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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The following project responds to a request by Kentucky Wesleyan College (KWC) to examine their student departure problem.  Specifically, the KWC first-year retention rate is 54.8% (2006 freshman cohort, n= 323), well below the overall state average for independent colleges and university of 69.5% (AIKCU, 2006) and the national average 73.6% (NCHEMS, 2002). This is a challenge faced by many colleges and universities, and thus, there is extant literature available to assist in the analysis of the complicated puzzle of college student departure.  We have reviewed and applied this literature in a systematic method to gain insight into the issues associated with student departure at Kentucky Wesleyan College.  The ill-structured problem of college student departure is defined as the interaction between the individual student and the university or college attended (Braxton, Hirschy & McClendon, 2004).

For the purpose of this project, all first-year Kentucky Wesleyan students are at-risk of college student departure, both residential and commuter students.  Plus, the goals and objectives of the project include:  assessment of the institutional retention levers --- KW1101, the PLUS Center, and the Academic Alert system, to determine efficacy and provide recommendations for improvement; exploration of reasons for early student departure through qualitative and quantitative analyses; and, recommendation of programs to improve retention.  The project’s guiding question is “What are the primary factors attributable to the significant attrition rate of first-year student at Kentucky Wesleyan College?”

The examination of retention levers indicates that KWC has room for improvement in making these levers more efficacious in aiding student persistence.  The positive aspect of this project is that most of the levers, when functioning effectively, will indeed perform as designed.  The project team concludes that there is only one compelling component of this examination that truly answers the guiding question.  The JV football program is attributable to the significant increase in first-year departure at Kentucky Wesleyan College; and therefore, the program should be retrenched, so as not to continue the investment with both negative student and institutional implications.  In addition, the project team made fifteen additional recommendations based upon the assessment of the institutional policy levers identified to impact retention, as well as the quantitative analyses from the University Students’ Experiences Survey.  Moreover, the project team recommends that through a purposeful campaign, Kentucky Wesleyan College can renew policies, practices and interactions with students, undergirded by the theoretical foundation of a commitment of the institution to student welfare and institutional integrity, to help reduce the significant attrition rate among first-year students.
INTRODUCTION

“In the American “system” of higher education, small independent colleges are the most vulnerable institutions” (Breneman, 1993, p.87).  Most of these colleges, among which are nearly one thousand, are relatively small, residential, and devoted primarily to providing a liberal arts education for undergraduates (Astin, 1999).  “People tend to think of them as a homogenous group. The fact is that private liberal arts colleges are in certain respects more diverse than any other type of higher education institution.” (Astin, 1999, p.78).  Further, they are often lacking sizable endowments, and are heavily dependent on tuition, and without direct support from the government (Breneman, 1993).  “Furthermore, their role has been steadily reduced over time, as other institutions have emerged as dominant forces in higher education.” (Breneman, 1993, p.87).

Kentucky shares the national challenge to reduce the number of traditional and nontraditional students coming to postsecondary education under-prepared as well as to improve the success rates of those under-prepared students admitted to Kentucky colleges and universities (Kentucky Developmental Education Task Force, 2007).  In 2005, the independent college and university average first-year retention rate in Kentucky was 68.5% (AIKCU, 2007).  “More than half of the first-time freshmen entering Kentucky’s colleges are under-prepared in at least one subject. Even worse, for those under-prepared students, the first-year college drop-out rate is twice the rate of academically prepared freshmen” (Kentucky Developmental Education Task Force, 2007, p. 5).

Kentucky Wesleyan College has charged us to examine the student departure problem at their institution. Specifically, the first-year retention rate is 54.8%, well below the overall state and national average, 69.5% and 73.6%, respectively (NCHEMS, 2002).  Further, the average ACT for the KWC first-year cohorts range from 21.3 to 23 with a mean of 22.1.  For the 2007 – 2008 academic year, 281 first-year students enrolled at Kentucky Wesleyan, 75% are residential students and 25% are commuter status.  About 15% of first-year students are admitted with qualifications, with an ACT less than 17.  In addition, there are higher non-persistence rates among males and football student athletes.  This is indeed a substantial attrition rate, but not a problem unique to Kentucky Wesleyan.  This is a challenge faced by many colleges and universities, and thus there is a wealth of literature available that articulates theory to assist in unraveling the complicated puzzle of college student departure. We have reviewed and applied this literature in a systematic method to gain insight into the issues associated with student departure at Kentucky Wesleyan.

Founded in 1858 by the United Methodist Church, Kentucky Wesleyan College (KWC), is located in Owensboro, Kentucky, the third largest city in the state.  The institutional mission states, “Kentucky Wesleyan College, in partnership with the United Methodist Church, fosters a liberal arts education that nourishes, stimulates and prepares future leaders intellectually, spiritually and physically to achieve success in life.” KWC offers twenty-seven majors and ten pre-professional curricula.  As well, 45 full-time faculty are employed, among which 88% of the faculty have a Ph.D. or terminal degree.  The current enrollment for the 2007 – 2008 academic year is 950 students, with a 15:1 student-to-faculty average classroom ratio.  About fifty-percent of the student population are first-generation students, eighty-percent are state-residents, and about one-third of the population are student athletes.  The Kentucky Wesleyan Panthers compete with thirteen varsity sports, primarily in the NCAA Division II Great Lakes Conference.  Recent data indicate that about 33% of the each first-year cohort does not persist to their sophomore year.  Six-year graduation rates range at about 44%.


Kentucky Wesleyan College has observed the impact on student departure of under-prepared students and has responded with a three-pronged approach to help stem the tide of attrition – KW1101, the freshmen experience program, the PLUS Center, an academic support center, and the Academic Alert system, an online communication tool that serves to trigger when at-risk students under-perform.  More specifically, KW1101 is a one-hour, orientation course designed to ease the transition from high school to college during their first semester.  The PLUS Center is an extensive academic assistance program that offers developmental courses in math, reading, writing, and study skills.  In addition, the PLUS Center coordinates peer tutoring and other services such as testing services, study sessions, and special workshops.  The Academic Alert program is a system that notifies academic advisors and coaches that students are experiencing difficulty in one or more courses with notification beginning at the third week of classes each semester.  The question is whether these programs are efficacious in their stated goals.   


Unfortunately, college student departure is not easily solved by simply addressing underprepared students. It is characterized as an ill-structured problem and thus is composed of multiple variables that impact a college student’s decision to depart or persist.  College student departure impacts the stability of institutional enrollment, and therefore may have significant financial implications on the stability of the institutional infrastructure. The interaction between the individual student and the university or college attended is how the departure process is defined (Braxton, Hirschy & McClendon, 2004).  There is no definite solution for college student departure.  And, yet, while a diversity of solutions may emerge, there is no theoretical guide as to which solution is appropriate, leaving a multi-disciplinary perspective as the means necessary to achieve resolutions.  

It is often assumed that underrepresented minorities and students of low socio-economic status are at highest risk of college student departure.  While proportionally, Blacks and Hispanics are found to be at highest risk of attrition, the population of underrepresented minorities is among the lowest in the college population.  Tinto (1994) asserts that an emphasis on first-year programs has a significant impact on academic achievement and persistence. “The first year of college is especially critical for retention, and within that year, the first term, and even in the first weeks in and leading up to enrollment are extraordinarily consequential for longer-term success” (Hermanowicz, 2003, pp. 64-65).

Therefore, for the purpose of this study, all first-year Kentucky Wesleyan students are at-risk of college student departure, both residential and commuter students.  The study includes the following goals and objectives:

· Assess the institutional retention levers to determine efficacy and provide recommendation for improvement if necessary.

· Explore reasons for early student departure through qualitative and quantitative analyses.

· Recommend programs to improve retention.

GUIDING QUESTION:

What are the primary factors attributable to the significant attrition 

rate of first-year students at Kentucky Wesleyan College?

ASSESSMENT OF INSTITUTIONAL RETENTION LEVERS

The primary institutional retention levers of assessment are as follows:  KW1101, the freshmen experience program, The PLUS Center, an academic support center, and the Academic Alert system, an online communication tool that serves to trigger when at-risk students under-perform.  As well, upon beginning this project, we were informed that Kentucky Wesleyan instituted a junior varsity football program in 2006, to increase male student enrollment and participation, resulting in a 28% increase in enrollment.  The project team visited Kentucky Wesleyan College the fall of 2007, to conduct eleven academic and professional staff interviews, saturating the institutional leadership involved in the retention levers, as well as the enhanced football program. The interview protocol (Appendix C) was developed according to the theoretical underpinning of the revised Tinto interactionalist theory by Braxton, Hirschy, McClendon (2004).   

The purpose of the following detailed assessment of each lever is to determine the efficacy of each in stemming the tide of student departure at KWC.  The framework of investigation derives from the fact that the Kentucky Wesleyan finds these items valuable in its efforts to best serve their students.  A firm understanding of the effectiveness of these levers and how to improve them are the primary goals and objectives of the client.  With the focus on first-year students and their risk of departure, other policy levers were assessed as they emerged from the interviews:  counseling resources, academic advising, and financial aid.  In addition to the academic and professional staff interviews, the project team methodology included raw data collection and institutional document review for each policy lever, as available, to analyze the impact and efficacy of each.  Further, the project team reviewed the prevailing research literature on student persistence (Tinto, 1994; Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004; Hermanowicz, 2003; Braxton, 2000; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), as well as the relevant literature specific to each policy lever.  

The project team used a varied number of approaches to investigate each lever.  Since each lever is unique in initiation and utilization, no examination exactly resembles the next.  Additionally, there were limitations with regards to data, as some levers had a wealth of data, while others had only sparse information and resources.  Each section below begins with an explanation of the investigative approach utilized and ends with a conclusion of findings, articulating any limitations as they arise.  Moreover, the project team assessment was designed to determine the efficacy of each policy lever’s impact on retention, as well as, according to our guiding question, identify the primary factors attributable to the significant attrition rate of first-year students at Kentucky Wesleyan, in order to frame our conclusions and recommendations.
Academic Alert

The Academic Alert system at KWC is one of the three formal retention levers utilized by the institution to improve student retention.  The system allows for instructors to electronically notify a student’s adviser, coach, and the PLUS Center about the student’s particular academic performance in a class. Academic Alerts can be issued for a variety of reasons extending from poor academic performance to poor classroom attendance.  The goal of the program is to assist instructors in enlisting the assistance of other interested parties on campus to intervene on the student’s behalf to improve academic performance.  The aim is that if the campus community is collectively engaged in and concerned about academic performance, students may be more empowered to maximize the resources available to improve his or her academic performance by either seeking out the professor, talking with a campus mentor, or utilizing the resources in the PLUS Center. Additionally, the PLUS Center resources, such as tutoring, classes in study skills or test-taking strategies, etc., can be utilized by the student to help improve academic performance.

The project team analyzed the Academic Alert retention lever from two perspectives.  First, interviews with campus officials (Appendix C) led to a strong suspicion that the lever was not being utilized consistently among faculty.  The team attempted to confirm this suspicion by looking at faculty usage rates longitudinally.  Additionally, the project team examined usage rates from the students’ perspective by investigating how many Academic Alert “eligible” (students with a grade of D, F, or I) actually received alerts.  This methodology imparted an understanding of usage from two perspectives.

Second, usage, in and of itself, does not indicate whether a program is effective or not.  Effectiveness is measured in the second part of this analysis by comparing the persistence of students on Academic Alert with students not on academic alert, while controlling for GPA.  Since the goal of the system is to reduce departure, one would anticipate that those students receiving an Academic Alert would persist at a higher rate than those students with similar GPAs who did not receive an Alert.  Should this be the case then the system can be potentially deemed effective and, if not, it could potentially be deemed ineffective. 

As with every program designed to assist, it must be utilized in order to achieve the desired goal.  Failure to even utilize the program defeats its effectiveness from the start and confounds the ability to gauge the effectiveness of the program.  Interviews on campus revealed inconsistencies in usage of the service.  The following quotes, from academic and professional staff, illustrate the difference in opinion about Academic Alert with regards to its effectiveness, utilization, and perceived importance:

“I never use it. If a student is having trouble in my class, I’ll just call him to my office.”  - Faculty/Administrator
“I think they are the greatest things in the world. We utilize them. I rely on those a lot in terms of academic monitoring. I meet with the players on the field; go over the alert; and, if they don’t see the professor within 24 hours, I run their tail off.”  - Athletic Staff 

“I would say that faculty aren’t aware of it [early alert system].  That system [is] probably not as effective [as it could be].  Its inconsistency hurts that program.”  - Administrator
“Usage”


There appears to be a difference in perception with faculty and staff regarding the benefits of the Academic Alert system.  This divergent opinion of the effectiveness and utilization of Academic Alert is examined using data that highlights not only usage from the professorial perspective, but also from the student receipt perspective.  Table 1 indicates the number of instructors utilizing the service from fall 2005 to fall 2007.  In 2005, there were 73 faculty at Kentucky Wesleyan, and 26% submitted an Academic Alert.  In 2006, there were 92 faculty, and 40% submitted Academic Alerts.  In 2007, there were 91 faculty, and 41% submitted Academic Alerts.  As the number of faculty increases, the usage of Academic Alerts across faculty increases.

Table 1
	Faculty usage of Academic Alert

	Year
	# of Faculty
	# submitting alerts
	% submitting

	Fall 2005
	73
	19
	26%

	Fall 2006
	92
	37
	40%

	Fall 2007 
	91
	37
	41%


Source: KWC Institutional Research

There are other ways to analyze the above results.  First, one could conclude that the faculty population increased as a result of the student population increase.  One could then conclude that the increased numbers of students meant a lower overall performance and thus resulted in the need for more Academic Alerts.  There is an observed increase in the usage of the system; however, it is still less than half of the faculty in 2006 and 2007, and only a quarter of faculty in 2005, who issued Academic Alerts.  If the system was being fully utilized by faculty, this would mean that all students with poor grades are housed in the classes of 40% of the faculty.  This theory is not plausible.  Therefore, the system is clearly not being fully utilized by the Kentucky Wesleyan faculty.


To get a better picture of Academic Alert utilization, the project team examined the types of students receiving Alerts. Tables 2 - 4 detail students making “Ds”, “Fs”, and “Is” (Incomplete) at midterm of the fall semester, and what percentage of those students were placed on Academic Alert.

Table 2
	“D” Students on Alert

	Year
	D Students
	# on alert
	% on alert

	Fall 2005
	224
	79
	35%

	Fall 2006
	343


	112
	33%

	Fall 2007


	317
	63
	20%


Source: KWC Institutional Research
Table 3
	“F” Students on Alert

	Year
	F Students
	# on Alert
	%  on alert

	Fall 2005
	173
	79
	46%

	Fall 2006
	219
	104
	47%

	Fall 2007 
	225
	76
	24%


Source: KWC Institutional Research
Table 4
	“I” Students on Alert

	Year
	I students
	# on alert
	% on alert

	Fall 2005
	154
	30
	19%

	Fall 2006
	168
	45
	27%

	Fall 2007
	48
	6
	13%


Source: KWC Institutional Research
The project team chose Ds, Fs, and Is because, although students can technically be placed on Alert for poor attendance, this information is not submitted electronically and thus unattainable.  Ds, Fs, and Is were chosen because they are electronically submitted and are traditionally considered poor grades or grades of concern for both faculty and students.  The purpose of Academic Alert is to alert the student and those on campus with a specific interest in the student of the student’s poor performance.  Ds, Fs, and Is are associated with poor performance and thus would be the most likely grades to elicit an Academic Alert from a faculty member.  In fall 2005, 372 students received 782 letter grades of D, F, or I.  Only 35% of those receiving a D grade received an Academic Alert.  46% of students receiving an F grade were placed on Academic Alert, and 19% of those with Is were placed on Academic Alert.  These numbers are mirrored in fall 2006. 505 students received 1005 grades of D, F, or I.  Of those receiving Ds, 33% were placed on Alert.  For those with Fs, 47% were placed on Alert, and 27% of those with Is were placed on Alert.  For fall 2007, the numbers drop precipitously.  Only 20% of those students receiving Ds were placed on Alert.  Just 24% of those with Fs were placed on Alert, and 13% of those with Is were placed on Alert. 

Instructor usage from 2005 to 2007 increased exponentially from 26% to 41%, but the percentage of “eligible” students (those with a D, F, or I at midterm) receiving Academic Alerts dropped by 15% for Ds, 22% for Fs, and 6% for Is.  So, from an instructor perspective, more instructors are utilizing the system, but from the student perspective, fewer “eligible” students are receiving Academic Alerts.  Essentially, the statement made by the project team of inconsistent use of the system is confirmed.  The faculty are not using the system to its fullest extent and many eligible students are not being exposed to one of the institution’s main retention levers.  This deprives the student of a potentially beneficial notification and leaves other stakeholders on campus unaware of the student’s academic performance. Thus, community partners may be unable to assist in advising the student, and aiding in increasing the student’s academic performance.

“Effectiveness”

The data above clearly shows inconsistent usage.  This, in and of itself, is a problem for Kentucky Wesleyan, as it leans on the program as one of its pivotal programs of retention.  In order to encourage faculty to utilize this system and for institutional confirmation of its effectiveness, the Academic Alert system must be shown to be adequate in assisting in the retention of students.  Without proof of the programs viability, the administration may be challenged to encourage faculty to fully utilize the system.  Evidence of the program’s effectiveness will bolster administrator efforts to achieve full compliance.  Conversely, affirmation of the program’s ineffectiveness would make it difficult for administrators to encourage faculty use.  Hence, an appropriate response for administrators would be to eliminate an ineffective program and replace it with a program showing positive results.  Efficaciousness of the system, for the purposes of this study, is measured by the percentage of students on Academic Alert who persisted from fall to spring compared to the percentage of students who were not on Alert and persisted.  A higher persistence percentage of students on Alert than those not on Alert would properly define whether the program is impacting persistence positively. 

Students were compared across GPA categories and the results for fall 2005, 2006, and 2007 are shown in Tables 5, 6 and 7.  The project team chose to compare fall to spring effectiveness because this lever is capable of being “pulled” during multiple semesters.  A GPA comparison from fall to fall would be misleading because the institutional data available did not allow for individual student tracking across semesters.  Additionally, a student on Academic Alert in the fall may not receive an Alert in the spring.  Further, they may depart following the fall semester and be a ‘missing variable’ to any two-semester data set.

Table 5

	Breakdown of GPA's for students in Fall 2005

	On Alert (N = 115)
	
	Not on Alert (N = 587)

	KWC Cum GPA
	Total Count
	Persisted
	
	Total Count
	Persisted

	0.0 - 1.49
	25
	17
	68.0%
	
	44
	22
	50.0%

	1.5 - 1.99
	23
	17
	73.9%
	
	35
	29
	82.9%

	2.0 - 2.49
	45
	37
	82.2%
	
	82
	71
	86.6%

	2.5 - 2.99
	19
	17
	89.5%
	
	106
	101
	95.3%

	3.0 - 3.49
	1
	1
	100.0%
	
	175
	161
	92.0%

	3.5 - 4.00
	2
	2
	100.0%
	
	145
	138
	95.2%

	Totals
	115
	91
	79.1%
	 
	587
	522
	88.9%


Source: KWC Institutional Research
Table 6

	Breakdown of GPA's for students in Fall 2006

	On Alert (N = 173)
	
	Not on Alert (N = 738)

	KWC Cum GPA
	Total Count
	Persisted
	
	Total Count
	Persisted

	0.0 - 1.49
	52
	27
	51.9%
	
	52
	32
	61.5%

	1.5 - 1.99
	37
	32
	86.5%
	
	43
	34
	79.1%

	2.0 - 2.49
	46
	41
	89.1%
	
	118
	101
	85.6%

	2.5 - 2.99
	25
	22
	88.0%
	
	138
	123
	89.1%

	3.0 - 3.49
	12
	11
	91.7%
	
	212
	195
	92.0%

	3.5 - 4.00
	1
	1
	100.0%
	
	175
	167
	95.4%

	Totals
	173
	134
	77.5%
	
	738
	652
	88.3%


Source: KWC Institutional Research

Table 7

	Breakdown of GPA's for students in Fall 2007

	On Alert (N = 111)
	
	Not on Alert (N = 778)

	KWC Cum GPA
	Total Count
	Persisted
	
	Total Count
	Persisted

	0.0 - 1.49
	36
	19
	52.8%
	
	54
	24
	44.4%

	1.5 - 1.99
	18
	16
	88.9%
	
	46
	39
	84.8%

	2.0 - 2.49
	36
	33
	91.7%
	
	139
	127
	91.4%

	2.5 - 2.99
	10
	9
	90.0%
	
	151
	138
	91.4%

	3.0 - 3.49
	10
	10
	100.0%
	
	210
	188
	89.5%

	3.5 - 4.00
	1
	1
	100.0%
	
	178
	169
	94.9%

	Totals
	111
	88
	79.3%
	
	778
	685
	88.0%


Source: KWC Institutional Research


The data above indicates mixed results on effectiveness.  In fall 2005, those students with the lowest GPAs, 0.0-1.49, and on Alert persisted at a rate 18% higher than students with similar GPAs and not on Alert.  But, the same year students with GPAs 1.5-1.00 and on Alert persisted at a rate 8% lower than those with similar GPAs and not on Alert.  The results are illustrated in the Figure 1 below.

Figure 1
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Source: KWC Institutional Research

There are similar mixed results for 2006.  Students with the lowest GPAs, 0.0-1.49, and on Alert persisted at a rate 9.6% lower than students with similar GPAs who were not on Alert.  For students in the 1.5-1.99 GPA range, on Alert, they persisted at a rate 6.4% higher than students with similar GPAs who were not placed on Alert.  Additionall, students on Alert with GPAs between 2.0-2.49 persisted at a rate 3.5% higher than similar GPA students not on Alert.  The results are illustrated in Figure 2 below.

Figure 2
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Source: KWC Institutional Research

Figure 3
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Source: KWC Institutional Research

For 2007, both the low GPA students on Alert, 0.0-1.49 and 1.5-1.99, persisted at a rates 8.4% and 4.1% higher than non Alerts respectively.  The results are illustrated in Figure 3 below.
For all three years, it appears that students on Alert with the highest GPAs, 3.0-4.0, generally persist at a higher rate than those not given an Alert.  All ranges persisted at 100%, except for the 3.0-3.49 range students in 2006, who persisted at a .3% lower rate than those who did not receive an Alert.  Though the total number of students on Alert with high GPAs is small (n=27), it does equate to a 96.4% persitence rate, as opposed to a 93% persistence rate among those students not on Alert.

The results of this analysis are mixed.  Where Academic Alert students persisted at a higher rate than similar GPA students not on Alert, the results are generally modest.  In fact, in a full one-half of the measured categories, non-Academic Alert students persisted at the same rate, for all practical purposes, or even higher than those students who were placed on Alert.  The results would indicate that receiving an Academic Alert does not necessarily result in increased persistence in the recipient student.  Although some might be quick to point to this data as evidence that the program is not consistently effective, the project team asserts that this interpretation should be tempered.  One must keep in mind that the Academic Alert is solely a tool and must be fully utilized in order to be effective.  As shown earlier in this analysis, Academic Alert is not being consistently implemented by the faculty.  Similarly, there are no guarantees that the Academic Alerts issued are being consistently acted upon by advisers and other stakeholders on campus who have an interest in student academic performance. Poor follow-through could potentially jeopardize the effectiveness of the system.  Therefore, based upon the evidence provided here, the project team are not prepared to make a definitive statement about the effectiveness of Academic Alert.  It appears to have an impact on persistence in some cases and none in others, and may perhaps be related to the inconsistent instructor utilization.

