.00

4.00

Recommendation 2: Continuing Collecting Student Departure Data
	
  

Understanding why students persist or drop out is a phenomenon that needs to be
taken in context within the walls of a single institution (Tinto, 2012). For this study,
advising notes were not clearly indicative of why students decided to leave before
graduation. For the cohorts that were examined in the quantitative component, departure
reasons could only be found if the departed students were proactively contacted via their
home telephones that they provided on their admission application and/or an alternative
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email address (granted that their institution-specific email address is no longer in use).
What complicates matters for this kind of research is the question, “If the student already
left this institution, then what is the motivation for him/her to provide the former
institution with any information?” So, understanding their departure decision after-thefact was not considered. However, what could provide useful information in examining
COE departure decisions in the future would be if a departure decision was coded within
the advising database. This way, advisors and administrators will have more descriptive
information in identifying attrition “themes” with a quantitative value attached. For
instance, if Student A withdraws between the first and second year because of academic
reasons, then he/she would get a “1” for “Academic Withdraw.” Similarly, if Student B
had to withdraw between the first and second year, but perhaps the primary reason was
for financial reasons, then he/she would be coded a “2” for Financial Withdraw.”
Different codes could also have different levels. For instance, if Student C was
withdrawing for academic reasons but advisors also noted that he/she had issues of low
conscientiousness (specifically meeting deadlines and coming to meetings
underprepared), then that student would be coded as “1,” “3a,” and “3b. This kind of
coding system would not only improve the college’s understanding of departure, but it
could also help improve the risk prediction model. That is, students’ actual, specific
departure decisions would be recorded in the institutional database and correlated with
items in the New Student Questionnaire. This kind of information coding could be done
in one of two ways: a student has an exit interview or submits in writing a reason for
leaving as part of the withdraw process, or the advisor feels he/she knew the student well
enough to give a reason for a departure decision. Granted, not all students who withdraw
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after year one see an advisor (See Table 4.20), so the advisors would not always know the
student well enough to give the student a code. If this was the case, then the exit
interview would be mandatory.
Because the role of the classroom environment seems to be a major component of
one’s departure decision (Bean 1983; Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, & Hengstler 1992; Tinto
1987, 1993, 2000), exit interviews with students should include questions about their
overall classroom experience: interactions and attitudes with regards to their peers,
instructors, and course content. Additionally or alternatively, the departing student’s
instructors could be asked questions about the student’s conscientiousness, work ethic,
and academic/social engagement in order to better understand the departure phenomenon
within the COE.
Recommendation 3: Online Advising Webinars for Nontraditional Students
	
  

Because a large number of students at the institution where this study was
conducted are nontraditional students (work full-time, are older than 25, have families,
etc), and because 80% of the population lives off campus, perhaps it would be in the
COE’s best interest to engage students through online advising webinars. Tinto (2012)
reports that this model is becoming more popular in higher education:
An increasing number of institutions invest either in online advising or—as do
Arizona State University, University of Louisville, and Valencia Community
College—in a combination of online and professional advising. Valencia
Community College maintains an advising center as well as an online
developmental advising program called Life Map, which guides students through
the various steps leading from indecision to a concrete course of action and
ultimately graduation. (p. 22)
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Additionally, Norris, Baer, Leonard, Pugliese, and Lefrere (2008) reported that a number
of traditional and online institutions are adopting predictive analytics to advise students.
That is, just as consumer websites such as Netflix or amazon.com saves a person’s
preferential information based on past purchases, predictive analytics would make
advising recommendations to students based on their preferences, schedule, and courses
taken. Predictive analytics advising provides an interactive, online form of advising for
nontraditional and commuter students. This kind of advising could be especially useful to
those students considered “not-at-risk,” as those students tend to have more success
working independently, thus freeing up more time for the advisors to do both prescriptive
and developmental advising with the at-risk group.
Recommendation 4: Advising Wrappers
	
  