Summary

In assessing the Academic Alert system, the project team utilized the on-campus interviews to inform their investigation (Appendix C).  It was determined that there was some degree of disconnect between faculty and staff with regards to usage and effectiveness of the system.  The team tested the perception of limited faculty usage by gathering longitudinal data from both the faculty and student perspectives.  Data on faculty usage, gathered for 2005, 2006, and 2007, concluded that far less that half of the faculty use the system.  In appraising the system from the student perspective, the team utilized longitudinal grade data for the fall semesters 2005, 2006, and 2007. The percent of Alert-eligible students (students receiving a D, F, or I grade at midterm of the fall semester) who actually received an Academic Alert was expressed as a percent of overall eligible students.  The project team determined that only a small percentage of those students considered eligible for an alert actually received one.


Next, the team examined the actual effectiveness of the Academic Alert system as a retention lever.  The purpose of this angle of investigation was to measure if the mechanism works as it is designed, and actually assits the institution in retaining students.  The project team examined the effectivenss of the system by comparing the persistance rates of grade-wise similarly situated students receiving Academic Alerts with those who did not. The results were mixed with evidence of only modest gains in persistence rates for those receiving Academic Alerts. 

The project team concluded that the overall perception of inconsistent usage, as originally gleaned from the campus interviews, was confirmed.  From both the faculty and student perspectives, the system is not consistently utilized. The team, however, is unable to definitively confirm the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of the system in its current state as a positive retention lever for the institution.  The team warns against any spurious conclusions characterizing this system as an ineffective retention lever.  There are several aspects in the utilization of the system which may be impeding its effectiveness.  Inconsistent usage and a lack of a follow-through protocol on the part of those receiving alerts may limit the system’s ability to work at peak effectivess. Additionally, dissemination and application of this policy reflects the insitutional integrity of KWC, as Braxton, Hirxchy, and McClendon (2004) identify this as a major component of student persistence. 

KW1101


As previously mentioned, KWC has not sat idly by while experiencing high rates of student departure.  In the past several years, they have initiated several retention programs in an effort to abate student departure.  One of these programs is a mandatory course for all first-year students called Kentucky Wesleyan 1101 (KW1101), affectionately known as “K-Dub.”  Even with these programs in place, students continue to depart at an increasing rate. The current administration has expressed a fair amount of frustration with the seeming lack of effectiveness of their internally designed programs like KW1101 in stemming the tide of departure. They are anxious for a fresh set of eyes to analyze this departure issue.

This assessment is to determine the efficaciousness of the course in addressing the college’s student departure problem.  One of the stated goals of KW1101 is to “better prepare students …to achieve their goals and to complete their degrees” (KW1101 Syllabus).  If the program is having a positive impact on student persistence, then it is clearly functioning as envisioned. If the program is not effectively impacting student persistence, then it is either not functioning properly or is poorly designed to impact student persistence.

KW1101 is a mandatory, eight-week course, for first-year students, that is in conjunction with the 3 – 4 day new student orientation program.  KW1101 is the only mandatory component of the institutional retention effort.  It is constructed as a one credit hour course intended to introduce incoming students to the college environment. Class size is intentionally kept small, with 15 – 20 students, so that students can have close contact with the instructor and the upperclass peer mentors.  Academic Dean Michael Fagan provided the following description of KW1101.

The class provides essential academic “survival skills,” including how to take notes, how to process lectures, how to handle stress, and how to study effectively. Weekly journal entries to practice critical thinking skills and career assessment programs to create an academic plan ensure students become self-reflective and goal-oriented (two key values KWC graduates possess). Class sizes are kept small in order to ensure a strong support system: one faculty member and two upper-class students run each class of twenty. Along with conducting classes, faculty and student leaders host off campus activities and require their students to participate in campus events to strengthen group identity and to encourage school spirit.

The goal of this program is to improve student persistence through increasing the student’s sense of social and academic integration into the college community.  The path through which this concept travels (from treatment to result) is that KW1101 helps students progress along at least three pathways. First, it informs students about the mission of the college and what makes the college unique.  Students learn about specific college traditions that distinguish the institutional core values and purposes. This introduction to Kentucky Wesleyan increases a student’s familiarity with the college and makes it appear less intimidating and daunting. This strategy may guide the student on a path of a subsequent commitment to the institution and the culture that they have accepted as part of their overall experience. This dedication to the cultural aspects of the college will lead to an increased commitment to the institution and thus a greater desire to finish one’s career at the institution, and hence, leads to increased persistence.

A second pathway to persistence is through the facilitation of building relationships --- communal potential.  Students are more likely to persist where they feel they belong and where they have found a place among a set of friends to which they can relate. The orientation course, through its many team-building programs, aims to facilitate relationships, which may grow stronger over time. These friendships help students to socially adapt to a new and unfamiliar environment. As students may become more comfortable, they will be less inclined to leave the institution due to lack of fit. This will lead to persistence.

The third pathway flows from KW1101’s structure, which includes faculty and upperclass students as class mentors.  First-year students have the opportunity to meet and engage fellow students, who are more college savvy, in a safe environment.  These upperclass students can model appropriate behavior and proper techniques for college “survival.”  In the same way, relationships with faculty may allow first-year students to engage representatives of the college from an adult mentor or informal standpoint, and not primarily as a person of authority.  These relationships may add to the incoming students’ feelings that the college is concerned about their wellbeing and has their interests in mind. This realization that the college is responsive to their needs leads to increased trust in the institution and thus increased persistence.

Figure 4:  KW1101 Structure: Social Integration
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The assessment of this program was multi-fold. First, since the program is mandatory for all incoming freshmen, it is impossible to use an experimental technique to determine the effectiveness of the program. The limitations of this design are well documented and the many threats to internal validity are listed below. The optimal approach for this study is a pre- and post-test study, but the college has asked for a midyear assessment, and thus, we are bound by some degree of limitation. This study will at least provide an initial baseline analysis, which the institutional can use to measure impact in a more in-depth pre- and post- treatment for the upcoming academic year.  Optimally, an experimental design with a treatment and a control group would allow for a comparison of persistence between those who enrolled in the program and those who were not.  Since the program is mandatory and utilized by all first-year students, to even recommend the use of this form of study to determine effectiveness would, in effect, deny a cohort of students a potentially valuable asset to their college acclimation, and could be unethical. To determine effectiveness of KW 1101 in impacting persistence, other means were employed. 
Three methods were decided upon to determine the effectiveness of the program. First, a longitudinal analysis of course evaluations of the program was undertaken. Second, recent research is divergent on the positive impact of freshmen orientation programs on student persistence (see Williford, Chapman, & Kahrig, 2001; Schnell & Doetkott, 2003; Soldner, Lee, & Duby, 2000; Keup, 2005; Hendel, 2007; Cavote & Kopera-Freye, 2007).  Therefore, the design of KW1101 was compared to the design in these recent studies to determine similarities between the structure of programs examined by the authors.  If similarities are found in the literature and deemed particularly effective or ineffective, this is reported.  Additionally, the methodology of these studies are scrutinized to evaluate the validity of the their findings. Third, an analysis of the interview protocol regarding KW1101 was examined for potential concerns and issues expressed by staff members. 

Course Evaluations

Data was collected longitudinally utilizing the KW1101 course evaluations. Responses to items that were used consistently among first-year cohorts for 2005, 2006, and 2007 were compared.  The percentage of students who “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that a course component was positive was evaluated.  There were some components of the class that changed from year to year. In other words, KW1101, in 2005, may have had a component that was not included in the course for 2007.  Although student satisfaction in these components cannot be compared to other years, the project team acknowledges these “dropped” components.  Additionally, components of the 2007 course may be completely different from the 2005 and 2006 course; and, the team identifies those as well.  The comparison components break down along three lines – academic components (lectures, assignments, etc.), faculty and mentor evaluations, and the syllabus. 

The first academic component was an evaluation of the use of the website in the course. Examples of how the web was incorporated are a personality quiz, and the investigation of learning styles through weblinks.  Also, students can identify approved activities for the outside activity component of the course by accessing the website.  The journal is a graded component to the course worth 50% of a student’s final grade in 2007, and 60% in 2005 and 2006.  Journal entries are approximately one typed page (250 words) per week, and are evaluated for both depth of content and edited prose (KW 1101 syllabus, 2007).  Outside activities are another graded portion of the course. In 2007, this accounted for a portion of 25% of the final grade. In 2005 and 2006, it accounted for a portion of the 40% participation grade.  As described in the 2007 syllabus:

Outside Activities: All students will attend a minimum of six school-sponsored activities.  For each activity, students must secure a signature from a faculty/staff person on cards provided. Activities will include concerts, plays, lectures, recitals, student life programs, and others.  Check the course website for a list of approved activities.  Missing or unsigned cards severely reduces the participation grade. 


The lecture on library services is a group lecture that combines all the sections of KW1101 that meet at the same time during the week.  Students receive instruction on library services and how to effectively conduct research.  All groups are folded into one lecture hall.  This method of delivery is the same for all years, 2005 - 2007.  Another academic component of KW1101 is a lecture on what it means to attend a faith-based college.  Students receive instruction on what makes KWC unique and how religion is woven into the fabric of the college.  Similarly, the lecture on liberal arts colleges is designed to give students an understanding of what is a liberal arts college as opposed to a large university and what it means to be a liberally educated person.  Programs on selecting a major or minor and the career day component of KW1101 are self-explanatory, but the design of each over the course of the years has been different.  The final academic component of analysis is stress management. Stress management is addressed in the course through lectures and classroom activities.  Although stress management was included in the syllabus in 2005, it was not an evaluation component and thus there are no data on for this year

Personnel evaluations round out the similar components.  Both instructors and peer mentors are evaluated by the first-year students in 2006 and 2007.  As with Stress Management, these were components of the 2005 KW1101 class, but they were not evaluated, and thus there is no data available for this year.

Table 8
	2005 – 2007 KW1101 Course Components – Positive Response (Percent identifying component as positive)

	Component
	2005
	2006
	2007
	Change 05 - 07
	Change

06 - 07

	Website
	71%
	64%
	89%
	+18
	+25

	Syllabus
	81%
	74%
	86%
	+5
	+12

	Journal
	64%
	60.5%
	86%
	+11
	+14.5

	Outside Act.
	73%
	47%
	62%
	-11
	+15

	Library
	56%
	57%
	72%
	+14
	+20

	Faith-Based
	35%
	51%
	70%
	+35
	+19

	Major/Minor
	53%
	52%
	80%
	+27
	+28

	Career Day
	66%
	57%
	76%
	+10
	+19

	Liberal Arts
	38%
	47.5%
	83%
	+45
	+35.5

	Faculty


	
	86%
	92%
	
	+6

	Student Leaders
	
	87%
	93%
	
	+6

	Stress Management
	
	68%
	73%
	
	+5


Source: Kentucky Wesleyan College - KW1101 Course Evaluations
Table 8 illustrates the differences in student satisfaction from 2005 to 2007, and 2006 to 2007, along similarly framed components of KW 1101.  In every category of similar programs except one, student satisfaction increased from 2005 and 2006 to 2007.  In some cases, there is an increase in satisfaction as high as 45% (Liberal Arts). Most duplicated components saw a double digit increases in satisfaction from 2005 and 2006 to 2007.  Single digit increases were noticed with regards to evaluation of faculty and peer leaders.  The only academic component showing a modest single digit increase from 2006 to 2007 was Stress and Time Management and the evaluation of the syllabus from 2005 to 2007.  The one outlier in satisfaction from 2005 to 2007 is the Outside Activity component.  This component is problematic because, as will be discussed later, staff have indicated in interviews that students are not fond of the Outside Activity component of KW 1101. 

The question is what occurred in the 2007 iteration of KW 1101 that resulted in such marked increases in satisfaction?  In other words, can we tease out the differences between KW 1101 in 2007 and the other years that may have resulted in increased satisfaction?  The purpose is to determine those aspects of the 2007 class that should be maintained in the future.  One possible explanation for the increase lies in the method of evaluation. The evaluations were completed online for the first time in 2007.  The ease with which students could access the evaluation instrument on their own time may have resulted in significantly more favorable responses in the evaluation, as was mentioned by a staff member in a follow-up conversation. 

KW 1101 was housed in the Student Life Office for the first time in 2007.  Previously, the course was administered by faculty through the academic dean’s office.  While the dean still oversees the program, but the director for 2007 was a student affairs professional who reported to the academic dean in the role as director of KW 1101.  This change of leadership resulted in some changes, although the director (in an informal conversation outside of interview protocol) reported that the curriculum for 2007 was intact from previous years.  The director also indicated that much of the topics covered in the class were the same, but did point out several changes that made the class more culturally relevant to students. 

 The director specified that the frequency of large lectures, which combined multiple classes that meet at the same time during the day, was reduced.  The project team tested the veracity of this potential effect by reviewing the syllabi for each of the three years analyzed to determine how many large lectures occurred each year, and for what course components.  For 2005 and 2006, KW 1101 had five days of large lecture type classes.  These classes were generally held in Rogers Hall and were taught to combined classes of up to five (5) sections of the course.  Students were instructed in the syllabus not to report to their regular classes on that particular day, and to report directly to the lecture hall.

Table 9
	KW1101 Large lecture classes 2005 - 2007

	2005
	2006
	2007

	Library
	Library
	Library

	Faith-Based
	Faith-Based
	General Ed Reqs.

	Career Day
	Career Day
	Campus Computing

	Major/Minor
	Major/Minor
	

	KWC History
	KWC History
	


Source: Kentucky Wesleyan College – KW 1101 Syllabus 2005-2007
Table 9 illustrates the breakdown of classes given in large lecture format for each year.  In 2005 and 2006, large lectures were facilitated on the use of the library, what it means to attend a faith-based institution, the history of KWC as a liberal arts institution, Career Day, and the Major/Minor Fair.  For 2007, there was a reduction in the number of large lectures.  The library usage lecture was maintained, but all others were eliminated in favor of two that were not included in 2005 and 2006 – Campus Computing and General Education Requirements.  Since these two classes were not included, and thus, not evaluated in 2005 and 2006, there is no means to measure student satisfaction.  The classes that were taught in large lecture halls in 2005 and 2006 were maintained as part of the curriculum in 2007, but were taught in the regular classrooms by the course instructors.  Each instructor addressed the topic in their own way with their class. Student evaluations of the courses indicated a double-digit increase in satisfaction for each of these program components in 2007 (See Table 8).  It appears clear that a change in the method of content delivery resulted in an increase in student satisfaction in each of these for components.  Teaching the material in the classroom and not in large lecture halls may have been a contributor to increased student satisfaction.  Interestingly, however, the data indicates a challenge to this assertion.  The library course was taught in a large lecture hall for all three years and still received a satisfaction increase from 2005 of 14% and from 2006 of 20%.  Additionally, this class was taught by the same instructors in 2007, as in 2005, and 2006.  If the theory of small classroom instruction is responsible for the increase in student satisfaction in previously poorly evaluated classes, then the 2007 library class satisfaction percentages should be similar to those of 2005 and 2006, but they are not.  In fact, satisfaction actually exceeds that of the faith-based lecture for 2007, which was held in a small class setting.
A possible explanation for this anomaly is that the 2007 director indicated that six to seven new faculty members participated in teaching the classes for the first time. The director described this new cohort of instructors as young and enthusiastic about KW1101.  This new enthusiasm for the class may have translated into greater engagement with the students, and thus increased student satisfaction.

With the hiring of President Federlein, in 2004, came a desire to reconnect with the Methodist Church.  Closer affiliation meant including the religious affiliation in recruiting materials, and enhanced outreach and collaboration with the Methodist Church.  To add, religious programs were also being developed as part of the institutional strategic plan.  The gradual increases in satisfaction with the faith-based component may be the result of more faith-oriented individuals attending Kentucky Wesleyan.  As more students select the school for its religious affiliation, there may be an increase in desire for religious exposure. The faith-based component in KW1101 has risen in satisfaction each of the past three years, and this may be the result of increased religious interest among the students entering the college.
Interviews Assessing KW1101

Administrator interviews elicited a wealth of comments and concerns about the program. One indicated a curriculum change in the seventh week of courses, in which a speaker was invited to speak to the students regarding the issues about profiles on social networking websites such as MySpace and Facebook.  The interviewee said this program resulted in a positive response among the first-year students, and stimulated overall satisfaction toward the end of the program.  Also, the Student Life Office tied the name of the new student orientation program to a popular show on MTV with which all the students were familiar. The name chosen was “K-Dub Made.” The interviewee shared that this may have helped break down barriers of anxiety through familiarity for the first-year students regarding entering college.

Student response to the class was gauged according to various levels.  It was reported that some of the first-year students see that class as “silly”(interview with academic leadership, 10/7/07) or an “easy A.” (interview with PLUS Center staff, 10/7/07).  Additionally, there appears to be a great deal of resentment among students surrounding the outside activity requirement of the course. Administrators report that students resent the mandatory element of attending activities and having their “green cards” signed by a campus representative.  The green cards are used to track attendance to events in order to fulfill this outside activity component of KW1101.  Students must attend six (6) events during the eight (8) week class in order to complete this element.  The syllabus for the class indicates that lost or incomplete cards will adversely impact a student’s grade.  It was reported that commuter students especially do not like the requirement because, in many cases, it requires that they return to campus after classes to attend an event.

 A persistent comment in the interviews is that many instructors are not particularly supportive of the class.  It was reported that many instructors think that KW1101 is “fluff” (personal communication, 10/07/07).  Some instructors, according to one administrator resent the “fun” component of the class.  They desire the class to be more academic in nature.  It was also pointed out that as the freshmen class size has grown, more staff have participated in teaching the classes. It was reported that there is a staff disconnect with faculty.  Some even went as far as to point out there appears that faculty culture and student culture are divergent.  Several administrators noted that younger faculty are more amendable to KW1101.  These new faculty members taught some of the classes in 2007.  KW1101 faculty report that the quality of the course varies from class to class based on the professor.  There is no standard textbook, so, though the curriculum is consistent, the method of delivery and the pedagogical techniques utilized vary by instructor.  Additionally, the assessment criteria may differ by instructor.  This results in students having varied experiences within a mandatory class setting.  Some students may have an easy or interesting class while others may experience the class quite differently based on instructor interest, technique, style, etc.  A standard textbook was recommended by a KW 1101 instructor as a possible solution to bring consistency to the KW1101.    

Literature Comparison


Literature on the first year experience is divergent in its support of orientation courses as a positive impact on student persistence.  Some studies claim that orientation courses increase student persistence (Williford, Chapman, & Kahrig, 2001; Schnell & Doetkott, 2003).  Others claim that the courses only work in conjunction with other efforts like learning communities (Soldner, Lee, & Duby, 2000; Keup, 2005).  More recent studies dispute any impact of orientation courses on persistence (Hendel, 2007; Cavote & Kopera-Freye, 2007).  Pascarella & Terenzini (2005) state that first-year experience classes, “with rare exception, produce uniformly consistent evidence of positive and statistically significant advantages to students who take the courses” (pp 400-401).  While, this is encouraging, the concern arises with whether the design of KW1101 resembles the design of the first year experience classes shown to have no effect at all on persistence.


Cavote & Kopera-Freye (2007) compared the persistence of various types of non-traditional students who took first year experience classes with those who did not.  The authors found no impact of the course on persistence levels.  The type of course and the method of course delivery, however, were not provided by the authors, so it is difficult to compare the courses studied here and that of KW1101.  The authors point out the main reason for their inability to describe all the classes is because there was no consistency between the courses.  Each instructor taught the class in their own unique manner.  There was no uniformity between courses.  The authors blame the ineffectiveness of the course in increasing persistence on this inconsistency.  Lack of consistency in KW1101 instruction was identified in interviews as a concern for instructors.  Although it does not appear that KW1101 is as loosely connected as the courses studied by Cavote & Kopera-Freye (2007), there is similarity in that instructors teach the classes as they see fit and there is no common text. There is a common curriculum and syllabus, but the delivery of the material is unique to each instructor and thus this finding by Cavote & Kopera-Freye (2007), although narrow in scope, is descriptive of the situation with KW1101.


Hendel (2007) conducted an experiment comparing the persistence of participants in a first year experience course and non-participants at a large research institution. Similarly to Cavote & Kopera-Freye (2007), Hendel (2007) found no relationship with attendance in a first year experience class and persistence.  Also, similarly, he found that there was little to no consistency in the courses offered to the first year students in his study.  “The courses were unique to the instructor’s particular area of interest” (Hendel, 2007, p. 414).  There was no common thread running through these classes except for the fact they were called freshman experience courses. KW1101 once again has tighter connections through its similar curriculum and syllabus, but it is the lack of uniformity in instruction that makes KW1101 somewhat similar to the courses in Hendel’s (2007) study.


Another strong method of comparison is to identify research that examines content of first year experience courses that have particular impact on persistence and those that do not. Davig & Spain (2004) examined the content of a freshman orientation class to determine which components of the class were considered helpful and not helpful to persisters and non-persisters.  Plus, the study examined which components had a strong positive overall impact on persistence.  They determined that topics on strong social networks between students and faculty, and students and students, as well as topics focused on institutional integration, which had the strongest positive impact on persistence.  Specifically, they determined that if a student has no exposure to study skills, advising information, curriculum planning, group activities and campus tours during the orientation class, they were less likely to persist from fall to fall.  Most of these topics are self-explanatory, but the curriculum planning aspect is specific to the Davig & Spain’s (2004) institution. It entails providing students with details of the requirements of their program of study with what has and what has not been completed.  In freshmen orientation, students are presented this information sheet and trained on how to use it to plan their course-taking through their college career.  Davig & Spain (2004) separated the components of the class that correlated with increased persistence as social integration components, campus tour, relationships with professors, relationships with students, and institutional integration components, study skills, advising, curriculum planning.  Components of the orientation course described as “very helpful” to persisters in the course evaluation mirrored those items which correlated with persistence in the regression model (study skills, advising, etc).  Components rated “very helpful” to non-persisters were time management and money issues.  The authors claim that this is understandable since, many times, the reason for departure revolves around time constraints and money concerns.  The authors do not describe, however, why, those these components were rated “very helpful” by non-persisters, they were clearly not helpful enough to keep them enrolled.


For the purposes of comparison of KW1101 and the freshman course of Davig & Spain (2004), the authors examine whether KW1101 includes program components, which mirror those described in the Davig & Spain (2004) study as most significant to student persistence.  The social integration component of campus tour and interactions with faculty and students are not specific components of KW1101.  The campus tour may be provided during the non-course component of orientation, but is not part of the KW1101 course.  Although KW1101 does have upper class mentors participate in the class to provide incoming students a connection to older students, these mentors are not necessarily from the incoming student’s major area. Davig & Spain (2004) point out that the positive impact from social integration on persistence of incoming students derives from interactions with professors and upperclass students in the incoming student’s major area of study.


Study skills, time management, learning styles, and note taking strategies were offered in KW1101 in 2007 during the 3rd week of classes.  They were also part of the curriculum in 2005 and 2006.  Study skills, according to Davig & Spain (2004), are a component related to persistence.  Curriculum planning, another persistence correlated component, was offered only in 2007 in a group lecture hall.  The title of the components was General Education Requirements. It was held the 5th week of class.  Group activities are part of the initial orientation component, but not specifically a part of KW1101.  This does not mean that group work does not occur within particular classrooms. It may indeed, but it would be instructor specific.  There is no specific information provided about advising or major area study requirements. Students are advised prior to the start of the semester.  Time management and money management, two components deemed “very helpful” to non-persisters were included in the 3rd and 4th week of 2007 respectively.  The critique of Davig & Spain (2004) is that, although non-persisters in their study rated these components as “very helpful,” they still did not persist.  We do not know how many students would not have persisted save for this component of the course.  Also, we do not know what additionally could have been included in these courses to have aided non-persisters to persist.  The authors offer no insight into how the delivery of this component could have been adjusted to improve persistence.  It is presented here so that administrators are aware that potential non-persisters will deem different parts of the program more significant than persisters. Special attention should be given to these components because of their importance to potential non-persisters.