As metacognition emerged as a theme for student use or disuse of the advising
center, the question must be asked “How can student’s metacognition be improved, most
notably the at-risk student population who underutilizes advising services?” One idea
would be for the advisors to adopt Lovett’s (2008) idea of using “wrappers,” or selfreflective activities during advising sessions, to improve metacognition:
A wrapper is an activity that surrounds a pre-existing learning or assessment task
and fosters students’ metacognition. One can build a self-monitoring wrapper
around any pre-existing part of a course, such as a lecture, homework, or a test.
(EDUCAUSE Website)
Basically, a wrapper integrates metacognition into a task. Wrappers have been shown to
be time efficient, as faculty will take a few extra minutes to do them with their students as
they are already planning for the student to perform that task anyway. For instance, a
lecture wrapper would consist of three parts: 1.) Before the lecture, the professor presents
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tips on active listening, 2.) After the lecture, students get index cards on which they are
asked to write three key ideas from the lecture, and 3.) the instructor then gives a list of
key ideas so that the students can self-check. Another instance of how wrappers work
would be the instance of an exam wrapper, in which 1.) students are returned their graded
exams, after which they write down (on a sheet of paper) their study strategies, analyses
of errors, and identify new approaches that are needed for success on the next exam, 2.)
these sheets are returned to the instructor and 3.) before the next exam, the instructor
returned them to the students for review and consideration, as the students are able to
formulate a study plan based on their self-reflection from step 1.
Wrappers have been shown to decrease overconfidence in students (Lovett, 2008),
and overconfidence was qualitatively identified as a metacognitive issue for the at-risk
student population. An example of an advising wrapper could consist of 1.) at the
beginning of the advising appointment, the advisor gives the student a list of qualities of
both successful students and unsuccessful students within the COE, 2.) after the advising
appointment, the students are asked to write down their top five qualities or behaviors
(positive or negative) that are contributing to their current academic performance, and 3.)
the advisor then tells the students what qualities are ultimately contributing to their
academic performance. Another example of an advising wrapper would be 1.) at the
beginning of the advising appointment, the student is given an overview of realistic goal
setting, 2.) after an advising appointment, the student is asked to write a list of realistic
short term and long term goals, and 3.) the advisor then gives a realistic goal list to the
student consisting of short term and long term goals, giving the student a chance to selfassess and self-reflect on the differences between the two lists. These wrappers could
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help students set goals, manage their expectations more realistically, and increase selfreflection, self-awareness, and self-assessment, all of which are tied to academic
achievement (Hyde & Bizar, 1989).
Recommendation 5: Dual Model of Advising
	
  

In order to succeed at a large university, students often need guidance from staff
that are well versed with the requirements for the degree and institutional resources
available to assist them in completing the degree (Gordon & Habley, 2000). Staff who are
well versed and knowledgeable about these issues often come from their own department
(Academic Advising Center). Full-time, tenure-track faculty members have additional
responsibilities aside from their classroom teaching, such as research and service
obligations; However, instructors who are involved in the classroom, such as non-tenure
track teaching faculty, adjunct faculty, and teaching assistants could provide at-risk
students with the advising services of which they deprive themselves. That is, because atrisk students are less likely to utilize the advising center, perhaps their instructors could
be more proactive in advising them before/after class time. King and Kerr (2005)
recommend a dual model of advising in which trained and knowledgeable advisors work
collaboratively with full-time faculty, so that faculty members become knowledgeable of
the institution’s advising policies, thus making them able to advise. One of the strengths
of non-tenure/adjunct/teaching assistant advising is that these individuals usually perform
developmental advising with students (Frost, 1993), both in the classroom and during
office hours. Astin’s (1984) theory of student integration and Tinto’s (1975)
interactionalist theory also fit with the dual model of advising, specifically the academic
integration component consisting of faculty interaction. It has been suggested by both
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theories that the more students are academically and socially engaged with faculty, the
more likely students will be retained after the critical first-year, and the more likely it is
students will graduate from their initial institution. One possible solution for this is to
give the first-year, at-risk students within the COE (approximately 20-30 per year) to fulltime non tenure track faculty, adjunct faculty, and/or teaching assistants. This would
mean that approximately 4-5 first-year at-risk students would be assigned to one of five
or six non-tenure track faculty. This would help integrate the student into the institution,
leading to more involvement, development, and ultimately, higher GPA and retention
numbers. In turn, this kind of move would allow faculty members to benefit from
mentoring students, leading them to a more empathetic understanding of student
concerns. Collaborating with undergraduates can help faculty to follow research and
teaching paths, simultaneously that keeping them focused on students and innovative
instruction techniques (Thomas & Gillespie, 2008).

Limitations
There were some limitations to this study, from both a quantitative and qualitative
standpoint. Quantitatively, the risk prediction model did a reasonably accurate job of
predicting first-semester GPA, which in turn attempts to predict retention. However, the
model is less accurate in predicting each successive semester’s GPA. Additionally, GPA
alone does not account for all of the variance in retention, as multiple factors interact with
each other. That is, a health issue may cause Student A to withdraw from college, but that
same health issue may not cause Student B to withdraw. Likewise, if Student C is failing
a course midway through the semester, he/she may throw his/her hands up in the air and
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give up, while Student D may seek advising services to overcome this kind of adversity.
So, while the risk prediction model is able to accurately predict first-semester GPA, it is
does not account for various student characteristics. Most notably, psychosocial and
cognitive characteristics can help explain students’ resilience and their decision making
process in the face of academic adversity (i.e., Why do some students decide to work
harder when faced with a challenging set of academic circumstances, while others do
not?). Examining student personality traits in regards to retention is a recommendation
for future research, as some self-report questions on the New Student Questionnaire had a
strong correlation with retention (e.g., “My teachers considered me a hard worker” and “I
am a disorganized individual.”).
An additional quantitative limitation is that the risk prediction model only sought
to predict first-semester GPAs for students coming right out of high school. Transfer
students were not examined. This is a significant consideration that should be considered
for future research at this institution, as approximately 50% of the undergraduate student
population within the COE consists of transfers. It would be interesting to examine how
first-year GPA prediction and retention rates differ between incoming transfers and the
non-transfer students. Some research has shown that transfers from 2-year institutions
have difficulties in adjusting to the four-year institution environment (Dennis, Calvillo, &
Gonzalez, 2008). On the other hand, some administrators within the COE at this study’s
institution have suggested that incoming transfer students seem to perform better in terms
of GPA and retention (Academic Advisor Interview, 2013) although there are no data to
support this claim because the COE has not explored this phenomenon. Future studies
should aim to compare transfer students’ retention rates to those of nontransfer students,
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and investigate psychosocial and cognitive characteristics that would account for any
potential differences.
Qualitatively, the limitations were twofold. First, the Academic Advising Center
Database was helpful in assisting me to collect a snapshot of advising sessions through
advising note analysis, but the notes for the fall 2010 cohort were lacking depth of quality
and relevant information, mainly because the COE was undergoing a transitional period
in the staffing of advisors. This made it difficult to analyze the notes to identify key
issues that a particular student may/may not be having at any point in time (Hence,
Recommendation 2 above). Additionally, because at-risk students are more likely not to
visit the advising center, it made it difficult to know what issues some students were
experiencing. That is, some at-risk students’ only advising note consisted of a brief
statement that they attended New Student Orientation or a warning email about being
placed on academic probation. Future research should aim to investigate the impact of
more intrusive advising within the COE. That is, COE academic advisors would be more
proactive in contacting at-risk students via email and telephone to inquire about their
academic and social integration. This would fit in with Recommendation 2, as the COE
would continually seek to understand its at-risk student population.
The second limitation with the qualitative component is the fact that the
interviews were conducted only with the academic advisors, and not the at-risk and notat-risk student population. In other words, answers were framed through the lens of
higher education professionals (three academic advisors, one Director of Advising, and
me). There were 17 first-year students who were not retained in the fall 2010 and fall
2011 cohorts. Future research should seek to interview those students in order to
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understand the academic, social, emotional, financial, and/or health issues they were
struggling with in the first year. That is, why did they not return to the institution? Their
answers would surely provide a more thorough glimpse into the world of both the at-risk
and not-at-risk student population. As noted, Recommendation 2 above is a way that the
institution itself can collect these data.
Another limitation of the study is that it was performed in the context of a large,
urban university in the College of Education. The reason(s) for why a student is not
retained within the COE are not always the same reason(s) for why a student is not
retained within another College at the same institution (e.g., The College of Science and
Technology). That is, because the academic rigor differs from college to college, the type
of students that the colleges attract most likely differs. Additionally, the reason(s) for
why a student is not retained within the COE at this institution is not necessarily the same
reason(s) for why a student is not retained with the COE at a different institution (e.g., A
small, rural, liberal arts college). It should be noted, however, that this limitation is also a
strength and one of the primary reasons for conducting the study. In other words,
although the findings of this study may not be generalizable to all colleges and
universities, Tinto (2012) believes that universities must find what works best for their
particular student population.

Conclusion
	
  

	
  

As institutions of higher education continue to collect and analyze data on their

respective student populations, they must be willing to adapt and make changes necessary
to assist those who are most in need. Academically at-risk students are often those within
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the institution who are first-generation students, students of color, students who are from
underprivileged backgrounds, and/or transfer students. These students have the same
opportunities to thrive within the walls of their institution as their not-at-risk peers.
However, these students are often not aware of the resources they can utilize to help them
succeed. Underutilization of institutional resources contributes to student dropout and,
ultimately, larger societal problems such as restricting upward social mobility.
In this study, data were analyzed in order to predict first-semester GPA of
incoming College of Education students. First-semester GPA prediction results in a “risk
score” being assigned to a student, and a higher score represents a higher predicted GPA,
which in turn is the best predictor for first-year retention. However, this prediction model
only provides a limited view of student retention issues. Additional qualitative
investigations identified psychosocial and cognitive characteristics themes as possible
reasons for why students are or are not retained with the COE, and it was apparent that
the at-risk student population was most susceptible to these psychosocial and cognitive
flaws. Institutions of higher education and educational researchers must continue to seek
answers so the at-risk and underprivileged are able to flourish, and it begins with
providing these students with quality academic resources. After all, the reason behind
educational access is that the socially disadvantaged and academically at-risk are
provided with the tools they need to succeed in school and society. Institutions of higher
education have a responsibility to put their students in positions to succeed, and, in doing
so, they are not only contributing to improving education levels, but also to the broader
economic and social issues in today’s world.
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