Summary


The mid-year assessment of KW 1101 necessitated that the project team members access available approaches to examine the effectiveness of the course in impacting persistence.  The team employed on-campus interviews to inform their subsequent choice of analytical avenues. The team utilized the KW 1101 student evaluations to provide a longitudinal glimpse of student satisfaction.  The increase in satisfaction from 2005 and 2006 to 2007 is explained as the result of increased instructor enthusiasm, the coordination of the class through student affairs, the reduction of the large number of lecture classes, and the increased connection with the Methodist Church.


The project team then examined the prevailing literature on first year programs to determine that the components of KW 1101 were consistent with those defined by research as specifically benefiting persistence.  A lack of pedagogical consistency was identified as a contributor to the ineffectiveness of first year experience courses in addressing the problem of departure. The team identified that KWC does not utilize a common text and this may be hampering the course’s effectiveness.


The literature overwhelmingly indicates that first year experience programs aid in persistence of first year students.  Although the project team cannot specifically speak to the level of effectiveness of KW 1101, there are several items the literature and our analysis revealed that would definitely improve the delivery of the class – pedagogical consistency, small class instructional delivery, increased contact with KW 1101 instructors, and instructor enthusiasm.  

PLUS Center

“Educating underprepared students is often viewed as one of the most challenging and complex issues facing higher education today” (Parker, 2007, p.1).  Plus, as higher education resources dwindle and tuition increases exponentially to meet market demands and rising infrastructure costs, the question of who should provide developmental education also emerges as a critical issue (Ignash, 1997).  Further, there is a disproportionate representation of under-represented minority groups in need of developmental education for college success (Rowser, 1997).  Institutional policy regarding developmental education needs to be made in conjunction with resource allocations and the greater mission and capacity of the institution (Ignash, 1997).

The program purpose and goals of the Darrell PLUS Center at Kentucky Wesleyan College is articulated as follows:

The PLUS Center is designed to help students with weak academic programs through developmental courses in English, Study Skills, and Math.  In addition, we offer services such as tutoring, study sessions, special workshops, and testing services to all Wesleyan students, including academically strong students.

Specifically, the PLUS Center services include study sessions, individual tutoring, writing and study skills assistance, testing and serving students with special learning needs, and workshops, the PLUS Center serves as a residual test center for the ACT, as well offers free workshops and informational sessions on taking the GRE and LSAT.    The four one-credit courses offered by the center are as follows:

PC 1101 Writing Laboratory--1 hour. Intensive work in writing, including basic grammar and punctuation, spelling, and structure. Additional one hour tutoring per week required.

PC 1102 College Study Skills--1 hour. Effective study habits for college, including note-taking, textbook reading, essay and objective test-taking, and time management.

PC 1103 Mathematics Laboratory--1 hour. A course for students who are not ready to take college math. Topics include rational numbers, variables, ratios and linear equation, inequalities, and exponents.

PC 1104--05 Reading Laboratory--1 hour each. A sequence of two courses to help improve reading skills by providing students with skills needed to succeed in college. Topics include phonics review, vocabulary building, and passage comprehension.

Each course meets two times a week, and students receive as much individualized instruction as possible. The classes operate on the diagnostic principle of identifying weaknesses and developing needed skills.  There is a director, six faculty and office manager facilitating the program and goals for the Center.

As part of the interview protocol, faculty and staff, administering all retention policy levers, were asked about the student perception and usage of the PLUS Center.

It’s [PLUS Center] a positive thing 
for us.  - Athletic Staff
Sadly, most students who need it [PLUS Center] the most, may avoid it. - Administrator
I think [PLUS Center] services are used as a recruiting tool. - Administrator
Most PLUS Center courses are filled with freshmen and mostly student athletes and that is an intentional way to help.” - Administrator
There is a stigma for those with an ACT less than 17.  They feel marginalized.  But some students are seeking help but most are embarrassed. - Administrator

Student athletes actively use the PLUS Center. - Administrator
I only have 6 weeks to get them ready to read. [PLUS Center preparation for college reading skill development] – Faculty/Administrator
While evident in the interviews that there is a student perception that utilization of the PLUS Center has a social stigma and is not fully used, the PLUS Center usage has increased significantly in the last three years.  Yet, research indicates that African American first-year perceptions of their academic preparation are strongly optimistic (Rowser, 1997).  The perception has shown to be completely incongruent in terms of actual persistence and graduation when compared to their White/Caucasian peers (Rowser, 1997).  Further, “universit[ies] should consider the fact that remedial programs may stigmatize participants and that African American students may avoid the programs to avoid the stigma (Rowser, 1997, p. 724).  Nonetheless, students are using the PLUS Center, and Figure 5 provides a snapshot of the overall participation of the PLUS Center services and courses (based upon a duplicated head count) from 2004 - 2007.

Figure 5

[image: image4.png]PLUS Center Usage 2004 - 2007

1400
1200
1000
800 H # of Students in
Tutoring
600
H # of Students in
400 Classes
200
0 T

2004/2005 2005/2006 2006/2007





Source:  PLUS Center
A consistent theme, in the interviews conducted, was the frequent student athlete usage of the PLUS Center and the perception of a positive impact for those particular students.  In addition, persistence among female student athletes is consistent with the student athlete and college student literature as female student athletes at Kentucky Wesleyan College persist at a higher rate than male student athletes, even among students enrolled in PLUS Center courses.  Nonetheless, it appears that student athletes enrolled in PLUS Center class seem to persist at a higher rate than the 54.8% first year rate of at KWC, as displayed in the snapshot of Fall 2007 – Spring 2008 below (Table 10).

Table 10
	Intercollegiate Athlete Usage

& Persistence of PLUS Center Fall 2007 – Spring 2008

	Varsity Sport
	Enrolled in PC Classes (Fall 2007)
	Resident
	Commuter
	Enrolled in Spring 2008
	Did Not Persist (%)

	Baseball
	8
	8
	0
	5
	3 (37.5%)

	Football
	34
	33
	1
	29
	5 (14.7%)

	Men’s Basketball
	1
	0
	1
	1
	0

	Men’s Cross Country
	3
	2
	1
	3
	0

	Men’s Soccer
	6
	6
	0
	6
	0

	Softball
	2
	1
	1
	2
	0

	Women’s Golf
	1
	1
	0
	1
	0

	Women’s Soccer
	6
	6
	0
	6
	0

	Women’s Tennis
	1
	0
	1
	1
	0

	Totals
	62
	57
	5
	54
	8 (12.9%)


Source:  KWC Institutional Research
Based upon the program assessments of the PLUS Center for 2004 - 2005, 2005 - 2006, 2006 - 2007 academic years, there are consistent results in the developmental course completion, assessment and placement tests, as well as academic achievement in the subsequent required courses of math and English.  During the 2004 – 2005 year, 33% of the 34 students who completed the writing lab course showed skill development, according to the pre- and post-skill assessment tests, and 92% of the students who enrolled in subsequent required English 1301/2 course passed.  In 2005 – 2006, 24% of the 54 students in writing lab courses improved and 96% of the students passed the English 1301/2.  In 2006 – 2007, 96% of the 86 students enrolled in the writing lab passed the required English course. Regarding developmental math instruction, during the 2004 – 2005 year, 100% of the 40 students passed the passed the math placement test to gain advancement in their general requirements. In 2005 – 2006, 96% of the 25 students passed the passed the math placement test to gain advancement in their general requirements.  And, in 2006 – 2007, 58 students completed the developmental math course and 100% passed the placement test.

KWC students admitted on qualifications or, “low qualifiers” (ACT < 17) are required to enroll in PLUS Center courses based upon their individual proficiency level in math, reading or writing as well as their specific ACT Score.  As summarized by the Kentucky Wesleyan College Institutional Research Office (2007), the most significant measure of efficaciousness of the retention goals of the PLUS Center is to evaluate the persistence of students that we admitted on qualifications.  In fall 2005, 45 students were admitted on qualifications and 33 (73.3%) enrolled in PLUS Center classes; upon completion of the fall semester, 5 (15.2%) students did not persist to the spring.  Subsequently, those admitted on qualifications and did not enroll in PLUS Center classes (12 – 26.7%), only 1 student did not persist to the spring.  In the spring of 2006, 6 students enrolled in PLUS Center classes and 4 (66.7%) of them did not persist to the subsequent fall.  To add, among those not enrolled (33 – 84.6%), 14 (35.9%) students did not persist.  In fall, 2006, 70 students were admitted on qualifications, and 62 (88.6%) enrolled in PLUS Center classes; among them, 17 (27.4%) did not persist to spring.  Those qualified admits who did not enroll in PLUS Center classes (8 – 11.4%) had 2 students who did not persist to the spring.  In the spring of 2007, 7 students enrolled in PLUS Center classes and 5 (71.4%) of them did not persist to the subsequent fall.  To add, among those not enrolled (44 – 86.3%), 24 (47.1%) students did not persist.  In fall 2007, there were 58 admitted on qualifications, and 50 (86.2%) enrolled in PLUS Center class, and 13 (26.0%) students did not persist.  Among the 8 (13.8%) students who did not enroll, 3 (37.5%) did not persist to the spring semester (Figures 6 & 7). 

Figure 6
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Source:  KWC Institutional Research
Figure 7
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Summary

It is evident through program assessment and general persistence data, that the PLUS Center does make a learning impact on the student population at Kentucky Wesleyan College.  The PLUS Center courses have evidence that this resource is efficacious in academic development and achievement.  However, the project team cannot adequately measure the impact of the PLUS Center on persistence, if among the highest attrition population, low qualifiers, do not all meet the requirement of taking PLUS Center classes.  With the hypothesis that “the first year of college is especially critical for retention, and within that year, the first term…are extraordinarily consequential for longer-term success” (Hermanowicz, 2003, pp. 64-65); and the information (Figure 6) accounting that more qualified admit students take PLUS Center courses in the fall than in the spring, the project team cannot assert that attrition is related to enrollment or lack of enrollment in PLUS Center classes, nor can the project team articulate that those who do not enroll in PLUS Center classes in the spring are more likely to depart (Figure 7).  Therefore, there are not appropriate measurements to determine the PLUS Center influence on retention.  

KWC Athletics

College athletics has become an integral part of our society.  “The public’s image of an institution as well as its attractiveness to prospective students are often influenced by the performance of its athletic teams” (Pascarella, et.al., 1999, p.1).  College student departure not only impacts individual college aspirations but also the stability of institutional enrollment, therefore having significant financial implications on the stability of the institutional infrastructure. “Crosscutting the concern about retention and graduation rates is the long-standing tension between the emphasis placed on academic performance and intercollegiate athletic program success (Mangold, et al., 2003).  Thus, the project team merged academic and professional staff interviews (Appendix C) with analysis of institutional documents on student athlete persistence and academic performance. 

The Kentucky Wesleyan Panthers compete with thirteen varsity sports, primarily in the NCAA Division II Great Lakes Conference.  KWC varsity athletics programs include women’s and men’s basketball, women’s and men’s cross country, women’s and men’s golf, women’s and men’s soccer, women’s softball, women’s tennis, women’s volleyball, men’s baseball, and men’s football.  Student athletes make up one-third of the overall student population.  KWC Panthers athletic powerhouse history stems from its basketball program with eight NCAA Division II Championships in 1966, 1968, 1969, 1973, 1987, 1990, 1999, 2001, along with five additional championship appearances since 1957.  This successful legacy has resulted in funding for ten full scholarships for the both the men’s and women’s basketball programs at KWC.  To achieve gender balance and help achieve the enrollment goals, the Kentucky Wesleyan instituted a junior varsity football program in 2006 to increase male student enrollment and participation, which also resulted in a 28% increase in enrollment.  The football roster requirement for the inaugural JV season was increased from 82 to 142 students with thirty-six full scholarship resources. 

From the Kentucky Wesleyan College Retention Analysis on Fall 2005 and Fall 2006 Freshmen Cohorts Report (KWC Institutional Research, June 28, 2007), the following was reported, “Student athletes account for 37% of the combined cohort population and 65% of the low qualifiers population (ACT <=17).  Unfortunately, 66% of low qualifier athletes do not persist, with football players accounting for 51% of the low qualifier non-persisters.”   Implications to the program evaluation directly impacts annual enrollment, stability of the athletic department and football program, as well as definitions of the program goals and resources.  Therefore, the retention challenges of the football program may directly affect the institution attrition rate.  First-year student athletes have a combined average of 46.2% among the first-year cohort enrollment from 2004 – 2007 (Table 11).  Hence, KWC athletics is a critical part of the retention analysis.

Table 11
	2004 – 2007 First-Year Athletes & First-Year Population Data

	First-Year Cohort (Fall)
	First-Year Population
	First-Year Student Athletes

	2004
	n = 211
	103 (48.8%)

	2005
	n = 209
	95 (45.5%)

	2006
	n = 327
	145 (44.3%)

	2007
	n = 281
	130 (46.3%)


Source: KWC Institutional Research
Social & Academic Adjustment of 
Student Athletes

Student athletes continually experience role conflict when being a student and its demands are incongruent with athletic demands (Harris et.al., 2003).  Several studies show that female student athletes have higher levels of positive academic adjustment outcomes than male student athletes (Pearson & Pepitas, 1990, Miller, Melnick, Barnes, Farrell, & Sabo, 2005). Most significantly, findings by Pascarella, et.al. (1995) assert that the evidence of this impact may be gender and sport specific.  Their findings suggest that there are disadvantages of first-year  student participation in intercollegiate football and basketball among male students.  In an eighteen-institution, four-year colleges and universities study, Pascarella, et.al. (1995) suggest that there are two main factors involved in the cognitive outcomes of student athletes:  background, or pre-college experiences, or social capital; and, the impact of institutional or athletic culture influencing first-year intercollegiate participation.  They conclude “that intercollegiate athletic participation has significant consequences for the general cognitive development of both men and women during their first-year of college” (Pascarella, et al, 1995, p.380).  The parity between female student athletes and non-student athletes is not as pronounced as among men, specifically within the sports of football and basketball.  These developmental disadvantages only become more pronounced over time and the authors call for intercollegiate intervention through policy to avoid the negative impact of first-year student athletes. 

The funding of the basketball programs and its perceived unequal treatment within the athletic community was addressed repeatedly inside and outside of the athletics staff as a concern that impacts student persistence.  Although the surrounding controversy and NCAA violations that may have led to the resignation of men’s basketball coach Ray Harper ‘85 in 2005, on Sunday, February 17, 2008, the basketball floor at Jones Gymnasium was named “Ray Harper Court,” and his no. 12 jersey was retired by the institution.  The former basketball coach was an All-American guard at KWC while he was a student, and as the coach he led the Panthers to two NCAA Championships in 1999 and 2001.  There seems to continue to be significant energy around the perceived added value of the basketball program within the KWC community.  When asking about communal potential --- the student’s perception of potential for community among their peers (Braxton, Hirschy, McClendon, 2004), in the context of student athletes, the following are key examples of what was shared in interviews by academic and professional staff:

I think there is resentment among student athletes, particularly as it pertains to basketball. - Administrator
Students really don’t turn out for basketball games. - Administrator
I think we should relook at scholarship policies. Basketball is the “blue chip” program here. – Athletics Staff
It seems like all of the basketball players even stay in [the newly renovated] Massie Hall. – Athletics Staff
Men’s basketball seems a little separated. - Administrator
In all of the interviews of academic and professional staff, there was consistent positive feedback among the interviewees about the campus community, coupled with concern for retention.  Specifically, within the student athletic community, the following were responses regarding proactive social adjustment --- the student perception for social affiliation, and communal potential (Braxton, Hirschy, McClendon, 2004):

Your team is your fraternity. – Athletics Staff
There is a strong number of student athletes involved in FCA. – Athletics Staff
We have a general assembly at the beginning of the year with all of the student athletes. – Athletics Staff 
We convey a message loud and clear [for support and resources]. – Athletics Staff
Athletic Eligibility Requirements

Nationally standardized tests, such as the SAT and ACT, were initially designed to measure academic preparation for college, yet now are seen as useful indicators of later academic success, particularly in prediction of the first year academic performance (McArdle & Hamagami, 1994).  The NCAA Freshman Eligibility Standards for Division II institutions requires an ACT composite score of 68 (Average = 17) and completion of 14 standard high school courses with a minimum GPA of 2.000.  Moreover, recent changes in NCAA legislation were aimed at improving the academic integration of student athletes through the Academic Performance Rate (APR) with a focus on persistence and graduation rates, which reinforce the call for identification and resource allocation to minimize risk for at-risk first-year student athletes.  NCAA reports and subsequent studies indicate African American college athlete graduation rates and achievement disparity is consistent with general college population.  “The data further raises the specter of exploitation, as many African American athletes enter universities underprepared for the academic rigors they face” (Snyder, 1996, p. 653).
The Student Athlete Retention and Graduation Rate Study (July 2007) done by the KWC Office of Institutional Research and Institutional Effectiveness revealed that among the student athlete cohort from fall 2001 through fall 2006 (N=708), a majority of the student athletes are male at 75%, and the largest ethnic groups are White/Non-Hispanic at 70%, and Black/Non-Hispanic at 17%.  Further, the data revealed that 15% of the males graduate, 33% persist and 52% do not persist.  Among the females, 21% graduate, 46% persist, and 33% do not persist.

Table 12

	Student Athlete Retention and Graduation Rate Study

Student Athletes Fall 2001 – Fall 2006 (N = 708)

	
	Persistence
	Non-Persistence
	Graduation

	Gender

	Male
	33%
	52%
	15%

	Female
	46%
	33%
	21%

	Athletic Grant

	Yes (n = 460)
	38%
	43%
	19%

	No (n = 248)
	32%
	54%
	13%

	Race/Ethnicity

	White/Non-Hispanic
	37%
	45%
	18%

	Black/Non-Hispanic
	36%
	57%
	7%


Source: KWC Institutional Research
Table 13
	Student Athlete Persistence and Graduation Rate by ACT Score

Student Athletes Fall 2001 – Fall 2006 (N = 708)

	ACT Range
	Persistence
	Non-Persistence
	Graduation

	11-17 (n = 134)
	33%
	56%
	11%

	18-23 (n = 387)
	35%
	48%
	17%

	24-29 (n = 127)
	48%
	31%
	20%

	30-36 (n = 7)
	71%
	0%
	29%

	No ACT Score (n = 53)
	19%
	60%
	21%


Source: KWC Institutional Research

According to the KWC data, among those student athletes who received an ACT score in the range of 11 – 17 (n = 134), 56% of those students did not persist and 11% graduated.  To add, students with an ACT below 17 that were granted admission began their first-year at KWC athletically ineligible according to NCAA standards. Therefore, their academic career commenced with the added burden of needing to earn athletic reinstatement to their freshman experience.

The 2007 – 2008 Kentucky Wesleyan College Athletics Academic Support Plan (created 7/1/07) includes the following:

· All freshmen will attend study hall four hours per week

· All Junior College transfers will attend study hall four hours per week during their first semester of residence.

· All student-athletes with a current GPA below 2.5 will attend study hall four hours per week.

· Each sport coach is responsible for organizing and monitoring each study hall session.

· All sports must utilize the services and tutors provided by the PLUS Center located in the library.

· Each sport will monitor the academic progress of each student athlete on a regular basis.

From interviews both among the athletic staff, and academic and student affairs staff, as well as Athletics Academic Support Plan mentioned above, there is consistent evidence shared that the PLUS Center and Early Alert are widely valued and utilized for the benefit of student athletes.

We rely on those a lot.  It’s an excellent system.  We get updates at study sessions and [on] deadlines. [Academic Alert] – Athletics Staff
It’s a positive thing for us. [PLUS Center] – Athletics Staff
There is a lack of African American professors. Most of the students are African American and would really benefit from that. – Athletics Staff
Student athletes actively use the PLUS Center. - Administrator

I think [academic alerts] are the greatest things in the world.  We utilize them.  I rely on those a lot in terms of academic monitoring.  I meet with the players on the field; go over the alert; and if they don’t see the professor within 24 hours, I run their tail off. – Athletics Staff

Athletic Recruitment & Performance

A student athlete’s well-being is directly linked to the success of the sport. “University student athletes present an apparent motivational contradiction.  Most are highly motivated to succeed in the athletic domain, having been selected to participate in intercollegiate athletics because of their proven ability and desire to succeed. However, many of the most visible student athletes seem to lack such motivation in the classroom” (Simons, et.al., 1999, p. 151).  Simply, the demand of the sport causes a student athlete to miss classes, deal with fatigue and injuries, and game loss, all detracting from academic motivation and success.  Negative stereotypes about student athletes’ academic abilities only add to the lower academic achievement and motivation (Simons, et.al, 1999).  Based upon the results of their study, there is a correlation of a greater commitment to the sport and a lacking in intrinsic motivation to academic performance (Simons, et.al, 1999).

The varsity football program has an 11 - 42 record for the past five years and the junior varsity program has had no wins and extremely limited opportunities for competition.  Most significantly, there is no sanctioned mechanism in the NCAA for junior varsity programs; therefore, there are no best practices and resources for this strategy or policy.  For the start of the 2004 season, a new head football coach was hired to reinvigorate the program and subsequently accommodate the junior varsity policy.  During this exploratory study, a lot of attention has been centered on the success of the athletics programs, particularly football, as well as the institutional retention efforts in this area.  On September 3, 2007, in the Owensboro Messenger, a KWC trustee wrote an opinion piece on the scrutiny of the performance of the football program.

With limited amount of athletic money to allocate and no control over athletic scholarships,..KWC only offers one-quarter to one-half of the athletic scholarships compared to the competition.  The administration places restrictions on scholarships for all sports except men’s and women’s basketball…Football saved the school back in 1983 with added enrollment, and football is the savior again…The standard for small college football is five full-time coaches to manage a squad size of 100 players or less [four KWC coaches to squad size of 142]…KWC cannot win this game, yet it will count against the coach for evaluation purposes…To expect winning results, the level of funding must increase and be given ample time to take root effectively measure the coach and the program’s success…I ask that the leadership of KWC address these critical issues, to redefine competition, reinvest in the athletic programs and stop relying on athletics to carry the school financially.

In addition, per the college president on November 12, 2007, the football coach was reappointed and given an opportunity to offer a total of five additional scholarships (plus 36, totaling 41), as part of the total financial aid budget.  As well, the president addressed the squad size reduction from 142 to 115 for the 2008 – 2009 academic.  Unfortunately, though, the squad reduction was overtuned by the Board of Trustees.  Below are concerns that emerged from interviews with athletic staff:

[We are] Fighting with a short stick in every sport [regarding recruitment].

It seems like we recruit for attrition.

We are the lowest funded athletic [football] program in the Great Lakes Valley [Conference].

We went from 82 to 142.  We kept 50 kids last year [football program retention].

What is the philosophy of the college?  Recruit students? Or Develop the [football] program?  We want to understand, what is the athletics role?  Recruitment is not equal to winning.  And winning is directly related to scholarships.

Only 1/3 get to play.  Lot of work, not much reward.

We have an ethical problem: Buying student into KWC to play football and take loans but cannot succeed academically and drop out; we’ve confounded the problem in the real world.

Moreover, there is significant conflict between institutional policy and program implementation, particularly for basketball and football.

Finally, with the scrutiny of the athletics programs and their relationship to retention, the athletics staff does their due diligence to follow up and monitor their student athletes and reasons for departure.  Below is rich data and key quotes (Table 14) on the 2006 – 2007 KWC football student athletes confidential attrition report coded according to the following categories:  sports-related departure, judicial/behavioral problems, other/personal concerns, and college transfers.
Table 14
	2006 – 2007 KWC Football Student Athletes

Confidential Attrition Report

	Sports – Related Departure 

(n = 20)
	Academically Ineligible (NCAA requirements (n = 17)
	Inability to Pay/Financial Concerns 

(n = 11)
	Judicial/

Behavioral Problems

(n = 10)
	Health Challenges/Sport Injuries

(n = 7)
	Other/

Personal Concerns

(n = 12)
	KWC Retention

(n = 11)

	“[Student] quit the football team at Christmas 2006 due to lack of playing time.”
	“[Student] was academically ineligible coming into the summer.”
	“His father did not feel like he could come up with the money for summer school at the KWC rate.  They decided to place [Student] at EKU because it’s cheaper.”
	“[Student] was a team cancer last year. He was constantly causing trouble in the dormitories and on our team.”
	“I told [Student] if he did not lose weight and get his body fat down then he probably would not be playing this season.  [Student] put on ten pounds over the summer and told me that he wanted to take a year off from football.  He is still in school at KWC.”
	“His high school friends are all in fraternities at IU and that is what he wanted to do.”
	“[Student] is still a student at KWC.  A great kid.”

	“Informed me that he was not happy at KWC and felt like he did not get a fair shot to play last year.”
	“Academically ineligible and did not want to spend the money on summer school.”
	“Father apparently lost aid and informed me this summer that they could not afford KWC.”
	“[Student] tested positively for marijuana twice and I suspended him indefinitely for the season.”
	“[Student] suffered an ACL knee tear last spring.  Due to his surgery and therapy his grades slipped and he ended up academically ineligible.”
	“Is an Iraqi war veteran and has strong ties to with the college’s ROTC program.  [Student] felt like he needed more time this year with ROTC and wanted to take a year off of football.”
	“[Student] is still a KWC student and is active with our program as a mentor to young players.”

	“[Student] quit the team because he is not good enough to play at this level.”
	“[Student] was academically ineligible out of high school through the NCAA clearinghouse.”
	“[Student] transferred at Christmas due to the cost of our college.  He is now enrolled at Eastern Kentucky University.”
	“[Student] quit the football team because of his excessive partying was becoming a conflict with a being a member of the team.”
	“[Student] suffered an injury to the shoulder in the second half of the KSU game last season.  [Student] went through reconstructive surgery last fall and is still recovering.”
	“[Student] father died of a heart attack due to cancer treatments last December.  [Student] father was his best friend.”
	“[Student] is still a student at KWC and stops by our office frequently.”


Source: KWC Athletic Department
Summary

While it is evident that Kentucky Wesleyan College has made an institutional commitment to athletics, the question of its efficacy in first-year retention is questioned.  Student athletes have comprised an average of 46.2% of the first-year population since 2004.  First, regarding social and academic adjustment of KWC student athletes, it was found that, while student athletes are perceived to have strong affiliations within their teams and within the overall student athlete community, there is disparity at the intra-team level, as there is perceived enhanced institutional and actual scholarship support for the basketball teams.  This may adversely impact the student athlete experience and retention.  Second, and most significantly, the academic performance and persistence of KWC student athletes provides the most profound picture of the institutional strategy for retention through athletics.  From 2001 – 2006, male student athlete attrition is at 52%, and 56% of student athletes who are admitted on qualifications (ACT <=17) also did not persist.  As articulated above, those students, with an ACT below 17 that were granted admission, began their first-year athletically ineligible according to NCAA standards. Therefore, their college career commenced with the added academic burden of needing to earn athletic reinstatement.  As interviews and data attests, there are measures in place --- KWC Athletics Academic Support Plan, PLUS Center and Academic Alert --- to support academic success.  Yet, they are not sufficient in supporting student athlete persistence.  Third, research literature asserts that a student athlete’s well-being is directly linked to the success of the support.  With the enhanced football program in place to boost enrollment, it was articulated in interviews and additional institutional information, that there may not be sufficient resources for recruitment, scholarships and staffing to have a successful football program.  Therefore, the losing record of 11-42, since 2003, also adversely impacts student athlete persistence.  In summary, there may not be sufficient resources to sustain an enhanced football program as well as promote the overall student athlete experience, when the measures in place do not seem to be efficacious in improving retention at Kentucky Wesleyan College.

Counseling Resources

There is no issue more pressing than mental health on college campuses. Mental health and wellness issues of college students has significantly impacted the higher education landscape. Despite best efforts to manage financial limitations and manage troubled students, the fatal shootings at Virginia Tech University and Northern Illinois University alerted colleges and universities to quickly realize that crisis management plans as well as health and wellness strategies have a potential influence on campus safety.  According to the Association of University and College Counseling Center Directors’ annual survey, since last year, 15% have received a larger budget and one-third of college counseling centers have added at least one staff member (Farrell, 2008).  There are a diversity of mental health strategies that can be brought to bear in terms of identification and access, treatment, and serving troubled students.  And, like the rising costs of health care on the societal level, costs have also risen for counseling, treatment, and medication for student patients, as the student health insurance coverage for mental care has dwindled (Farrell, 2008).

From interviews of academic and professional staff, it was discovered that Kentucky Wesleyan College counseling resources are divided into two main components. The Office of Career Development & Community Service at Kentucky Wesleyan is located on the second floor of Barnard-Jones Administration Building and provides opportunities for students and alumni.  The Career Development portion of the office provides students and alumni with the knowledge and techniques necessary for becoming more marketable and finding satisfying employment.  Subsequent career resources are also available through the Panthernet online communication system.  What was concerning, however, was the mechanism through which KWC students receive counseling support.  The KWC College Assistance Program is a service provided to students through Counseling Associates, a private counseling practice made up of licensed and certified therapists which offers voluntary, confidential, short-term counseling.  Kentucky Wesleyan has established this contract, for ten years, with Counseling Associates to help students find solutions to personal problems, and to maintain their emotional health and well-being.  This off-campus service is available to any full-time KWC students, with valid student identification and social security number. This confidential resource affords full-time students a free, initial consultation, and up to six free short-term counseling sessions.  The following are the types of services and issues that Counseling Associates address:

· Stress and emotional disturbances

· Substance (alcohol and drug) abuse

· Family and relationship issues

· Eating disorders

· Sexuality issues

Program evaluation of university-based counseling centers is complex in nature.  While counseling centers should be evaluated through psychological measures based upon client satisfaction, like other clinical services, university-based counseling centers exist to serve the mission of the institution, “and therefore evaluation should be tied to educational outcomes that lie at the core of the university mission, such as academic success or attrition” (Wilson, Mason, & Ewing, 1997, p. 316).  As a caution, though, college counseling centers can use data to demonstrate a positive influence of counseling on retention, but should be considered among many when evaluating the efficacy of services (Bruce, 2004).   Inherent in the college process, transition to college from high school entails academic, social, and emotional adjustments, with stress as a result from the associated and much-needed adjustments (Bray, Braxton, & Sullivan, 1999; Chickering & Reisser, 1993). Beyond negotiating their academic demands, college students encounter several stressors around their identity development and relationships with peers, family and society upon entering college (Chickering & Reisser 1993; Love, 2008).  “Although individuals are impacted by stress differently and handle it differently, stress and coping are in and of themselves neutral concepts.  Stress is actually an important factor in motivating learning” (Bray, Braxton, & Sullivan, 1999, p. 646). “This process may be particularly difficult for students of color, especially those attending predominantly White institutions (PWI’s), because these students tend to experience added difficulties that their Caucasian peers do not encounter, such as discrimination and/or pressure to conform to a lifestyle that differs from their traditional experience (Kalsner & Pistole, in Love, 2008, p. 31).

Research evidence prescribes that college counseling services have a positive impact on institutional retention efforts.  According to Wilson, Mason, & Ewing (1997), in there study on evaluating counseling centers impact on retention, they found that counseled students enjoyed an increased percentage of retention over their noncounseled peers.  To add, they suggest that counseling helps students negotiate critical periods in their lives, especially when they are vulnerable to departure.  Further, counseled students “acquired new social skills that [helped] them to be more successful at meeting their needs and thereby feel more integrated into the social world of the university” (Wilson, Mason, & Ewing, 1997, p. 319).  In another comparison study, Illovsky (1997) found that students received counseling had a retention rate of 75%, whereas the general student population had a retention rate of 68%, concluding that students who received counseling for personal concerns, career and academic support, had a greater persistence rate than the overall student population.  Plus, Turner & Berry (2000) conducted a six-year longitudinal study of retention rates and found that overall, students who received counseling had a retention rate of 85% compared to the 74% retention rate for the general student body.  Bishop & Walker (1990) also conclude that students identified as a retention risk likely persist upon receiving counseling and were able to identify counseling effects as related to their decision-making.  The authors suggest that counseling services help personalize an institution to their students, thereby reinforcing retention efforts (Bishop & Walker, 1990).

The Braxton, Hirschy & McClendon (2004) revised Tinto theory and identified the major influence of persistence at a residential institution is social integration. “Proactive social adjustment and psychological engagement constitute psychological entities that are posited to play an indirect role in student departure by influencing student social integration” (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004, p. 29).  Student departure for commuter students is often influenced by the conflict of external forces that shape students’ lives rather than the internal forces of the academic and social environments on campus (Braxton, Hirschy & McClendon, 2004).  Further, psychological considerations may be more critical in evaluating their departure.  Synthesis of Tinto’s college departure research (Braxton, Hirschy & McClendon, 2004) regarding sociological relationships, along with the psychological activities of Bean & Eaton (2000) is one analytical approach. The coping process is a collection of behaviors --- approach or avoidance --- an individual uses in a stressful environment, altered in varied interactions with the institution (Bean & Eaton, 2000).  To summarize, the “social environment is important, only as is perceived by the individual” (Bean & Eaton, 2000, p. 58).  Understanding this model provides the foundation for considering students and their interaction with the institutional environment.  

Upon discovery of this off-campus support, College Associates, we continued to probe in interviews about this resource and their overall assessment of the institution’s commitment to student welfare, proactive social adjustment, and psychosocial engagement.  From both academic and professional staff interviews, the following are key quotes noted.

[It is] the Dean’s [job to] train faculty on [mental health] warning signs. - Administrator
I always see students…and they are very personal and share things way beyond what we can do.  It would be so nice if I can say, why don’t you just walk across campus. [For counseling services/lack of on-campus resources] - Administrator
Students are not able to cope [academic demands]. 
– Faculty/Administrator
Counseling Associates shared KWC student usage from the 2004 – 2007 academic years, with combined average usage of twenty-seven students per year (Table 15).  Because the resources are offered by an off-campus, private provider and all issues are confidential, there is no shared data on the types of issues students seek, nor the average number of sessions in which each student participates.

Table 15
	Counseling Associates Student Usage 2004 - 2007

	Academic Year
	Total Number of Sessions
	Total Students Per Year

	2004 – 2005
	148 sessions
	29 students

	2005 – 2006
	65 sessions
	25 students

	2006 – 2007
	90 sessions
	28 students


Source: Counseling Associates
Finally, upon consulting the president of the American College Counseling Association, there are some colleges/universities that do not provide on campus counseling, but there are no available publications or best practice guidelines off-campus counseling resources like those at Kentucky Wesleyan College.

Summary
In summary, there is no mechanism to determine the efficacy of this policy lever.  To add, with the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA), the security and privacy of the nature of the counseling sessions, provided by Counseling Associates, to the Kentucky Wesleyan students, is an information barrier in assessing the persistence of those students served.  However, the research literature positively reinforces the impact of on-campus counseling services on institutional retention.  To add, institutional support can influence student coping strategy development and social integration of first-year students (Braxton, Hirschy, McClendon, 2004).

Academic Advising

According to Pascarella &Terenzini (2005), research consistently indicates that academic advising has a positive influence on college student persistence.  

Not all students enter college with clearly held goals.  And even those who have goals will often change them during the course of the college career…for that reason institutions have willingly invested in a host of “developmental” advising and counseling programs whose intent is to help guide individuals along the path of goal clarification.  This is especially true for individuals who indicate on the outset that they are undecided as to the direction of the academic studies.  (Tinto, 1994, pp. 171 – 172).

Thus, it is not surprising that institutions are continually seeking to upgrade and improve the effectiveness of their advising programs (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  Interviews with administrators at KWC revealed a degree of concern surrounding the first-year advising method and its impact on first-year persistence at the institution. 

First-year students receive their fall classes by contacting an on campus adviser during the months of May - July.  The goal is to have all first-year students with their schedules completed when they arrive for new student orientation in August.  The expressed concern arises from the fact that the advisers the first-year students encounter in the summer are not necessarily the advisers they will have in the fall.  Students are assigned an adviser once they declare a major.  Unfortunately, those students who are undeclared or undecided are randomly assigned an adviser until they solidify a major during their college tenure. 

Students, who have chosen a major, experience a change in adviser at least one time upon their first contact with the institution, getting a schedule and declaring a major.  Undecided students may experience a minimum of three separate advisers through the course of their academic career – the first-year scheduling advisor, the temporary undecided adviser, and the final major adviser.  In addition, none of these advisers receive any training with regards to special issues surrounding the first year experience.  Essentially, this concept of advising is focused heavily on the academic component of advising and far less on assisting the student transition to college.

Some might argue that this extensive exposure to many different advisers on campus enhances the students overall experience, and those diverse interactions benefit the student transition.  This argument is not congruent with the literature.  Further, the literature consistently purports that persistence is increased by intensive advising contact with a specific adviser trained in first year issues (Kuh et al, 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  Braxton, Hirchy, & McLendon (2004), not advocating one advising approach over another, view advising as a component of institutional commitment to student welfare.  The more a student perceives that the institution is concerned for their well-being, the more likely they are to persist at that institution.  This is a valuable component for both residential and commuter students.  Tinto (1994) argues that institutions, with an integrated network of programs aimed a student retention, regard advising “as a comprehensive system which spans the entire four years of student life from admissions to graduation,” not merely when a major is declared (p.173).  Certainly, one would argue that being “shipped” around to multiple advisers through the course of one’s college career would not translate to a strong feeling that the institution is concerned about one’s well-being. 

Furthermore, the findings and analysis point to a more focused advising program, but the data surrounding the actual departure rates of students who arrive at KWC undecided must be compared with those who arrive with a stated major.  The longitudinal data comparing persistence from fall to fall of declared and undeclared students in the first-year cohorts is presented in Table 16. 

Table 16

	Fall to Fall Retention Rates First-Year Cohorts 

	Declared Major

	Cohort Year
	Total
	Persisted (%)

	Fall 2004
	139
	104 (74.0%)

	Fall 2005
	169
	120 (71.0%)

	Fall 2006
	245
	142 (58.0%)

	 
	
	

	Undeclared Major

	Cohort Year
	Total
	Persisted (%)

	Fall 2004
	73
	45 (61.6%)

	Fall 2005
	50
	28 (56.0%)

	Fall 2006
	82
	38 (46.3%)


Source: KWC Institutional Research
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Source: KWC Institutional Research
For each year, from 2004 to 2006, first-year students who declared a major at the onset of enrollment persisted at a higher rate to the fall of the next year than those who did not select a major at enrollment.  For 2004, there was a 13.2% difference in persistence between declared and undeclared.  In 2005, there was a 15% difference, and in 2006, there was an 11.7% difference.  The differences in percentages have remained fairly stable from fall to fall among first-year cohorts, even as overall persistence has been steadily falling. 

Interestingly, as persistence rates overall have been dropping, the number of students returning for their second year has increased, from 2004 to 2006, due to the increasing size of the first-year cohort each year.  For example, though the persistence rates declined from 74.8% to 58% among declared students, and 61.6% to 46.3% among undeclared students, both from fall 2004 to fall 2006.  The overall retention numbers for the second year is 149 students in 2004, and 180 students in 2006.  This result is strictly a function of initial enrollment. 

Table 17

	Fall to Spring Retention Rates 

First-Year Cohorts 

	Declared Major

	Year
	Total
	Persisted (%)

	Fall 2004
	139
	121 (87.1%)

	Fall 2005
	169
	152 (89.9%)

	Fall 2006
	245
	207 (84.5%)

	Fall 2007
	212
	185 (87.3%)

	 
	
	

	Undeclared Major

	Year
	Total
	Persisted (%)

	Fall 2004
	73
	62 (84.9%)

	Fall 2005
	50
	45 (90.0%)

	Fall 2006
	82
	66 (80.5%)

	Fall 2007
	67
	55 (82.1%)


Source: KWC Institutional Research
Figure 9
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Source: KWC Institutional Research
Persistence rates for declared and undeclared first-year students from fall to spring is shown in Table 17.  Although the context of this study is persistence from fall first-year to fall second year, this measure is provided because it would be helpful to the client to know some timely data with regards to persistence from fall to spring.  Persistence was measured from fall to spring 2005 – 2007.  The data indicates, that except for 2005, where the persistence rates for declared and undeclared students was somewhat consistent, persistence rates, from fall to spring, for undeclared students were lower than declared students.  For 2004, 3.2% fewer undeclared persisted than declared.  In 2006, the difference was 4%, and in 2007, the difference was 5.2%.  Although the percentages are small, this does add additional support to the argument that undeclared students are more at risk for departure than declared students, not only from fall to spring, but fall to fall as well.

Critics might look at this data and determine that this difference is clearly the result of differences in initial institutional commitment.  Students who declare a major at the start of their college career have a strong commitment to what they want to do and have specifically chosen the institution to accomplish this goal.  The more committed students are more dedicated to their major and the institution, and are more likely to persist.  The institutional data point to the fact that undeclared students may need more support from the institution than declared students in order to persist to the next year. 

“The effectiveness of advising and counseling is further enhanced when they are an integral and positive part of the educational process which all students are expected to experience” (Tinto, 1994, p. 172).  At KWC, declared students are assigned an advisor in their major area.  These students, by virtue of their higher level of initial institutional commitment, are “rewarded” with an adviser who knows their interests relative to their academic goals and can guide them through their major requirements.  Not only does advising take place late due into the summer, but students are assigned a random adviser, or newly hired adjunct instructor, who does not necessarily receive any particular training on the needs of first-year students. 

Summary


Academic advising is an integral part of an institution’s effort to retain students.  An institutional focus on the academic well-being of students is a strong expression of institutional commitment to students and this has been shown to be a major component of student persistence (Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon, 2004).  Kentucky Wesleyan has room to improve in this regard.  Students who declare a major upon arrival at the institution are treated differently than those who are undecided.  Declared students receive an advisor in their major area of study quickly while undecided students are shuttled around to an available adviser who does not necessarily have any expertise in the difficult challenges facing first year students attempting to explore their academic interests on campus. 

Through analysis of departure rates of declared and undeclared students, the project team identified that undeclared students depart at a higher rate than declared students.  The project team recognizes that this enhanced persistence may indeed be a reflection of initial institutional commitment on the part of declared students; nevertheless, they posit that linking undeclared students to a knowledgeable and trained adviser from the start of their career may increase persistence among undeclared students. 

Financial Aid

Participation in higher education among all income groups has increased, yet the gap in economic opportunity between college-educated and non-college educated, and rich and poor, has widened.  Rich, as well as poor, can borrow money to attend college, yet the poor are more likely to have excess in cumulative debt, with a greater burden on poor families (Callan, 2001).  The Taxpayer Relief Act of 1997 was the largest infusion of federal aid for college since the G.I. Bill, and this federal funding eased the burden for middle-income families, excluding access for low-income families.  The FAFSA system leaves 68% of families unfunded which automatically directs the students to the greater burden of loans (Perna, 2006).  “Family income is highly correlated with enrollment in higher education and completion of degrees (Callan, 2001). Studies clearly show patterns of inequity in investment on financial aid returns and college completion across groups defined by race, and low SES, especially for loan borrowers who do not persist in post-secondary education and are left with considerable debt and limited financial mobility to eliminate it (Trent, et al., 2006)

Cabrera, Stampen, & Hansen (1990, as cited in Braxton et al., 2004) assert that the ability to pay for college can eliminate financial concerns and thus foster social integration.  Conversely, financial worries can confound a student’s ability to integrate effectively.  Therefore, a student’s satisfaction with his financial obligation to the institution will breed a greater level of satisfaction.  Thus, greater social and academic integration leads to an increased likelihood of persistence.  Cibick & Chambers (1991, as cited in Braxton et al, 2004) purport the ability to pay as a “first order concern” for minority students.


 Interviews with staff members revealed that many KWC students experience these financial worries.  Students experience “sticker shock” at the cost of KWC and many are relatively unsophisticated in understanding college financing.  Comments ranged from indications that loans are thought of negatively and considered “bad” by students.  Additionally, many students indicate that school costs too much, and administrators report that they lack the knowledge and understanding of loans and school finance. Students were characterized as loan averse by six of the eleven staff members interviewed, and they ranged from financial aid representatives to student affairs professionals.  Additionally, this aversion to loans to assist in alleviating the financial burden of attending KWC is attributable to student departure.  Research by Hochstein and Butler (1983) identify that loans are negatively associated with college persistence.

I think that students do over-obligate themselves with student loans. - Administrator

It’s a combination…poor academic performance and being in over your head financially. - Administrator
No one can cover the cost of attendance. - Administrator
Students do not understand that private colleges cost more. - Administrator
There is a sticker shock, with regards to the total cost of attendance. - Administrator
There is a lack of understanding of the financial aid process. - Administrator

The money is a factor. - Administrator
Of course, they don’t like loans. - Administrator
Mainly, [students] are questioning on how they can get around loans. - Administrator
In addition to the perceived lack of sophistication among students regarding college finance and its impact on departure, administrators reported that KWC has many first generation college students.  The Kentucky Wesleyan institutional profile indicates that 50% of the student population are first generation college students. Research speaks to the unique challenges of first generation college students.  As generally defined, the parents of first generation college students have low levels of educational attainment. Pascarella & Terenzini (1983) found that the level of parents’ educational attainment directly impacts college student attrition. Horn (1998), and Ishitani (2003b) found lower persistence rates among first-generation students, as well.  Furthermore, Ishitani (2003b) found that first generation students had a higher risk of departure during their first year of college.

It could be argued that Kentucky Wesleyan’s student body is at a 50% risk for departure by virtue of their first generation population.  Freshman, first generation students are particularly at risk because the stresses of college adaptation come to a head during their first year (Ishitani, 2003b).   Additionally, the overall lack of financial sophistication leads to financial worries, because they are loan averse and lacking in knowledge of loan benefits.  Therefore, their financial aid concerns are negatively associated with persistence.  First generation students struggle, with not only college adaptation, but also financial aid savvy, which can limit their ability to integrate effectively into the institution, and increase their chances of departure.

In order to determine the impact of loan burden on persistence at KWC, the team members examined student persistence from two perspectives. First they compared persistence rates of first generation and non-first generation students by loan burden. Loan burden is operationalized as the percent of cost of attendance (COA) covered by loans. The literature mentioned above clearly indicates that first generation students are unsophisticated with regards to college finance and higher loan burdens impact them more so than non-first generation students. Since our interviews indicated a concern over the loan burden on first generation students leading to increased departure, the team felt that an examination of student behavior while controlling for loan burden was appropriate.

The second perspective was to examine persistence rates of low-income students by loan burden. Whether a student was a Pell Grant recipient was used as a proxy for low income. The team felt this was an appropriate avenue of investigation because it speaks to reason that a loan burden on a low-income student would have a greater effect and might lead to a higher rate of departure. The team felt that testing this theory would be beneficial for KWC institutional knowledge. 

The following tables exhibit the persistence (P) and departure rates (DNP) of freshman, first and non-first generation students (self-reported) by the percent of their cost of attendance covered by loan. 

Table 18
	NON-FIRST GENERATION 2004
	
	FIRST GENERATION 2004

	% of COA Loans
	P
	DNP
	Total
	
	% of COA Loans
	P
	DNP
	Total

	0
	34 (79%)
	9 (21%)
	43
	
	0
	31 (86%)
	5 (14%)
	36

	1 - 15
	20 (71%)
	8 (29%)
	28
	
	1 - 15
	20 (53%)
	18 (47%)
	38

	16 - 30
	13 (65%)
	7 (35%)
	20
	
	16 - 30
	17 (71%)
	7 (29%)
	24

	31 and up
	12 (86%)
	2 (14%)
	14
	
	31 and up
	5 (83%)
	1 (17%)
	6


Source: KWC Institutional Research
Table 19
	NON-FIRST GENERATION 2005
	
	FIRST GENERATION 2005

	% of COA Loans
	P
	DNP
	Total
	
	% of COA Loans
	P
	DNP
	Total

	0
	24 (80%)
	6 (20%)
	30
	
	0
	15 (79%)
	4 (21%)
	19

	1 - 15
	28 (76%)
	9 (24%)
	37
	
	1 - 15
	23 (72%)
	9 (28%)
	32

	16 - 30
	13 (65%)
	7 (35%)
	20
	
	16 - 30
	13 (50%)
	13 (50%)
	26

	31 and up
	18 (62%)
	11 (38%)
	29
	
	31 and up
	9 (56%)
	7 (44%)
	16


Source: KWC Institutional Research
Table 20

	NON-FIRST GENERATION 2006
	
	FIRST GENERATION 2006

	% of COA Loans
	P
	DNP
	Total
	
	% of COA Loans
	P
	DNP
	Total

	0
	30 (73%)
	11 (27%)
	41
	
	0
	8 (36%)
	14 (64%)
	22

	1 - 15
	63 (61%)
	40 (39%)
	103
	
	1 - 15
	43 (52%)
	39 (48%)
	82

	16 - 30
	6 (38%)
	10 (63%)
	16
	
	16 - 30
	7 (33%)
	14 (67%)
	21

	31 and up
	9 (47%)
	10 (53%)
	19
	
	31 and up
	11 (58%)
	8 (42%)
	19


Source: KWC Institutional Research
The tables above indicate that 2004 and 2005 appear to be fairly similar years with regards to student departure. Generally speaking, first generation students depart at a higher rate than non-first generation students with similar loan burdens. Across the board, except for first generation students in 2005 with a 16%-30% loan burden who departed at a 50% rate, students, whether first generation or not, persisted at a higher rate than they departed regardless of their loan burden. This is not the case in 2006. In 2006, non-first generation students with loan burdens exceeding 16% departed at a higher rate than they persisted. First generation students with no loan burden and with a loan burden between 16% and 30% departed at a higher rate than they persisted. Additionally, the 2006 departure rates of non-first generation and first generation students across all loan burden categories (except 31% and higher for first generation students) exceeded that of the two previous years. 

There appears to be a dramatic shift in student response to loan burden from 2004 and 2005 to 2006. A potential explanation for this dramatic increase may be in that the freshmen class of 2006 was considerably larger than the previous two years. How this effects student behavior with regards to loan burden could be in the fact that KWC staff was overburdened by the increase in freshmen in need of assistance and the students were not given the same attention with regards to financial counseling that previous classes enjoyed.


The figures below highlight the difference in departure rates of first generation and non-first generation students by loan burden. In 2004 and 2005, the rates seem fairly similar. The largest disparity in rates is the 18% higher departure rate for first generation student with a 1%-15% loan burden in 2004 and a 15% higher departure rate for first generation students with a 16%-30% loan burden in 2005. Interestingly, it appears that non-first generation students with no loan burden and those with a loan burden of 16%-30 departed at a higher rate than first generation students in 2004. 

Figure 10
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Source: KWC Institutional Research
Figure 11
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Source: KWC Institutional Research
Figure 12
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Source: KWC Institutional Research
Another consistent observation for 2004 and 2005 is that loans do correlate with an increased chance of departure for first generation students.  The highest impact appears to be in the loan burden range of 1%-30%.  Additionally, it can be stated that loans correlate with an increased rate of departure for non-first generation students as well.  The outlier to this observation is among 2004 non-first generation students with no loan burden as well as those with 31% or above in loan burden. 


The 2006 data is interesting in that it shows that more than half (64%) of the first generation freshmen for that year departed even though they had no loan burden whatsoever.  In spite of the group with 16%-30% loan burden, this was the highest percentage of any category and the highest difference from non-first generation students of any category for any year (37%).  In 2006, first generation students departed at a higher rate than non-first generation across all categories, except for the 31% and above, where non-first generation students departed at a rate 11% higher than first generation students.


The following tables examine the persistence rates of Pell eligible students and non-Pell eligible students by their percent cost of attendance covered by loan. 

Table 21

	NON-PELL ELIGIBLE 2004
	
	PELL ELIGIBLE 2004

	% of COA Loans
	P
	DNP
	Total
	
	% of COA Loans
	P
	DNP
	Total

	0
	50 (83%)
	10 (17%)
	60
	
	0
	14 (78%)
	4 (22%)
	18

	1 - 15
	18 (51%)
	17 (49%)
	35
	
	1 - 15
	20 (65%)
	11 (35%)
	31

	16 - 30
	16 (73%)
	6 (27%)
	22
	
	16 - 30
	14 (64%)
	8 (36%)
	22

	31 and up
	13 (87%)
	2 (13%)
	15
	
	31 and up
	4 (80%)
	1 (20%)
	5


Source: KWC Institutional Research
Table 22

	NON-PELL ELIGIBLE 2005
	
	PELL ELIGIBLE 2005

	% of COA Loans
	P
	DNP
	Total
	
	% of COA Loans
	P
	DNP
	Total

	0
	23 (82%)
	5 (18%)
	28
	
	0
	16 (76%)
	5 (24%)
	21

	1 - 15
	32 (76%)
	10 (24%)
	42
	
	1 - 15
	16 (59%)
	11 (41%)
	27

	16 - 30
	15 (60%)
	10 (40%)
	25
	
	16 - 30
	10 (50%)
	10 (50%)
	20

	31 and up
	19 (61%)
	12 (39%)
	31
	
	31 and up
	9 (60%)
	6 (40%)
	15


Source: KWC Institutional Research
Table 23

	NON-PELL ELIGIBLE 2006
	
	PELL ELIGIBLE 2006

	% of COA Loans
	P
	DNP
	Total
	
	% of COA Loans
	P
	DNP
	Total

	0
	28 (74%)
	10 (26%)
	38
	
	0
	10 (40%)
	15 (60%)
	25

	1 - 15
	66 (62%)
	41 (38%)
	107
	
	1 - 15
	41 (53%)
	37 (47%)
	78

	16 - 30
	5 (24%)
	16 (76%)
	21
	
	16 - 30
	6 (38%)
	10 (63%)
	16

	31 and up
	19 (58%)
	14 (42%)
	33
	
	31 and up
	1 (20%)
	4 (80%)
	5


Source: KWC Institutional Research
As in the previous examination of first generation students, the years 2004 and 2005 exhibit somewhat consistent results and the trend is broken in 2006.  The data from 2004 and 2005 indicate that non-Pell eligible students persist at a slightly higher rate than Pell eligible students across all categories except for 2004 students with a loan burden of 1%-15%.  This is not the case in 2006.  Concurrent with an enrollment increase, non-Pell eligible students departed at a rate higher than 50% (76%) for the only time in this data set for those with loan burdens of 16%-30%.  Pell eligible students departed at a higher rate than they persisted for all categories in 2006 except for those with loan burdens 1%-15% who departed at a 47% rate.  


The figures below highlight the departure rates of Pell eligible and non-Pell eligible students by loan cost of attendance.

Figure 13
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Source: KWC Institutional Research
Figure 14
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Source: KWC Institutional Research
Figure 15
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Source: KWC Institutional Research
In ten of the twelve categories above, Pell eligible students departed at a higher rate than non-Pell eligible students.  The only instances where non-Pell student departed at a higher rate are in the 16%-30% loan burden category in 2006 and the 1%-15% loan burden category in 2004. Interestingly, even with no loan burden, Pell eligible students depart at a higher rate than non-Pell eligible students. The greatest differences in departure rates between Pell eligible and non-Pell eligible students exists in 2006 with a 34% difference for no loan burden and a 38% difference with a loan burden of 31% and above. 


The above data indicates that loans are generally positively correlated with departure of Pell eligible and non-Pell eligible students. Generally speaking, Pell and non-Pell eligible students with loan burdens will depart at higher rates than those without a loan.  The sole anomaly in the data can be found in 2006, as with no loan burden Pell eligible freshmen departing at as high a rate equal to those with a loan burden.

Summary


The results of this analysis are mixed.  A general conclusion can be made that generally speaking, loans are positively correlated with departure for Pell eligible and non-Pell eligible students as well as first generation and non-first generation students. Pell and first generation students generally exhibit a higher departure rate in conjunction with loan burden than do non-Pell eligible and non-first generation students respectively.


The interesting finding is that there was a spike in departure concurrent with an increase in enrollment in 2006.  This resulted in a departure rate of non-Pell eligible students and first generation students with no loan burden at all that exceeded 60%.  These students were either full-paying or were attending the institution at no cost, and still more than half of them left the institution. Interviews with campus officials indicated that students were loan averse and there was concern that the loan burden was causing departure.  This is not refuted by the data, in fact it is to some degree confirmed.  More strikingly, however, is this finding that those Pell eligible and first generation students are departing even without a loan burden.  Clearly, there must be something else driving these students away from the institution. 


A possible explanation for this phenomenon is that KWC has an enrollment threshold above which service to students declines.  Pell eligible and first generation students may be unsophisticated with regards to college and may require additional support to persist.  It appears that KWC did an adequate job of retaining these students with no loan burden in 2004 and 2005, but could not retain a majority of them in 2006.  The cost of the institution was not the factor in the departure of these students. Therefore, something other than financial aid led them to depart. Enrollment threshold for effective service may be a possible explanation. 


Loan burdens do correlate with departure of KWC students, but even at-risk students with no loan burdens are departing at an alarming rate. Any education about college finance provided by the institution to at-risk students will not be a panacea. The institution must look deeper to identify other factors beyond loan burden and college finance education in retaining Pell eligible and first generation students.

PRIMARY FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE STUDENT EARLY DEPARTURE FROM KWC

This analysis was designed in the framework of the guiding question of identifying the primary factors attributable to the significant attrition rate of first-year students at Kentucky Wesleyan College.  Data were collected through John M. Braxton’s, University Students’ Experiences Survey.  The University Students’ Experiences Survey, renamed “College Students’ Experiences Survey,” is comprised of 161 closed-ended items (Appendix F).  Subjects were first-year, Kentucky Wesleyan College undergraduates, all enrolled in the required English Writing Workshops (ENGL 1301 – Writing Workshop I, WNGL Writing Workshop II).  The Chair of the English Department was notified officially about the administration of the survey on November 2007.  Faculty and instructors received a letter about the survey purpose ad process in January 2008 at the start of the spring semester (Appendix E).  Faculty and instructors from each class had the opportunity to facilitate the voluntary survey to students while in class during the week of February 4, 2008.  The KWC Panthernet information system was the portal that led the students to the survey site.  The sample size was 274, representing the entire first-year student cohort.  There were 200 respondents and 192 completed responses, hence an exceptionally high response rate of 70.07%.  

Conceptual Framework

The elements of this framework are used to address the guiding question of this project through the exploration of reasons for early departure through these quantitative analyses.   Using Durkheim’s societal integration theory of suicide, Tinto (1975, 1994) advanced an interactionalist theory of college student departure.  Tinto posits that student entry characteristics, such as family background, pre-college experiences and individual attributes, directly influences college departure decisions or persistence (Braxton, Hirschy & McClendon, 2004). Further, “background models…reflect the influences of a student’s prematriculation characteristics on the student’s interaction with the institution” (Bean, 1980, p. 157).   The primary assumption for these analyses is that the initial commitment of the student to the goal of graduation from college affects his or her level of social integration, which, in turn, affects his or her subsequent commitment to the institution.  Plus, the initial institutional commitment of the student to the institutional also affects his or her subsequent institutional commitment (Braxton, Hirschy, McClendon, 2004).

Factors that Influence Social Integration

Tinto’s interactionalist theory is considered paradigmatic in status as the framework of college student departure with over 775 citations (Hermanowicz, 2003; Braxton, Hirschy, McClendon, 2004).  Most importantly, Tinto’s (1997, 1994) theory of college student departure is centered upon the interaction between the students and their peers, university faculty, staff and programs, and how the student interprets the those interactions.  

Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon (2004), challenged the universality of Tinto’s (1975, 1994) theory and found that the student entry characteristics that impact student departure includes sociological and psychological components. In addition, the authors recognized that the rationale for student departure differs between residential and commuter colleges.  For the purposes of this project, the focus is on the residential college setting.  Specifically, there is a social dimension in student departure decisions at residential colleges (Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon, 2004).  Normative congruence is defined as student social engagement and the extent to which students are congruent to the social systems within the institution leads to Social Integration --- the greater the student’s level of social integration, the greater level of their subsequent commitment to their college or university (Braxton, Hirschy & McClendon, 2004).  To add, the psychological activity of self-efficacy for the first-year student reinforces the individual’s perceptions of his or her ability to achieve his or her desired outcomes upon entering college (Bean & Eaton, 2000).  According to Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon (2004), there are six factors that influence social integration in residential colleges and thus impact, either positively or negatively, the likelihood for a student’s departure.  The two factors tested, in addition to social integration are Institutional Commitment to Student Welfare and Institutional Integrity.

“Going to college provides students with numerous opportunities for interaction with the social dimensions of a [residential] college or university” (Braxton, Hirschy & McClendon, 2004, p. 31).  The first factor, Institutional Commitment to Student Welfare is critical in student retention (Braxton, Hirschy & McClendon, 2004). What is important from the student perspective is the student’s perception of this commitment --- the greater the student perception that the institution highly values both student groups as well as the individual student, the greater the likelihood of the student’s persistence at the institution (Braxton, Hirschy & McClendon, 2004).  Further, equal treatment among and respect to student groups and individual students is also important to persistence, as it is reflective in both institutional policy, programs and daily human interactions.


An additional impact studied on social integration is Institutional Integrity. “Institutional integrity demonstrates itself when the actions of a college or university’s administrators, faculty, and staff are compatible with the mission and goals proclaimed by a given college or university (Braxton, Hirschy & McClendon, 2004, p. 24). Students have expectations based upon the institutional presentation; and, if the institution does not live up to what is portrayed, it could lead to dissatisfaction and increase the likelihood of departure.  Further, this component is described as whether or not the institution promulgates its policies equitably or not. Once again, it is the student’s perception of the institution is significant when addressing departure. If the student feels that the institution is inconsistent in treatment to that student compared to other students, then the student will have a greater dissatisfaction with the institution, be less integrated, and thus more likely to depart.  Therefore, the degree to which the institution can synchronize their image and campus potency, institutional integrity is a valuable outcome for student persistence (Burton, & Clark, et al, 1972). 

The Influence of Social Integration on Subsequent Institutional Commitment

 The initial level of institutional commitment frames the student perception of the institutional commitment to student welfare, and instiutional integrity, and the opportunity for a social network at the institution (Braxton, Hirschy, McClendon, 2004).  Further, the higher the level of institutional commitment, the more favorably the student’s perception of the social dimensions of the institution of his or her choice.  “Social integration, in turn, affects Subsequent Institutional Commitment.  The greater level of social integration, the greater students’ subsequent commitment to the institution” (Braxton, Hirschy, McClendon, 2004, p.32).  To add, the higher the level of subsequent commitment to the institution, the higher the level of persistence.  

Influences on Persistence

Student engagement, academic achievement, and educational commitment are all sociological factors that impact college choice and subsequently can impact college persistence.  First, while financial aid packages do encourage low-income students to enroll in college, the loan and grant requirements are negatively correlated to the decision for low-income students to re-enroll.  Furthermore, financial aid impacts the students’ choice of college (Nora, Barlow & Crisp, 2006).  “The low SES students’ language about financial responsibility was reversed from that of the high SES students.’  The low SES students were responsible for financing college, while their parents (or sometimes extended family networks) “helped out”” (McDonough, 1997, p. 143).  Low-income students often take on sole responsibility of understanding the college financial aid process, as well as educating their families about the process (Perna, 2006).  Second, college preparation among low-income students is also adversely impacted when the acquisition of information stage of the college choice process occurs only during the final years of high school.  Plus, this newfound financial aid knowledge does not synchronize with the academic preparation needed prior to the junior or senior year (Perna, 2006).  Third, research repeatedly addresses the argument that a compelling influence on minority education and achievement is parent's education.  Parent education and income are critical factors that impact minority college enrollment and minority achievement, particularly among African Americans and Hispanics (Perna, 2000).  

Additional components tested in this project included questions addressing financial aid concerns, the intercollegiate athlete experience, first year experience, and subsequent commitment to the institution.  Cabrera, Stampen, & Hansen (1990) assert that the ability to pay for college can eliminate Financial Concerns and thus foster social integration. Conversely, financial worries can confound a student’s ability to integrate effectively. Therefore, a student’s satisfaction with his or her financial obligation to the institution will breed a greater level of satisfaction, and thus greater social integration leading to an increased likelihood of persistence.  Cibick & Chambers (1991, as cited in Braxton et al, 2004) cite the ability to pay as a “first order concern” for minority students (p.32).  Feeble knowledge of college tuition and financial aid is found to be one the primary causes of persistence disparity in college enrollment, particularly among racial/ethnic and low SES groups (McDonough & Calderone, 2006).  Second, “Intercollegiate Athletic Participation has significant consequences for the general cognitive development of both men and women during their first-year of college; and, these developmental disadvantages of first-year student athletes only become more pronounced over time (Pascarella, et al, 1995, p.380).  Third, since Tinto (1994) asserts that an emphasis on First-year Programs has a significant impact on academic achievement and persistence. “The first year of college is especially critical for retention, and within that year, the first term, and even in the first weeks in and leading up to enrollment are extraordinarily consequential for longer-term success” (Hermanowicz, 2003, pp. 64-65).  

Statistical Design

The Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon (2004) revised interactionalist model is the theoretical foundation for the survey, based upon the interaction between the individual student and the institution during the course of their first year.  Three regression analyses were used to test the conceptual framework.  Seven sets of independent variables were used to test the influences on social integration, subsequent institutional commitment and persistence, using least squares multiple regression as well as logistic regression (persistence):  student entry characteristics, initial commitment to the institution (IC), financial concerns (FINCONCERNS), first-year experience programs (FIRSTYR), intercollegiate athlete status (ATHLETE), commitment of institutional to student welfare (COMSTWEL), and institutional integrity (INSTINTE).  Student entry characteristics include gender (FEMALE), race/ethnicity (MINORITY), high school grades (HSGRADES), and parent education level (EDUCTPA).  The description of variables used from the survey can be found in Appendix A.  The dependent variables, social integration and subsequent institutional commitment derive directly from the Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon (2004) revised interactionalist theory.  The dependent variable, persistence, is measured according to the student intent to enroll in the upcoming fall semester (Question # 128 -  “It is likely that I will register here next Fall Semester 2008.”).  This question was used as the dependent variable used in the analysis, as it best served to reinforce the reliability of the survey.  The rationale, for the use of intent to re-enroll as a proxy for persistence, is provided by Bean (1980).  Bean’s research shows that the intent to re-enroll is highly related to actual persistence. 
Table 24 summarizes the regression analyses for variables predicting social integration, subsequent institutional commitment, and persistence.  Betas (ß) are standardized coefficients, so that the relative magnitude can be compared among independent variables.  To avoid omitted-variable bias, the study includes known parameters of the institution regarding the student athlete population (approximately 1/3), first generation students (approximately 50%) and financial aid concerns that emerged from the qualitative findings.  Composite variables were tested for reliability using Cronbach’s coefficient alpha.  Multicollinearity diagnostic showed acceptable Variance Inflation Factors (VIF) scores.  All of the constructs analyzed met the collinearity tolerance level, with VIF values less than 10.00 in all cases.  All data were analyzed using SPSS (2007), and significance tests were conducted at p < .05.
Findings

Factors Influencing Social Integration


The variables, institutional commitment to student welfare (ß = 0.317***), and institutional integrity (ß = 0.367***), explain a statistically significant portion of the variance.  Put differently, this data in this study supports the revised interactionalist theory, as commitment of institution to student welfare and institutional integrity are two primary factors of social integration and these factors have direct, positive effects on social integration. The variables, financial concerns (ß = 0.136***), first-year experience (ß = 0.305***), intercollegiate athlete status (0.095*), also display a positive, direct effect on social integration.  While the financial aid concerns cannot fully explained, the positive effect of first year experience and intercollegiate athlete status may be explained as these experiences may provide more opportunities for students to have potential connections with their peers and the campus community.

Factors Influencing Subsequent Institutional Commitment

Four variables have statistically significant effects on subsequent institutional commitment.  As predicted in the theoretical framework, initial institutional commitment (ß = 0.281***) accounts for significant variance.  In addition, minority student status (ß = - 0.149**) has a significant negative effect on subsequent institutional commitment.  As is evident in the literature and institutional enrollment data, students of color may inversely find subsequent commitment to the institution, should they not find a cultural connection with the campus community once enrolled (Braxton, Hirschy, McClendon, 2004).  Institutional integrity (ß = .430***) also had a statistically significant and positive effect on subsequent institutional commitment.  Plus, the first-year experience variable had a statistically, positive effect on subsequent institutional commitment.  All of statistically significant variables reinforce the revised interactionalist theory of how these factors influence subsequent institutional commitment.  What was not predicted, however, is that social integration did not have a statistically significant impact on subsequent institutional commitment.

Factors Influencing Persistence
The variables, first-year experience (ß = - 0.190*), social integration (ß = .0245*), and subsequent institutional commitment (ß = 0.5396***), have a statistically effect on persistence.  The first-year experience variable and its negative effect on persistence cannot be explained, nor was this finding predicted.  This may be explain that the first-year experience programs have no impact or are not efficacious in persistence.  On the other hand, social integration and subsequent institutional commitment have a positive impact on persistence as predicted affirming the statements --- the greater the student’s level of social integration, the greater level of their subsequent commitment to their college or university; hence the higher the level of subsequent commitment to the institution, the higher the level of persistence (Braxton, Hirschy, McClendon, 2004).

Summary

The factors found to be antecedents to social integration are first year experience, intercollegiate athlete status, and as predicted, commitment of institution to student welfare and institutional integrity.  The findings were above and beyond the student entry characteristics.  Not anticipated was the positively, significant effect of financial concerns on social integration.  As investigated in the policy assessments, students are identified as “loan averse,” which may explain a cultural component or characteristic of students at Kentucky Wesleyan College.  Further, intercollegiate athlete status may provide the peer environment associated with a higher level of social integration than anticipated. 

The significant effects on subsequent institutional commitment:  minority student status, initial institutional commitment, first-year experience, and institutional integrity, all affirm the conceptual framework outlined and align with previous research.  Minority student status negatively effects subsequent institutional commitment, because “minority students in residential colleges and universities with small numbers of minority students enrolled may perceive that the potential for community does not exist at their institution” (Braxton, Hirschy, McClendon, 2004, p. 33).  Therefore, this experience may inversely impact subsequent institutional commitment, and opportunities could be developed to foster cultural opportunities for students of color, develop minority peer networks, and increase recruitment of this population.  Unanticipated, social integration did not have a significant impact on subsequent institutional commitment at Kentucky Wesleyan College. 

Finally, the most compelling findings on persistence is the confirmation of the Braxton, Hirschy, McClendon (2004) revised interactionalist theory.  Social integration and subsequent institutional commitment have a positive impact on persistence as predicted --- the greater the student’s level of social integration, the greater level of their subsequent commitment to their college or university; hence the higher the level of subsequent commitment to the institution, the higher the level of persistence (Braxton, Hirschy, McClendon, 2004).  Certainly, these findings affirm that Kentucky Wesleyan College could stimulate a campaign to advance commitment of the institution to student welfare, and institutional integrity among faculty and staff to increase social integration and persistence among first-year students.  This purposeful approach in policies, practices and interactions with students may reduce the significant attrition rate among first-year students.

PROJECT LIMITATIONS

This retention analysis study did not aim to generalize findings beyond the request for assistance by Kentucky Wesleyan College.  The project team was charged to assess the institutional retention levers to determine efficacy, and provide recommendations for improvement.  Further, the project team “judge[d] the credibility of qualitative work by its transparency, consistency-coherence, and communicability” (Rubin & Rubin, 1995, p. 85).  As well, the findings were nested in extant literature and the broader context of issues associated with the greater liberal arts college community.

Since resources must be factored in for consideration, we examined what is available in determining our best approach.  In this particular case, the main resources are people and time.  Access to individuals to interview, and time constraints also played a role in this study.  More importantly, while the project team believes that the interviewees sincerely wanted to contribute to improving the retention efforts at the institutions, interviews were coordinated through the academic dean and institutional research offices.  This mechanism may have created the “observer effect” reliability threat, as there may be an underlying tension due the institutional implications of enrollment stability.

There may also be some limitations stemming from a series of significant historical events occurring at the institution at the time of pursuance of interviews.  The institution has lots of public energy around the enhanced football program.  Further, there were several leadership transitions in the admissions office, athletics, the president’s office, and subsequently the academic dean’s office, in the course of our study. While this may be spurious, the resource of more time to explore the institution and triangulation could allow for more richness in the study. 

Lastly, the criteria for determining the quality of our results included propriety, accuracy, clarity of voice, and credibility.  This is not to say that rigor, validity, and generalizability were not important (Patton, 2006).  We accomplished similar goals by building redundancy into our design by repeatedly asking questions in different ways to ascertain the accuracy of responses.  Because we valued depth, detail, vividness, nuance, and richness, (Rubin & Rubin, 2005) we determined that the qualitative approach would be as significant as the quantitative approach. To add, in some cases, in our efforts to find efficacy, due to lack of data, or confounding components of retention levers that in some way prohibits the program from working at peak performance, did not prohibit the project team from pursuing our investigation with the guiding question as the primary focus.

Because of the time frame of the consultative study, there are distinct challenges to reliability and validity; however, the project team believes that the level of reliability and validity meets an appropriate level for the nature of the study.  While the findings may have greater implications for liberal arts colleges, with tuition driven-models, enrollment less than 1000, and athletics programs, it is not recommended that the findings be applied to other institutions without further program development addressing the unique needs and context of each institution.  The limitations mentioned above temper the conclusions and recommendations that the project team offer Kentucky Wesleyan College.

CONCLUSIONS

The above analyses assess the institutional retention levers at KWC to determine efficacy, as well as measure student perception of their first-year experience at Kentucky Wesleyan through quantitative analyses.  All of the methods lay the groundwork for the recommendations that follow.  In some cases, efficaciousness was unable to be determined due to lack of data, or due to confounding components of the lever that in some way prohibits the program from working at peak performance.  In every assessment and analyses, however, the project team grounded its investigation in the guiding question of identifying the factors attributable to high attrition rates of first-year students at KWC. 


The first lever examined was the Academic Alert system. Based upon investigation from both the student and instructor perspective, the project team was able to confirm the inconsistent usage of the lever, revealed from campus interviews.  Further, this inconsistency may also influence the students’ perceptions of institutional integrity.  This inconsistent usage may hamper the effectiveness of the system.  With regards to effectiveness, the team discovered mixed results for the Academic Alert system, and its positive affect on persistence.  Hence, the team withholds a definitive determination on effectiveness because of the confounding factors of inconsistent use, and a lack of follow-through protocol for students receiving alerts.


The second lever examined was the freshman orientation course, KW 1101.  Because this assessment began following the start of the course, the project team utilized student satisfaction surveys and a literature comparison to critique the class.  The team noticed a large increase in student satisfaction from 2005 - 2007.  Interviews with staff indicated that not everyone on campus is supportive of the class, and even students speak of it in a somewhat derogatory manner.  The literature informed that with a redesign with a common text and increasing pedagogical similarity between classes, KW1101 could be more efficacious.


Third, in the PLUS Center assessment, the project team confirmed that the Center services when utilized are effective in student skill development and increasing student achievement.  However, the team determined that, although Center usage has increased in the past year, there is inconsistent required use by students admitted on qualifications. Additionally, it was revealed that some students may feel stigmatized by attending the Center.  Yet, athletes utilizing the Center persist at a higher rate than those who do not.  Nonetheless, the project team withholds a definitive statement on effectiveness because of missing data of those students most at risk of departure, low qualifiers, not fully meeting the requirement of PLUS Center courses.


The fourth lever appraised was the Counseling Center.  KWC uses an off-campus counseling service, College Associates, to support their students.  Assessing the efficacy of this lever was difficult due to the privacy rights of those who access the service, and the fact that only a small percentage of students utilize this off-campus resource.  Literature positively reinforces the impact of on-campus counseling services on retention.  It is also a strong component in aiding a student’s perception of the institution’s commitment to student welfare and proactive social adjustment, which are integral to increasing persistence (Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon, 2004).  According to the president of the American College Counseling Association, there are no best practices for off-campus counseling services.


Academic advising was the fifth retention lever assessed.  KWC does not specifically identify advising as a retention lever, but the impact of advising on college students is well researched (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005).  The project team found that there is a difference in advising protocol for students with declared majors and those who are undeclared. A comparison of persistence rates of each type of student determined that undeclared students persist at a lower rate from fall to fall that declared students. Yet, before making any spurious conclusions that the advising process is the reason for this disparity in persistence, the team did find that improvement could be made in the advising of undeclared students, which may impact their persistence.


The sixth retention lever examined was financial aid.  Once again, KWC does not specifically identify financial aid as a retention lever, but the literature (Perna, 2006; McDonough & Calderone, 2006; Nora, Barlow, and Crisp, 2006) indicates that knowledge of financial upon entering college is a factor in persistence.  Further, the project team investigated concerns expressed in the interviews that students were loan averse and that loan burdens were a contributing factor in departure. The project team was able to confirm that loans are positively correlated with departure for Pell eligible and non-Pell eligible students as well as first generation and non-first generation students.  Additionally, first generation and Pell eligible students depart at a higher rate than non-first generation and non-Pell eligible students respectively.  In contrast, however, the data indicated an exponential increase departure in 2006. This spike showed that Pell eligible students and first generation students with no loan burden departed at a rate of 60% or higher.  This would indicate that in 2006, loan burden was not a cause of some of the departure of low income and first time college students.


The seventh and final lever investigated was Athletics.  It was clear to the project team that much of the recent increase in enrollment came concomitantly with an increase in the size of the football team.  A JV football team was created to accommodate all the students matriculated to KWC with an interest in playing football.  Not only are resources not sufficient for this expansion, but also the policy is not efficacious because data indicated that the increased team size simply increased student departure. The attempt to increase the size of the football team in order to increase enrollment directly impacted an increase in student departure.

The examination of these retention levers indicate that KWC has room for improvement in making these levers more efficacious in aiding student persistence.  The positive aspect is that most of these levers, when functioning effectively, will indeed perform as designed.  The project team concludes that there is only one compelling component of this examination that truly answers the guiding question.  The JV football program is attributable to the significant increase in first-year retention at Kentucky Wesleyan College; and therefore, the program should be retrenched, so as not continue the investment with both negative student and institutional implications.  The other five policy levers have potential to positively impact the Kentucky Wesleyan goal to stem student departure.

Finally, the primary assumption in the quantitative analyses is that the initial commitment of the student to the goal of graduation from college affects his or her level of social integration, which, in turn, affects his or her subsequent commitment to the institution.  Factors influencing social integration included institution commitment to student welfare and institutional integrity, as well as financial aid concerns, first-year experience programs and intercollegiate athletic status.  Factors influencing subsequent commitment to institution are initial institutional commitment of the student, first-year experience programs, and institutional integrity.  Factors influencing persistence are social integration and subsequent institutional commitment of the student.  In conclusion, these findings affirm that Kentucky Wesleyan College could advance a purposeful approach in policies, practices and interactions that reinforce the values of institutional commitment to student welfare and institutional integrity with students that may reduce the significant attrition rate among first-year students.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The following sixteen (16) recommendations flow from the analysis of each institutional retention levers as well as the regression analyses conducted on the University Students’ Experiences Survey. Some of the recommendations may require a great deal of institutional resources to implement while others are cost-effective with little to no additional resources needed to initiate. Because of these differences, the project team recommends that KWC begin the implementation of these recommendations with the least resource consuming measures. 

Recommendations 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 10, 11, 13, and 15 require little additional funds to initiate and are the least time intensive, thus the team advises that KWC begin with these recommendations. Though the team considers them just as important if not more than the other recommendations, they are not as resource intensive and thus can be more quickly engaged. 

Recommendations 5, 9, 12, 14, and 16 are resource intensive either in cost or time and effort. Certainly, adjusting the culture of the institution as is encouraged in recommendation 16 is no short order and may require years of effort. The project team advises that if any of the above recommendations are undertaken by the institution, that they do so after careful planning and budget analysis.

Additionally, the project team advises that some of the recommendations be implemented in tandem. Implementing recommendation 1 without implementing recommendation 2 as well will hamper the effectiveness of the recommendations. Recommendations 6, 7, and 8 regarding the PLUS Center should also be implemented in tandem.

Academic Alert

1. Develop consistent expectations and protocol for faculty usage of Academic Alert. 

Currently, there is no formal protocol for faculty to follow with regards to issuing an Academic Alert.  This means that individual faculty choose the threshold for issuing an Alert, and this may lead to a varying if not dizzying array of policies that affect students.  Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon (2004) state that institutional integrity is a component of the persistence/departure puzzle on college campuses.  Institutional integrity is defined as whether or not the student feels as if he or she is being treated fairly by the institution. The theory is that the consistent promulgation of institutional policies leads to persistence and the inverse is true for inconsistent implementation of policy.  For instance, students with similar grades in a course or section of a course may have differing outcomes with regards to receiving an Alert.  This may lead to feelings of frustration on the part of some students as they wonder why they were singled out for an Alert while similarly situated friends were not.

The college should set expectations about when an Academic Alert should be issued. This should be communicated clearly to the faculty, staff, and students and implemented accordingly.  For example, using the data guidelines of this study, the college may decide that it is an obligation of instructors to issue an Academic Alert at midterm for any student receiving a D, F, or I grade.  There may also be consideration of a minimum number of absences before an Alert must be issued.  Hudson (2006) demonstrated that systems that alert students to excessive absenteeism were effective in reducing the number of students who would have dropped or failed a course due to lack of attendance.  The College can decide on these triggers, but they should be uniform, universally communicated, and utilized consistently.

The project team recommends that the College look into a system that would automatically send an Alert once a certain threshold is met.  For example, if the Alert threshold is a D in a course, once an instructor submits that grade at midterm, an Alert is automatically sent.  This would negate concerns over dependence on consistent faculty utilization.

2. Develop a consistent protocol for Academic Alert recipients and advisors to confirm follow-through.

Once an Alert is issued to a student, there is no standard protocol for follow-up with that student. Advisors and coaches are notified, but the method of response, and thus, the opportunity for varied response to the Alert is a possibility.  Once again, this is an issue of institutional integrity (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004) and could be inadvertently contributing to student departure. The project team recommends the articulation of a consistent protocol for assured follow-through.

KW 1101

3.
Create more consistency in the delivery of KW1101 through the use of a uniform text and prescribed pedagogical similarity.


Currently, KW1101 has a consistent syllabus, which brings some uniformity to the class.  Additionally, there are uniform handouts and group lectures.  Group lectures were reduced in 2007, and the responsibility of lecture topic presentation covering the material was left to the academic freedom of the individual instructor.  Although there are documented benefits to small class lectures as opposed to the auditorium style lectures, the quality and content of the lectures may vary from class to class.

This inconsistency in delivery of the material is potentially damaging to the effectiveness of a first-year orientation program.  Cavote & Kopera-Freye (2007), found inconsistent delivery of orientation courses as a possible culprit for the little impact of orientation courses on persistence.  Further, “[w]ithout adequate attention to faculty preparation, involvement, and consistency of course content, the value of the course may be diminished.” (Cavote & Kopera-Freye, 2007).  The authors suggest that, “the institution make efforts to insure course content consistency and pedagogical similarity” (Cavote & Kopera-Freye, 2007).

4. Integrate parents and families into the orientation process during the summer.

Interviews with staff on campus indicated that parents and families were not involved in the orientation process.  A positive approach mentioned by Hermanowicz (2003) is to integrate parents and families into the orientation process.  He indicates that students seek out their parents and families first regarding decisions to depart, and including parents and families in the information network empower them to help their student make more informed decisions.  The project team recommends an additional step.  Also, the college should create family networks and orientation programs strictly for parents and families --- create opportunities for parents and families of students to meet one another socially and create support groups; and, create listserves for parents and families to continue communication with one another after they leave campus.  If the college cultivates a strong relationship with parents and families, they may become strong allies in addressing the integration issues that impact students considering departure. 

5. Create learning communities in conjunction with KW1101 for first-year students.

A learning community is a purposefully linked cluster of courses or shared experiences intended to highlight a particular theme or problem, among a cohort of students (Smith, et al, 2004).  The curricular structure of these linked courses can be varied and is really up to the individual college. Research has shown that the retention benefits of first year seminars like KW1101 are enhanced when implemented, in conjunction with learning communities (Keup, 2005).  Studies have identified that first-year seminars and block scheduling, like that used in learning communities, provide the benefits of cohort support and enhance Braxton et al’s (2004) concept of communal potential (Soldner, Lee, & Duby, 2000). Evidence is also clear that learning communities improve academic performance and retention (Hotchkiss, Moore, & Pitts, 2006; Smith, et al, 2004).

Kuh, et al (2005) recommend that the philosophical and operational linkage between student and academic affairs be strategically aligned in order to ensure student success.  They highlight a model college as an excellent example of student and academic affairs collaboration.  Here, applied learning and the practical application of this learning through leadership opportunities managed by the student affairs department has shown to enrich the student learning environment (Kuh, et al, 2005).  Since student affairs professionals are currently highly engaged in KW1101, a model that involves engaged instructors in a blocked learning community, weaving common themes through their courses, with a student affairs professional leading the interest group discussion makes sense for KWC

According to Smith, et al (2004) selecting a curricular structure that fits the environment is integral to the success of the learning community.  The proposed curricular structure of this community will be of a clustered group of courses, in which the instructors work collaboratively within their individual courses to weave common themes, issues, and questions into the curriculum.  Potential themes could be – difficult decisions, reasoned decision-making, leadership dilemmas, leadership development, creative expression, etc.  Students can integrate these themes and build group cohesion through discussions in their first-year interest group, led by a student affairs professional.  This proctor will be responsible for guiding discussion, inviting instructors and community leaders to participate, maintaining the focus on the themes of the course, and providing opportunities for reflection throughout the semester.  Additionally, this professional will be responsible for managing the learning environment and the co-curricular aspects of the experience.

PLUS Center

6. Develop a mechanism through the registration process that ensures that the requirement of all students of qualified admittance enroll in PLUS Center courses.

It is evident through program assessment and general persistence data, that the PLUS Center does make a learning impact on the student population at Kentucky Wesleyan College.  However, the project team cannot adequately measure the impact of the PLUS Center on persistence, if among the highest attrition population, low qualifiers, do not all meet the requirement of taking PLUS Center classes.  Therefore, the project team recommends an intentional registration mechanism be established that requires those students with an ACT less than 17 to register for PLUS Center classes during their first semester so that they can receive the proper instructional and developmental support that is needed for academic persistence. To add, Kentucky Wesleyan can properly monitor their academic progress during their college tenure and determine the efficaciousness of this retention tool.

7. Explore and confront the stigma associated with the PLUS Center.

To address the stigmatization of the usage of the PLUS Center, Kentucky Wesleyan should connect with the low qualifier students who have not utilized the Center, review their academic performance, and gain understanding as to why they have not accessed the PLUS Center.  This information, along with assessment of the overall campus culture would assist in mitigating the stigma associated with going to the PLUS Center.  PLUS Center staff, along with the support of the academic dean’s office, should survey the campus through student organizations such as the FCA, Panhellenic Council, and IFC to poll students about what resources can help enhance the perception of the PLUS Center. In addition, with collaboration of on- and off-campus dining and food services, the PLUS Center could host study breaks in the residence halls, as well as in the Winchester Campus Community Center, that encourage both study skills and healthy study break techniques to help diminish the stigma around the PLUS Center.

8. Boost the cultural competency of the PLUS Center to better meet the needs of students of color.

Specifically, to address the needs of students of color, the PLUS Center may explore ways to expand its pedagogical methodology of academic success to include value and preservation of cultural identity (Rowser, 1997; Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004).  Students of color who have succeeded in the PLUS Center courses, could be recruited and trained to mentor and tutor students of color.  Further, course assignments could include more culturally relevant options for students to explore that help the student make cultural connections in their learning.  

KWC Athletics
9. Redirect and focus resources on academic support.
The institution must first identify how an at-risk first-year student athlete is defined. Therefore, it is recommended based upon the at-risk first-year student athlete be defined minimally as those students admitted with academic qualifications (ACT = 17, below NCAA eligibility standards).  However, to the degree that staff support can bear, coupled with student departure literature and the above empirical data, all first-year student athletes should be considered at risk at least for the first semester, as the persistence is variable by scholarship, gender, and ethnicity.  

Second, in consideration of the campus culture and support services offered at Kentucky Wesleyan College, an academic support plan, housed specifically in the Athletic Department should be developed.  It should not be the sole responsibility of the coaching staff to also provide the emotional support and academic progress monitoring of each student athlete. Among the members of the Great Lakes Valley NCAA Division II Conference, there are three institutions that have designated academic support staff as part of their athletic personnel --- University of Indianapolis, University of Missouri – St. Louis, and Southern Illinois University – Edwardsville.  According to the National Academic Advising Association (NACADA) Advising Student Athletes Commission, resources and discussion focused on issues such as NCAA rules, academic eligibility, career counseling, technological advancements, ethical issues in sport and/or athletic academic advising, transfer concerns, and life skills development are critical to the academic integration of student athletes. This resource, as well as the CHAMPS/Life Skills program offered by the NCAA, both propels intercollegiate athletics staff who serve a unique population of students with a significant time commitment outside of the classroom.

An academic support staff or academic support services within the athletic department can help bridge campus resources that serve the entire student population with the unique experiences associated with being an intercollegiate athlete.  It is posited that participation in organized sport activities enhances student attachment to the institution, provides constructive guidance and support to the students, reinforces prosocial values and develops skills that may be transferable to the classroom experience (Miller, Melnick, Barnes, Farrell & Sabo, 2005).  A dedicated full time professional that liaises with the PLUS Center and faculty, facilitates study sessions, and monitors the academic progress of each student athlete, particularly the first year students, may help mitigate risk of departure. This designated full time staff person could assist in the identification of characteristics and relationships that are unique to student athletes, as well as provide information for improving general student retention at Kentucky Wesleyan College.  

10.   Eliminate the junior varsity football program.

Given student athlete involvement literature, it is without question that athletic performance is tied to academic performance and subsequent persistence. Therefore, the junior varsity program is not congruent with the literature, and has continued to directly impact the attrition rate at Kentucky Wesleyan since inception.  Further, there is no NCAA Division II or Division III support or best practice for this strategy to help Kentucky Wesleyan sustain it.  Per the study findings, the notion of a junior varsity football team consumes limited resources in terms of scholarships and academic support for the varsity football, as well as the overall athletic program. It is the project team recommendation that this strategy be retrenched and another enrollment strategy be implemented to boost enrollment.

Academic Advising

11.   Connect undecided first-year students to their advisor through KW1101. 
Data shows that undecided students at KWC depart at a higher rate than students who arrive with a decision goal on their major area of study made. One of the differences between the two groups, besides possibly the level of initial institutional commitment, is that decided students receive an advisor in their major immediately after arriving on campus. Kuh, et al (2005) discussed schools that engaged in documented effective educational performance (DEEP). Most schools highlighted saw advising as a valuable retention tool because it helped connect the student to the institution through the faculty. It assists in social integration (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004) by displaying an institutional commitment to the student’s welfare. Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon (2004) cite social integration through institutional commitment to students as significant in enhancing persistence.  Kuh, et al’s (2005) DEEP schools conduct their first-year advising programs in number of ways and Kuh, et al (2005) point out that there is “no single blueprint for student success” (p. 20). Thus, although there may be multiple methods of conducting effective college advising, institutions should select methods that match their culture and resources. 

The project team recommends a model of first-year advising utilized by two, small, private, liberal arts institutions highlighted as DEEP institutions by Kuh, et al (2005).  In order to implement, KWC must commit to training a cadre of first-year advisors who are trained in the unique struggles that occur during the first year of college.  Also, those trained instructors will become KW1101 instructors, and the advisor of every undecided student in his/her class.  In one model institution, the orientation instructor/advisor remained the students’ advisor until the completion of the first year of college, at which time they are passed to an advisor in their major (Kuh, et al, 2005).  The other model institution allowed the maintenance of a longer relationship with the first-year advisor for up to two years, but allows students to also seek an advisor in their major as they declare a major, even within the first semester of study (Kuh, et al, 2005).  In both cases, students are assured an initial advisor who is trained in the needs of first-year students; sees the students at least two times a week in class; gets to know them quite well; and is available to the students for at least a year into their college career. A student of one of the model institutions who was the recipient of this type of advising stated:

“I get to know my advisor much better because I see him in class”

(Kuh et al, 2005, pp 247)

The benefits to KWC of this recommendation are manifold. First, it is low cost. The freshman course already exists and is mandatory for all freshmen. Second, this model ensures that undecided students have a consistent advisor on campus who knows them well and who they know well. Additionally, this advisor will be trained and the issues of the first-year experience and thus more agile in addressing issues that may lead to departure decisions. Third, not only does it solve the problem of differential student advising, but it also enhances KW1101 by infusing it with a new meaning. Fourth, especially with the new enthusiastic faculty who participated in KW1101 in 2007, the additional meaning of KW1101 as an advising enhancement may help to create buy-in on the part of faculty that this class is no longer just “fluff,” but has a purpose that is tied to best practices in the literature.

Counseling Issues  & Resources

12.  Offer on-campus counseling support strategies.
While the project team is solely relying on retention literature to make a recommendation about counseling support at Kentucky Wesleyan, it is without question that student mental health and wellness has become a growing concern in higher education and deserves greater attention on all campus communities.  Reinforcing throughout the first-year, as well as “orienting students to support services such as the counseling center and combating the stigma associated with utilizing such services may increase the likelihood that students will use and benefit from mental health services that are provided for them” (Love, 2008, p. 38).

The American College Counseling Association created a College Counseling Advocacy Booklet to serve as a comprehensive tool for college counselors.  The primary reason why college counselors are important is because the lessons learned and obstacles in college may result in negative consequences such as stress, psychological problems, and academic difficulties that can affect the academic performance of the student (ACCA, 2001).  The project team recommends that the addition of an on-campus staff, in conjunction with KWC Student Health Services, may be a worthy investment in a counseling professional (M.A., M.Ed., M.S., or Ed.S.) to help support the students on-campus.  In addition, organizations like the American College Counseling  Association or the Association of University and College Counseling Center Directors would also serve as resources to developing a counseling support program.

Should providing on campus resources be cost-prohibitive, the “Decision Tree” program (Sieveking & Perfetto, 2000 – 2001, as cited in Braxton, et al, (2004) would be a meaningful alternative to consider.  The “Decision Tree” is a counseling strategy developed at an institution “to identify and support students who considered leaving an institution” (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004).  Following the first four to six weeks of class in the fall, first-year students should receive a letter from the Academic Dean asking about their first-year experience, as well as whether or not they were considering seriously withdrawing from the institution.  If so, they are given the opportunity to speak with someone to discuss their concerns.  The program institution reported that about 20% of the students returned the reply card, and about 20% of the respondents noted that they were seriously considering withdrawing from the institution (Braxton, Hirschy, McClendon, 2004).  Further, 60% of the concerned students followed up to speak with someone about their decision (Braxton, Hirschy, McClendon, 2004). To add, Kentucky Wesleyan could include a formal reminder to students in the letter about information regarding all of the on-campus resources as well as the Counseling Associates resource, including driving directions and an on-campus shuttle resource, which could assist students in maximizing the available on- and off-campus.

Financial Aid

13.  Begin formal education on financing college at the inception of contact with students in the admissions process (include assistance in completion of loan paperwork). 

Staff interviews indicated that there is no formal effort on the part of KWC to educate students on college finance options.  Potential solutions to this lack of understanding about college finance might be addressed during KW1101.  However, the project team does not think that this would be the best solution. In light of recent research (Perna, 2006; McDonough & Calderone, 2006; Nora, Barlow, & Crisp, 2006; St. John, 2004; Luna de la Rosa, 2006), knowledge of financial aid from the start of the college admissions process is a factor in persistence, especially among low income and first generation college students.  KWC should implement a systematic program of college finance education early in the admissions process.  In fact, the largest obstacle for low-income families to pursue college financing is the lack of information regarding college costs and financial aid (McDonough & Calderone, 2006).  

We also know that dissemination of crucial information is less effective when low-income students are involved (Perna, 2006; Luna de la Rosa, 2006) and requires different levels of involvement and explanation (Heller, 2006; Venegas, 2006; Tierney & Venegas, 2006).  This is not to say that a program in KW1101 on college finance is not warranted, but it does mean that education on finance should start early, so parents and students can be educated on the intricacies of college finance.  The goal is to alleviate student financial worries and increase their satisfaction with their financial obligation to the college, thereby leading to increased social integration, and a greater chance of persistence.

Social Integration

14.
Create faculty or staff apartments within or nearby residence halls
“Faculty need to be aware of the problem and of the nature of the departure process” (Hermanowicz, 2003, p. 88).  Hermanowicz (2003) suggests that student connections with faculty do not need to be in-depth, but rather the attachment should take the form of interest and concern.  “Above all, they need to know that often the single greatest antidote to attrition is attachment to them” (Hermanowicz, 2003, p. 88).  Questions such as, “How are you?” “How are things going?”if asked early in the transitional points in students college tenure, have a greater impact than merely an academic consequence (Hermanowicz, 2003).  Active learning, a classroom pedagogical method that implores the involvement of students through discussion and critical thinking, link academic and social integration into the educational process, thereby engaging the students and impacting persistence (Hermanowicz, 2003; Kuh, et al. 1991).

Braxton, Hirschy, & McLendon (2004) indicate that social integration is a significant component of persistence among residential students. Hermanowicz (2004) identified the integration of faculty, counseling, and housing as beneficial to the creation of atmosphere of success.  KWC should consider utilizing what has served boarding schools so well – create faculty or staff apartments within or nearby the residence halls.  Faculty and staff members can create an inclusive environment in the dorms to address social integration concerns.  Faculty members living in proximity to, and be responsible for small groups of residential students, may be more accessible and able to recognize the danger signs of students failing to socially integrate. They can act quickly to address the student’s concerns before the decision to depart the institution is made.

15.  Enhance communal potential by assigning the same cohort of students from KW 1101 to the required English Writing Workshop in the spring.

Communal potential is a component of Braxton, Hirschy, and McLendon’s (2004) concept of social integration, which is a significant consideration regarding persistence in residential students. In this recommendation, students who took the eight-week orientation course, KW1101, together as a cohort would meet together again in the spring English Writing Workshop.  This may help revive the memories of fun during this orientation course, spark renewed friendships, and create something to potentially look forward to among first-year students. It is also an opportunity for struggling students to reconnect with some of their first friends on campus for potential support.  This recommendation is low impact on the institution itself and requires no additional cost. It is simply a scheduling effort that may yield communal potential benefits. 

Institutional Structure & Leadership

16.  Invigorate and organize the institutional structure to create a “Culture of Enforced Success.”

“Most college presidents and deans genuinely care about undergraduates and want to see them educated well” (Bok, 2006, p.313).  Yet, it is argued, according to a new institutional theorizing that despite efforts toward change, there may be deeply embedded institutional characteristics that impede addressing the departure puzzle (Laden, Milem & Crowson, 2000).  When the project team began this study, it appeared that Kentucky Wesleyan College had been reinvigorated by a new President in 2004, a new strategic plan, a new SACS reaccreditation, and new or renovated facilities.  The momentum also led to intentional policy changes to boost enrollment such as enhanced football program and the request for assistance, research now at hand.  However, coupled with this study, just during this academic year, there has been an editorial about the football program by a Board of Trustees member in the Owensboro Messenger, a newly hired admissions dean, a recent celebration in honor of a controversial former basketball coach, the recent and significant resignation of the college president, the retiring of the academic dean, who now serves as interim president, and posting for a junior varsity football coach.  “Institutionalized organizations tend to inhabit common organizational fields and tend (isomorphically) to grow increasingly similar over time, with shared cultural elements (Laden, Milem, & Crowson, 2000, p.238).  Put differently, the politically, normative and symbolic environment of the institution may internally protect the status quo.  This overall notion, and specifically the phenomena of college student departure is argued to possibly be an institutionalized character of higher education (Laden, Milem, & Crowson, 2000).

“The first year of college is especially critical for retention, and within that year, the first term, and even in the first weeks in and leading up to enrollment are extraordinarily consequential for longer-term success” (Hermanowicz, 2003, pp. 64-65).  Further, an enrollment management model integrates the recruitment, admissions and matriculation process along with the key stakeholders that facilitate the daily social and academic integration of college life.  To add, this intentional methodology reinforces the psychological activity of self-efficacy for the first-year student, as it reinforces the individual’s perceptions of his/her ability to achieve their desired outcomes upon entering college (Bean & Eaton, 2000). “Institutions must work towards providing students with a meaningful learning environment, so that these students will become connected to the institution by developing a sense of belonging within the student body.” (Lau, 2003, p. 126-127).

Selectivity and prestige only account for part of the success that colleges and universities see in retention (Hermanowicz, 2003).  

The culture of enforced success is defined according to the principle that the university treats all of its students as at-risk failures; and give subsequent attention believing in the “religious-like sense” of preservation of the promise of its students…Risks of failure” as thus reduced by the heavy dosage of social control embodied in the structure and culture of the system…Moreover, such a strategy becomes especially potent when implemented as part of a “focus on freshman,” since it is in this period of college careers when students are the at the greatest attrition risk” (Hermanowicz, 2003, p. 87).

Just as the project team has endeavored to address the effectiveness of the retention levers:  KW1101, PLUS Center and Academic Alert, does Kentucky Wesleyan College have the leadership capacity and commitment to instill a “culture of enforced success, “ and actively pursue the effectiveness of all aspects of the institution to increase persistence?  The project team strongly recommends that this is the strategy that should be considered to improve retention at Kentucky Wesleyan College.  Moreover, given the survey findings, Kentucky Wesleyan College could stimulate a campaign to advance commitment of the institution to student welfare, and institutional integrity among faculty and staff to increase social integration and persistence among first-year students.  The theoretical foundation of Braxton, Hirschy, McClendon (2004) could serve as the institutional framework for this campaign.  This purposeful approach in policies, practices and interactions with students may reduce the significant attrition rate among first-year students.
CLOSING REMARKS

The purpose of this project was to assist Kentucky Wesleyan College in identifying the primary factors attributable to the significant attrition rate of their first-year students.  The project team approached this aim by assessing the various institutional policy levers --- KW1101, the PLUS Center, and the Academic Alert system --- to determine efficacy and impact on persistence.  Further, throughout the investigation, additional policy levers emerged and were included in the final project.  Based upon both qualitative assessment and quantitative analysis, a set of recommendations for improving student retention at KWC was framed.  The recommendations flow directly from the diversity of findings in the analysis, and are informed by the extant literature regarding the first-year experience. It is the opinion of the project team that the recommendations provided will improve the overall experience of KWC students and thereby lead to increased student persistence.


Due to the time and effort expended on this project, the project team feels a special bond with Kentucky Wesleyan College. We look forward to the college achieving its strategic retention goals and hope that this report will serve as substantive assistance.  The team has a lot invested in the success of the project recommendations, and is willing to offer assistance in the implementation of any of the recommendations included in this report.


Finally, the project team wishes to thank all faculty and staff at Kentucky Wesleyan College for their time in providing us access to their detailed knowledge of the institution. The support gave us considerable insight into the workings of the institution that we would otherwise not have been able to acquire.  The team wishes to especially thank the institutional researcher, Mr. Mark Hedges, for his dedication and hard work in tracking down the important data that was used in this report. Without his dogged determination to get the data required much of the analysis here would not have been complete.  To add, the guidance of our advisor, Professor John M. Braxton, was vital in shaping the framework of this project to maximize its benefit for the needs of our fond client, Kentucky Wesleyan College.
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APPENDIX A:  METHODOLOGY
Raw Data Collection & Institutional Document Analysis

The project team collected and analyzed institutional data on retention levers – the Academic Support Center, Academic Alert system, and First-Year Experience Program.  See Appendix B

Staff Interviews

The project team conducted eleven (11) interviews with community members facilitating the Academic Alert program, KW1101, and PLUS Center, as well the academic leadership, athletic leadership and coaches, financial aid and admissions staff; thereby, saturating the Kentucky Wesleyan College staff associated with their critical retention levers.  Interview protocol based upon the revised Tinto interactionalist theory.  See Appendix C & Appendix D.

University Students’ Experiences Survey Description of Variables

Variables (Code)



Definitions

SEC = Student Entry Characteristics

Female (FEMALE)
Student gender (male = 0; female = 1) (Question #2)

Race/Ethnicity (MINORITY)
Student racial/ethnic identity (majority = 0; minority = 1), recoded (Question #1)

High School Grades  

(HSGRADES)
Self-reported high school cumulative grade point average (D or D+ = 1; A or A+ = 8), reverse coded (Question #10)

Parent Education Level 

(EDUCTPA)
Level of parental educational attainment (grammar school or less for both parents = 2; graduate work for both parents = 16).  Composite variable is sum of two items:  father’s level of educational attainment and mother’s level) (Question #11)

Initial Institutional Commitment 

(IC)
Ranking of student’s college choice (4th choice or more = 1; 1st choice = 4), reverse scored (Question #12)

Dependent Variable

Intent to Re-Enroll (PERSISTB)
Dependent variable: The role of intent to re-enroll as a proxy is supported by research (Question #129 – “It is likely that I will register here next Fall Semester 2008.); (strongly disagree = 1; strongly agree = 4)
Independent Variables
Financial Concerns 

(FINCONCERNS)
Concerns about ability to finance college education (no = 0; yes = 1), recoded (Question #16)
First Year Experience 

(FIRSTYR)
Composite of two (2) items measuring the first year programs/experience: first-year student orientation adequately prepared student for academic success (Question #55); first-year student orientation adequately prepared student for social success (Question #56); (strongly disagree = 1; strongly agree = 4); Cronbach’s alpha = .861

Intercollegiate Athlete 

(ATHLETE)
Intercollegiate athlete status (no = 0; yes = 1) (Question #19)

Social Integration 

(SOCIAL3)
Composite of two (2) items:  interpersonal relationships with other students has positive influence on intellectual growth (Question #32); :  interpersonal relationships with other students has positive influence on intellectual growth (Question #33); (strongly disagree = 1; strongly agree = 4); Cronbach’s alpha = .913
Commitment of the Institution

 to Student Welfare

(COMSTWEL)
Composite of thirteen (13) items measuring student perceptions that the institution is committed to the welfare of students:  faculty are genuinely interested in students (Question #28); most student services staff (e.g. dean of students office, student activities, housing, etc.) are genuinely interested in students (Question #39); most college other staff (e.g. registrar, student accounts, financial aid, etc.) are genuinely interested in students (Question #40); have experienced negative interactions with faculty members (reverse scored) (Question #29); have experienced negative interactions with student services staff (reverse scored) (Question #41); have experienced negative interactions with other college staff (reverse scored) (Question #42); faculty members treat students with respect (Question #30); student services staff treat students with respect (Question  #43); other college staff treat students with respect (Question #44); know where to go if need more information about a policy (Question # 45); feel as though students matter on campus (Question #79); institution has a warm inviting feel to it (Question #85); institution makes student feel like a number (reverse score) (Question #86); (strongly disagree = 1; strongly agree = 4); Cronbach’s alpha = .881
Institutional Integrity 

(INSTINTE)
Composite of six (6) items measuring student perceptions that exhibits integrity:  the actions of the administration are consistent with the stated mission of this institution (Question #46); the institution almost always does the right thing (Question #47); the values of this institution are communicated clearly to the campus community (Question #48); the rules of this institution appear in harmony with the values the institution espouses (Question #49); the decisions made at this institution rarely conflict with the values it espouses (Question #50); policies are clearly communicated to me (Question #133); (strongly disagree = 1; strongly agree = 4); Cronbach’s alpha = .858

Subsequent Institutional 

Commitment (IC2)
One (1) item that measures the degree of subsequent commitment to college of enrollment: made right decision in choosing to attend KWC (Question #128); (strongly disagree = 1; strongly agree = 4)
Table 24

	Summary of Regression Analyses for Variables Predicting Social Integration, Subsequent Institutional Commitment and Persistence

	
	
	Social Integration
	Subsequent Institutional Commitment
	Persistence

	
	
	N = 196
	N = 196
	N = 196

	Factor
	
	
	
	

	Standardized Beta Coefficients (ß)
	
	
	
	

	FEMALE
	
	0.059
	-0.017
	0.078

	MINORITY
	
	0.001
	-0.149**
	-0.074

	HSGRADES
	
	0.027
	-0.057
	0.027

	EDUCTPA
	
	-0.071
	-0.059
	0.027

	IC
	
	0.069
	0.281***
	0.082

	FINCONCERNS
	
	0.136***
	0.024
	-0.088

	FIRSTYR
	
	0.305***
	0.147*
	-0.190*

	ATHLETE
	
	0.095*
	-0.020
	-0.010

	COMSTWEL
	
	0.317***
	-0.064
	0.027

	INSTINTE
	
	0.367***
	.430***
	-0.064

	SOCIAL3
	
	
	.011
	0.245*

	IC2
	
	
	
	0.5396***

	
	
	
	
	

	INTERCEPT
	
	0.662***
	0.477
	0.442

	Beta (S.E.)
	
	0.139
	0.551
	0.612

	R
	
	0.851
	0.664
	0.580

	Adjusted R2
	
	0.724
	0.441
	

	Nagelkerke R2
	
	
	
	0.336

	Adj R Squared
	
	0.709
	0.406
	0.291

	Std Error of Estimate
	
	0.15162
	0.556
	0.616

	F
	
	47.974***
	12.745***
	7.469***


* p < .05; **p <  .01; ***p < .001

APPENDIX B: RAW DATA & INSTITUTIONAL DOCUMENT COLLECTION FROM KENTUCKY WESLEYAN COLLEGE

1. Kentucky Wesleyan College Strategic Plan

2. Kentucky Wesleyan College Academic Bulletin 2006 – 2008

3. Kentucky Wesleyan College SACS Reaffirmation Compliance Certification – 4.1 Evaluation of Student Achievement

4. KWC Retention Survey Report – Telephone Survey of Full Time Non-Returning Students (Spring 2005 – Fall 2005; Fall 2005 – Spring 2006)

5. Study of Students Admitted on Qualifications Enrolled in PLUS Center Classes – Fall 2006

6. Retention Rate by Classification Fall 2005 – Fall 2006

7. Kentucky Wesleyan College Institutional Profile 2005 – 2006

8. Kentucky Wesleyan College Full-time Enrollment Projection Model

9. Student Athlete Retention & Graduation Rate Study – Student Athletes Fall 2001 through Fall 2006

10. Kentucky Wesleyan College Common Data Set 2006-07

11. Freshmen Admitted on Qualifications 1988 – 2006

12. Abstract of the Quality Enhancement Plan

13. Cohort Retention Rate Fall 2006 and Fall 2006 – Commuters/Residential

14. Fall 2005 and Fall 2006 Cohort Retention Rates – Commuters vs. Residents (Student Athletes)

15. KWC College Assistance Program “Promoting Emotional Health & Stability on Campus” brochure

16. Kentucky Wesleyan College Panther Athletics Academic Support Program (7/1/07)

17. Football Retention Report from Coach Holsclaw (9/7/07)

18. Kentucky Wesleyan College – The PLUS Center – Providing an academic PLUS brochure

19. “How to Get Good Grades in College” brochure

20. Interviews with Kentucky Wesleyan College personnel

21. KW1101 satisfaction surveys (2005, 2006, 2007)

22. KW1101 Freshmen Seminar Fall 2007 Syllabus

23. KWC Freshmen Entry Survey Fall 2007

24. KWC KW1101 Student Evaluation

25. KWC Freshmen English Class Schedules Spring 2008

26. KWC Football Student Persistence Data Cohorts 2001 – 2006

27. KWC Student Athlete Persistence Data Cohorts 2001 – 2006

28. Email:  A message from President Anne Cairns Federlein, Monday, November 12, 2007

29. 2007 KWC Freshmen Orientation Guide

30. CIRP Institutional Data 2001 – 2006

31. Reworked CIRP Institutional Questions

32. Email addresses for Writing Workshop Instructors

33. Academic Alert Addendum Summary Report

34. Academic Alert Report 2005 – 2006

35. Academic Alert Mid Term Report

36. Comparison of Writing Lab Success 2002 – 2007

37. Executive Summary on Spring 2007 Residency Issues

38. PLUS Center Activities 2003 – 2006

39. PLUS Center PC Class Study 2005 – 2006

40. PLUS Center Student Report

41. PLUS Center 2007 Faculty Survey Report

42. PLUS Center 2007 Student Survey Report

43. Academic Alert Final Report Spring 2006

44. Students Admitted on Qualifications Enrolled in PLUS Center Classes – Fall 2007

45. Email:  “Stats” - Student Athletes Enrolled in PLUS Center classes (Resident vs. Commuter)

46. PLUS Center Program Assessment 2005

47. PLUS Center Program Assessment 2006

48. PLUS Center Program Assessment 2007

49. KWC PLUS Center Student Survey Spring 2006

50. KWC PLUS Center Faculty Survey Spring 2007

51. KWC PLUS Center Student Survey Spring 2007

52. Study of Students Admitted on Qualification enrolled in PLUS Center Classes Fall 2005/Spring 2006

53. Longitudinal Comparison of Writing Lab/English 1301 Fall 2002 – Fall 2007

54. Fall 2006 to Spring 2007 Dorm Residency Issue

55. Freshmen Cohorts Residential/Commuter Fall 2001 through Fall 2007

56. KWC Retention Roundtable Student on Academic Alert Fall 2005/Spring 2006

57. Fall 2006 Midterm Academic Alerts Report

58. Fall 2005/Spring 2006 Students on Academic Alert Report

59. Addendum Academic Alerts (ACT Comparisons) Fall 2005, Spring 2006

60. Academic Alert System Usage Calculations at Mid-terms – Fall 2005, Fall 2006, & Fall 2007

61. Academic Alert Persistence and Non-Persistence Calculations Fall 2005/ 2006/ 2007

62. 2004 – 2007 First Year Athletes & First Year Population Data

APPENDIX C:  INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

Introduction

1. How long have you worked in higher education?

2. How long have you worked at KWC?

3. What significant changes have occurred at the university since the strategic plan implementation began in 2004?

4. How has your job changed since the recent SACS accreditation process?

Tinto’s Interactionalist Theory:  Residential (Students) Colleges & Universities

A.
Commitment of the Institution to Student Welfare

{The more a student perceives that the institution is committed to the welfare of its students, the greater the student’s level of social integration.}



1.
Describe your orientation program.  



2.
What do you think the student’s perception is of the first-year 



support programs (e.g. orientation programs, KW1101)?

3.
Are parents/families involved in the orientation program? If so,  

in what way?

4.
Are there any outreaches to parents/families throughout the 

academic year?

5.
What are the most common academic concerns raised by 1st   

years?


B.
Communal Potential

{The more a student perceives the potential of community on campus, the greater the student’s level of social integration.}



1.
How would you describe the campus culture?  



2.
Do you believe that there is a sense of community among the 



students?


C.
Institutional Integrity



{The more a student perceives that the institution exhibits institutional


integrity, the greater the student’s level of social integration.}



1.
Are students aware of the Academic Alert System?

2.
Are students informed of the PLUS Center if they are not         required to utilize the center? 


D.
Proactive Social Adjustment

{The greater a student’s use of proactive social adjustment strategies, the greater the student’s level of social integration.}
1.
Does the orientation program address coping strategies   to assist the first year students?

2.
Does the KW1101 program address coping strategies to assist the first year students?



3.
Are there other outlets to assist students with coping strategies?


E.
Psychosocial Engagement

{The greater the level of psychological energy a student invests in various social interactions at his or her college or university, the greater the student’s degree of social integration.}



1.
Besides the classroom, what other formal or informal contacts 



occur between faculty and students?


F.
Ability to Pay

{The greater the level of a student’s satisfaction with the costs of attending her or his chosen college or university, the greater the student’s degree of social integration.}

1.
What is the satisfaction level among students regarding college 

costs?

2.
In your opinion, do incoming and current students understand 

eligibility requirements of financial aid in general?


3. 
What are the most common issues raised by students related to financial aid?

Tinto’s Interactionalist Theory:  Commuter Students) Colleges & Universities

1. How does your department foster the integration of commuter students into the KWC environment?

2. Are there any special orientation program offerings for students who commute?

3. Are there any unique challenges/issues associated with KWC commuter students?

4. Is increased residential living part of the strategic/long term plan for KWC?

Student Athlete Involvement (Pascarella & Terenzini)

1. Do student athletes seem isolated from their non-athlete peers?

2. Are student athletes given the opportunity to get involved in non-athletic activities outside of the classroom?

3. Are first-year student athletes intentionally given the opportunity to develop academically as college students? If so, please describe how this is achieved?

Persistence

1.
In your opinion, what is the primary reason some students do not persist at Kentucky Wesleyan?

2.
What additional programs or resources do you believe would help KWC combat the departure problem?

APPENDIX D:  INTERVIEW CONTEXT MATRICES

	Interview Questions 
A - B
	Academic Leadership
	Athletics Staff
	PLUS Center Staff
	Student Life Staff

	A - Institutional Commitment – KW1101
	- designed to acclimate students to campus

- help create a bond with fellow students

- some students see it as an easy A or silly

-students are randomly assigned and this is a function of class schedule

-younger faculty more amenable to KW

- all have been advised and registered by the time orientation occurs
	- many students enjoy it, but many don’t buy into it.
	- is a link  to academics

- new director this year (assist. Dean of Students)

- staff became more involved when freshmen class size increased

- faculty say it is “fluff”

- most students would say it is good, but many resent the class

- has grown in size to eight weeks
	- fun and learning

- some faculty resent the fun

- not sure if the class creates the culture

- faculty do not want “watered down” course

- faculty culture vs. student culture-divergent

-more staff are teaching KW1101

- Students like positive components, not so much the academic

- no parents at orientation, but are notified of midterm grades and parent newsletter

- no attendance policy for freshmen, but there should be.

- reading is an issue

- many first gen. college students

	B - Communal Potential
	- Friendly campus

- 1/3 student athletes

- some religious

- faculty emphasize teaching

- 10 full scholarships in BB

- No community, more like affinity groups
	- Friendly campus/ family atmosphere

- sense of community among athletes

- students support the on-campus games. Not so much the off-campus
	-Friendly campus

- tilted toward athletics

- strong group of religious students

- sense of community, but there are still small groups.
	- friendly campus with a rigorous reputation

- students do not attend BB games


	Interview Questions Group A-F
	KWC Faculty
	Admissions Staff
	Financial Aid Staff
	Student Life Staff

	A - Institutional Commitment – KW1101
	- KW quality varies by professor

- No standardized curriculum

- need a common text
	
	
	- connect w/ college

- ease transition

- evaluation. Criteria differs

- 07 led by non-faculty

	B - Communal Potential
	
	- Not uncommon to be independent

- students mingle well
	- Traditional campus

- no real social problems like drugs

- strong camaraderie among students
	- students are comfortable with faculty and staff

- staff feel disconnected with faculty

- athletes and non get along



	C – Institutional Integrity
	
	
	
	- academic alert mentioned at KW

	D – Proactive Social Adjustment
	PLUS Center tries hard
	
	
	

	E – Psychosocial Engagement
	
	
	
	

	F – Ability to Pay
	
	- $ is a factor

- They act as an extension of the financial aid process

- loans are thought of negatively
	- No real negative comments

- come in asking for assistance

- general aversion to loans
	- many 1st generation college students

- no formal education on financial aid

- loan paperwork concerns

- finance is possible topic for KW


	Interview Questions

C- F
	Academic Leadership
	Athletics Staff
	PLUS Center Staff
	Student Life Staff

	C - Institutional Integrity
	- students know of AA once they get one

- Ought to know of PLUS Center
	- really rely on AA

- AA is excellent system

- inconsistent use by faculty

- students have a positive response to PLUS Center
	- Neither students nor faculty are aware of AA

- inconsistency hurts AA

- PLUS Center is well advertised in student body
	- some yes some no re: Academic Alert

- PLUS Center is explained in KW

- there is a stigma with those =>17

	D - Proactive Social Adjustment
	-Counseling is outsourced, but free. Must present to a KWC official who refers

- RAs are aware of counseling

- KW addresses coping strategies
	- coaches constantly address

- open door policy
	- KW used to address coping strategies

- students are aware of counseling services
	Yes – conflict resolution and coping strategies in KW

- Off campus counseling. Will provide transportation

- off-campus counseling is free for 1st six visits and then student must pay. Financial decision whether to continue

-undecided students have an undecided adv. Until they choose major.

	E. - Psychosocial Engagement
	
	Strong # in FCA and Student Gov’t
	Students are comfortable with faculty and have a rapport
	There is outside contact with student within academic units

-wishes there was more

	F - Ability to pay
	Many say school costs too much

- Combination of poor grades and financial burden

- KEYS $ tied to state GPA while there is also $ tied to KWC GPA
	- lowest funded athletic program in conference

- no one can offer the cost of attendance

- College gives what it can

- fighting with a short stick

- 2/3 have loans and sit the bench
	
	Not too satisfied

- Many first generation students

- loans are considered “bad”

- Must educate students and families better about loans 

- Sticker shock

- lack of knowledge re: loans and finance


	Interview Questions:  Commuters/Athletes

And Persistence
	KW1101 Faculty
	Admissions Staff
	Financial Aid Staff
	Student Life Staff

	Commuter Students
	
	
	
	- 45 minute meeting in gym with all commuters

- commuter lounge doesn’t really cater to commuters

	Student Athletes
	-Coaches believe academics come first

- incoming athletes aren’t prepared 

- need to make sure they get a tutor by 3rd week of class

- too much free time/ poor work ethic
	
	
	- study tables are an effort on the part of coaches, but not a real academic program (2 hours supervised by coach)

	Persistence
	- personal reasons

- work ethic

- study and reading strategies

- not ready to commit time
	- personal reasons

- time management
	- don’t really know why they left

- need to develop an associates program that can lead to a bachelors

- tech programs to enhance IT
	- very few leave because they do not like it at KWC

- top career choice is nursing, but there is no nursing program


	Interview  Questions - Commuters/Athletes

& Persistence
	Academic Leadership
	Athletics Staff
	PLUS Center Staff
	Student Life Staff

	Commuters
	- KW should integrate commuters. Can do better/less lecture

- Would like to a see a greater connection to campus

- Part-time work challenges

- goal to get more on campus by building dorms
	
	Commuters utilize PLUS

- Hasn’t notices any unique challenges

- 
	- challenge to commuters to be involved in club

- students must have an on-campus mailbox

- they receive the same orientation program



	Athletes
	- some athletes isolated (more males than females)

- athletes don’t have time to get involved due to conditioning

- don’t know about 1st year student athlete involvement, but could do more

BB is fully funded Room/Board/and tuition (more than an academic scholarship)
	FB squad size is an administration mandate


	- BB is separate

- most PLUS classes are filled with athletes and freshmen

- services of PLUS Center are used as a recruiting tool
	- some resentment among teams (BB gets more)

- Title IX helped WBB, but no others

- Athletes participate in SGA, newspaper, and student activities

- AA has potential 

- mandatory study hall needs proper supervision/doesn’t work

- part-time coaches, undegreed, what value do they place on academics?

- 10 full scholarships to BB while other sports suffer

- students feel sacrificed at the altar of BB success

	Persistence
	- financial stress

- poor performance

- immaturity

- males worse than females

- suggestions:

1. grant for pre-college program for at-risk students
	No rec center / better on-campus housing. FB only 36 scholarships. Not all scholarships are funded. What is philosophy of the college – recruiting or winning? Winning is directly related to sch.
	- Need more full-time staff in the PLUS Center

- Student athletes say competition is too hard.
	Probs:

1. academic advising – need to make better decisions in course selection

2. admissions should better ID successful student candidates

3. freshmen advising system

4. faculty use of AA

5. late advising to freshmen due to quick adjunct hires

6. full-time coaches would help retention


APPENDIX E:  LETTER TO FACULTY

January 30, 2008

Dear Sir/Madam:

We write you today to thank you in advance for allowing us your class time to administer the Student Experiences Survey to the freshmen at Kentucky Wesleyan. As you may already know, all freshmen will be given this survey electronically during the week of February 4 in your English Writing Workshop. This survey is part of a broader study of student persistence and departure requested by your administration. Particularly, this survey will help us better understand individual student experiences that lead to departure decisions between freshmen and sophomore years at college.

Although this survey is part of a project that is required in our program of study, please know that we are sincere in our desire to assist you and your administration in furthering retention efforts at your college. This survey is integral to this effort and finding the right place to capture all freshman responses was important, so we are very grateful for the use of your class time to accomplish this.

Ms. Deborah Russell has made accessing the survey in your classrooms easy.  She created a bookmark called “College Students’ Experience Survey” for you.  For those of you who already have bookmarks on your Panthernet page, the survey bookmark is at the end of your list. There should be no changes to existing bookmarks or to the order in which they appear.  

To direct your students to the survey, simply tell them to log into Panthernet and click on the “My Courses” link on the left side of the screen.  Under My Courses they will find a link to the Panthernet page for their Writing Workshop section.  Once at the class Panthernet page, they should look for the Bookmarks portlet where they will find the bookmark called “College Students’ Experience Survey”.

In order to give the students some idea about the survey, we have included a brief statement to be read to your students prior to administering the survey. It basically tells them we will be asking for no identifying information and asks them to answer as honestly as possible.

This is the first time this survey has been administered so we are guessing that students should take no longer than 15 to 20 minutes to complete the instrument.  Once again, thank you for your time and assistance and we look forward to sharing our findings with your college. 

Sincerely,

Matthew Domas, Ed.D. Candidate, Vanderbilt University

Mona Hicks, Ed.D. Candidate, Vanderbilt University
APPENDIX F:  COLLEGE STUDENTS’ EXPERIENCES SURVEY

A. Please share some information about yourself.  Please check the appropriate box to each question below.

A1. Are you:

___ African American                                              ___ Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander

___ American Indian/Alaska Native                      ___ Puerto Rican

___ Asian American/Asian                                      ___ Other Latino

___ Caucasian/White
                                              ___ Other _________________________

___ Mexican American/Chicano 

A2. Are you:

___ Female                                       ___ Male

A3. What is your current enrollment status?

___ Full time student                       ___ Part time student

A4. How many semesters have you completed at this institution? 

___ none yet                                     ___ 2

___ 1                                                 ___ more than 2

A5. Are you a US Citizen?

___ yes                                             ___ no

A6. Your current age?

___ 17 or younger                            ___ 22-23

___ 18-19                                         ___ 24 or older 

___ 20-21 

A7. Are you currently married?

___ yes                                             ___ no

A8. How many dependent children do you have living at home (specify the number)?

A9. Where do you currently reside?

     ___off campus with my parents

     ___off campus with my spouse/life partner

     ___off campus by myself and/or with my children

A10. What were your average grades in high school?

___ A or A+                                  ___ A-                                    ___ B+                                              

___ B                                             ___ B-
                             ___ C+ 

___ C                                             ___ C-                                    ___ D+

___ D or lower

A11. Please circle your parents’ highest level of education (F= Father; M= Mother): 

Grammar school or less                                                        F            M

Some high school




             F            M

High school graduate 




 F            M

Postsecondary school other than college


 F            M

Some college




                         F            M

College degree





 F            M

Some graduate school




 F            M

Graduate degree 




             F            M

Unsure 





             F            M

A12. Is this college your:

___ first choice?                             ___ third choice?

___ second choice?                        ___ fourth choice or more?

A13. Did you receive financial aid for this academic year in the form of………

(Please answer all three below.)

Loans? ………………………………………... 1. yes                   2. no

Grants of scholarships? ………………………. 1. yes               2. no

Work-study? ……………..…………………     1. yes                 2. no

A14. During this academic year, approximately how many hours per week were you employed on-campus?  

___ none                                       ___ 11-15 hours                            ___ 26-30 hours

___ 1-5 hours                                ___ 16-20 hours                           ___ 31-35 hours

___ 6-10 hours                              ___ 21-25 hours                           ___ more than 35

A15. During this academic year, approximately how many hours per week were you employed off-campus?  

___ none                                       ___ 11-15 hours                            ___ 26-30 hours

___ 1-5 hours                                ___ 16-20 hours                           ___ 31-35 hours

___ 6-10 hours                              ___ 21-25 hours                           ___ more than 35

A16. Do you have any concern about your ability to finance your college education?

____ None (I am confident that I will have sufficient funds)  

____ Some (but I probably will have enough funds) 

____ Major (not sure I will have enough funds to complete college)

A17. What do you think you will be doing in Fall 2008?

___attending this college or university

___attending another college or university

___not attending any college or university

A18. What is your current GPA in college?

___ A or A+                                  ___ A-                                    ___ B+                                              

___ B                                             ___ B-
                             ___ C+ 

___ C                                             ___ C-                                    ___ D+

___ D or lower

A.19. Are you an intercollegiate athlete?

____ Yes
_____ No

A.19.1. If so, what sport do you play?


___ Football

___ Basketball


___ Soccer

___ Baseball


___ Volleyball

___Cross-Country


___ Golf


___ Softball

B. Following is a list of statements characterizing various aspects of the academic and social life at your college or university. Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with each statement as it applies to your experience.  

Strong Disagree=1      Disagree=2     Agree=3      Strongly Agree=4

B1. Faculty often eat their lunch with students from their courses.
 1
2
3
4

B2. I feel comfortable enough to ask my instructors questions during class. 
1       2       3       4

B3. I am satisfied with my academic experience here.
 1       2       3       4

B4. I am satisfied with the extent of my intellectual development since enrolling here.
 1       2       3       4

B5. My interest in ideas and intellectual matters has increased since coming to this institution.
 1       2       3       4

B6. My academic experience here has had a strong positive influence on my intellectual 

growth and interest in ideas.
1       2       3       4

B7. Few of the faculty members I have had contact with are genuinely 

outstanding or superior teachers.  
1       2       3       4

B8. Few of the faculty members I have had contact with are genuinely interested in students. 
1       2       3       4

B9. Most faculty members I have had contact with are genuinely interested in students. 
1       2       3       4

B10. I have experienced negative interactions with faculty members.
1       2       3       4

B11. In general, faculty members treat students with respect. 
1       2       3       4

B12. Since coming to this university, I have developed close personal relationships with 

other students.
1       2       3       4

B13. My interpersonal relationships with other students has had a strong positive influence 

on my intellectual growth and interest in ideas.

1       2       3       4

B14. My interpersonal relationships with other students has had a positive influence 

on my personal growth, values and attitudes.  
1       2       3       4

B15. It has been difficult for me to make friends with other students enrolled 

at this university.
1       2       3       4

B16. Most students at this university have values and attitudes which are similar to my own.         

 1       2       3       4

B17. Few of the students I know would be willing to help me if I had a personal problem.              1       2       3       4

B18. Most of the faculty I have had contact with are interested in helping student grow 

in more than just academic areas. 









1       2       3       4

B19. Academic advising is a strong component of the academic environment at this university.     

1       2       3       4

C. Following is a list of statements that may characterize your university.  Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with each statement as it applies to your experiences.

Strong Disagree=1  Disagree=2  Agree=3  Strong Agree=4

C1. Most student services staff (e.g., dean of students office, student activities, housing, etc.) I have had contact with are genuinely interested in students. 




1       2       3       4


C2. Most other college/university staff (e.g., registrar, student accounts, financial aid, etc.)

I have had contact with are genuinely interested in students. 






1       2       3       4

 C3. I have experienced negative interactions with student services staff.  



1       2       3       4

C4. I have experienced negative interactions with other college/university staff. 

1       2       3       4

C5. In general, student services staff treat students with respect.  



1       2       3       4

C6. In general, other college/university staff treat students with respect.  



1       2       3       4

C7. In general, I know where to go if I need more information about a policy.  


1       2       3       4

C8. The actions of the administration are consistent with the stated mission of this institution. 

1       2       3       4

C9. My university almost always does the right thing.   







1       2       3       4

C10. The values of this university are communicated clearly to the campus community.  

1       2       3       4

C11. Since I have been a student here, the rules of this university appear in harmony with the values the institution espouses.






             

1       2       3       4

C12. Since I have been a student here, the decisions made at this university rarely conflict with the values it espouses. 








1       2       3       4

 C13. The university encourages significant others (e.g. parents, spouse/life partner) to attend the orientation for new students. 







1       2       3       4

C14. My significant others (e.g. spouse/life partner, parents) feel welcomed at events at this university. 










1       2       3       4

C15.  The university frequently communicates important information to my parents/spouse.
1       2       3       4

C16.  I am satisfied with the amount of financial support (grants loans, work-study, etc.) 

I have received while attending this institution.
1       2       3       4

C17. First year student orientation adequately prepared me for success in the academic 

environment of this university. 
1       2       3       4

C18. First year student orientation prepared me for success in the social environment at this university. 
1       2       3       4

D. We would like to get your views regarding the OVERALL nature of the classroom experience you are having at your university.  In considering your response to these items, please estimate how frequently this happens in the classes that that you have taken or are currently taking this academic year.  Use the following scale:

Never=1      Occasionally=2        Often=3          Very Often=4

D1. Instructors engage me in classroom discussion or debate of course ideas and concepts. 
1       2       3       4

D2. Instructors’ questions in class ask me to show how a particular course concept could be applied to an actual problem or situation. 

1       2       3       4

D3. Instructors’ questions in class focus on my knowledge of facts. 
1       2       3       4

D4. Instructors’ questions in class ask me to point out any fallacies in basic ideas, principles, or points of view presented in the course. 
1       2       3       4

D5. Instructors’ questions in class ask me to argue for or against a particular point of view. 
1       2       3       4

D6. Most exam questions are limited to my knowledge of facts.
 1       2       3       4

D7. Few exams require me to use course content to address a problem not presented in the course. 
1       2       3       4

D8. Most exams require me to compare or construct dimensions of course content.

1       2       3       4

D9. Most exams require me to point out the strengths and weaknesses of a particular argument or point of view.
1       2       3       4

D10. Few exams require me to argue for or against a particular point of view and defend my argument.  
1       2       3       4

D11. Course papers or research projects require me to argue for or against a particular point of view and defend my argument.  
1       2       3       4

D12. Course papers require me to propose a plan for a research project or experiment. 
1       2       3       4

D13. Presentation of class materials is well organized by course instructors.
1       2       3       4

D14. Instructors are well prepared for class. 
1       2       3       4

D15. Instructors use class time effectively. 
1       2       3       4

D16. Course requirements are clearly explained.
 1       2       3       4

D17. Instructors have a good command of what they are teaching.
 1       2       3       4

D19. Instructors give clear explanations.

1       2       3       4

D20. Instructors make good use of examples and illustrations to get across difficult points.
1       2       3       4

E. Following is a list of more statements that may describe your university.  Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with each statement as it applies to your experiences.

Strong Disagree=1  Disagree=2  Agree=3  Strong Agree=4

E1. There is a lot of school sprit at this institution.

1       2       3       4

E2. There are many opportunities for students to get together in extracurricular activities.

1       2       3       4

E3. This college helps students to get acquainted. 
1       2       3       4

E4. I feel as though I matter when I am on campus.

1       2       3       4

E5. Students frequently study or prepare for examinations together. 

1       2       3       4

E7. There are very few clubs and student group activities to which students can belong. 
1       2       3       4

E8.  Students seldom go out and support the school’s athletic teams.

1       2       3       4

E9.  Professors seem to have little time for conversations with students. 
1       2       3       4

E10. Students rarely see their professors outside of class.  

1       2       3       4

E11. This university has a warm, inviting feel to it. 
1       2       3       4

E12. This university makes me feel like a number. 
1       2       3       4

E13. There is ample parking on campus for commuting students. 
1       2       3       4

E14. Parking on campus is convenient to my classes.  
1       2       3       4

E15. This institution attempts to make commuting to and from campus as convenient as possible.
1       2       3       4

E16. Classes at this institution are offered at times which are convenient for me. 
1       2       3       4

E17. University offices that serve students (e.g. financial aid, counseling, registrar)

are open at times convenient for students who work while attending this university. 


1       2       3       4

F. Following is a list of more statements that may describe the nature of your classroom experiences at this university.  In considering your response to these items, please estimate how frequently this happens in the classes that that you have taken or are currently taking this academic year.  Use the following scale:

Never=1      Occasionally=2        Often=3          Very Often=4

F1.  Instructors effectively review and summarize the material.  
1       2       3       4

F2.  Instructors interpret abstract ideas and theories clearly. 
1       2       3       4

F3.  Instructors make class discussions intellectually stimulating. 


1       2       3       4

F4.  Instructors answer students’ questions in a way that helps students understand the material.    
1       2       3       4

F5.  Instructors encourage students to participate in class discussions. 
1       2       3       4

F6.  Instructors require students to work in groups. 
1       2       3       4

F7.  Instructors require students to work in cooperative groups to do course assignments. 
1       2       3       4

F8.  Instructors do extensive lecturing.
1       2       3       4

F9.  Instructors do not keep students informed of their academic progress. 
1       2       3       4

F10. Instructors encourage students to drop by their offices just to visit. 
1       2       3       4

F11. Instructors advise students about career opportunities in their major field. 
1       2       3       4

F12. Instructors do not attend events sponsored by student groups. 

1       2       3       4

F13. Instructors know students by name by the end of the first two weeks of the term. 
1       2       3       4

F14. Instructors do not encourage students to prepare together for classes or exams.
1       2       3       4

F15. Instructors ask students to explain difficult ideas to one another. 


1       2       3       4

F16. Instructors encourage students to join at least one campus organization. 
1       2       3       4

F17. Instructors do not return examinations and papers within a week. 
1       2       3       4

F18. Instructors e-mail or call students who miss class. 


1       2       3       4

F19. Instructors prepare classroom exercises and problems that give students 

immediate feedback on how well they understand the course material. 
1       2       3       4

F20. Instructors give students written comments on their strengths and weaknesses on exams and papers. 
1       2       3       4

F21. Instructors tell students that they expect them to work hard in their classes. 
1       2       3       4

F22.  Instructors emphasize the importance of holding high standards for academic achievement.  
1       2       3       4

F23. Instructors explain to students what will happen if they do not complete their work on time. 
1       2       3       4

F24. Instructors do not help students set challenging goals for their own learning.  
1       2       3       4

G. The following is a list of programs or services that your university may offer.  Please answer yes, no, not sure to following:

G1. This university has a peer mentoring program.                        
 

___yes            ____no              ___not sure

G2. This university has a website that contains information for the 

significant others (e.g. parents, spouse/life partner) of enrolled students.   

___yes            ____no              ___not sure

G3. This university has on-campus employment opportunities for enrolled students.                                                                                      ___yes            ____no              ___not sure

G4. This university has “drop-in” child-care services for enrolled students. 

___yes            ____no              ___not sure

G7. This university has physical facilities for students to study, type papers, and to make copies of various course materials.                        

___ye s            ____no              ___not sure

G8. This university has a physical space open for students during the weekends.


___ye s            ____no              ___not sure

G9. The university library is open during the weekend. 


  

___ye s            ____no              ___not sure

H. Some questions concerning your perceptions about college attendance.   Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with each statement as it applies to  you. 

Strong Disagree=1  Disagree=2  Agree=3  Strong Agree=4

H1. It has been difficult to finance my college education without financial aid.

1       2       3       4

H2. Financial aid is important for my continuation in college.  

1       2       3       4

H3. I am determined to finish college regardless of the obstacles that get in my way.  
1       2       3       4

H4. It is important to me to earn a college degree. 
1       2       3       4

H5. It is not important to me to graduate from THIS college/university.  
1       2       3       4

H6. I am confident that I made the right decisions in choosing to attend this University. 

1       2       3       4

H7. It is likely that I will register here next Fall Semester 2008. 

1       2       3       4

H8. The people closest to me (e.g. parents, family members, close friends, significant other) approve of my attendance at this university. 

1       2       3       4

H9. The people closest to me (e.g. parents, family members, close friends, significant other) encourage me to get a college degree. 
1       2       3       4

H10. I have reliable transportation to and from campus. 
1       2       3       4

H11. The policies of this institution are clearly communicated to me. 
1       2       3       4

H12. Campus activities are clearly communicated to me. 
1       2       3       4

H13. Technology (e.g. email, institutional website, etc.) is effectively used by this university to communicate information to students.

1       2       3       4

H14. Registration for classes at this institution was a straightforward process. 
1       2       3       4

H15. Eating facilities are open during convenient times for commuter students. 
1       2       3       4

H16. General use computers with access to the internet are available throughout this campus. 
1       2       3       4

H17. I feel as though my family is welcomed on this campus.  
1       2       3       4

I. Some questions about your likes and dislikes.  Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with each statement as it applies to you. 

Strong Disagree=1  Disagree=2  Agree=3  Strong Agree=4

I1. I enjoy going to the park or beach with a crowd.

 1       2       3       4

I2. I enjoy leading an active social life. 
1       2       3       4

I3. I enjoy meeting a lot of people. 


1       2       3       4

I4. I enjoy belonging to a social group. 



1       2       3       4

I5. I enjoy going to parties where I’m expected to mix with the whole crowd.  

1       2       3       4

I6. I enjoy having lots of friends who come to stay with me for several days during the year.

1       2       3       4

I7. I enjoy going on a vacation to a place where there are lots of people. 
1       2       3       4

I8. I enjoy inviting lots of people to my room or apartment for a snack or party.  
1       2       3       4

I9. I dislike when people leave me alone.  

1       2       3       4

I10. I dislike going to the park or beach at times when no one else is likely to be there.  
1       2       3       4
J. Some final questions about your experiences at this university.

Strong Disagree=1  Disagree=2  Agree=3  Strong Agree=4

J1. Since entering this University have you taken a course or seminar specifically designed to help first-year students adjust to college (e.g. freshmen seminar, student success programs, etc)?

___ yes                   ___ no

J1.1 If so, rate the courses impact on your:


a. Knowledge of this institutional history.







1      2      3        4


b. Feeling of school/class unity. 









1      2      3        4


c. Development of college skills.








1      2      3        4


d. Feelings of strong connection to the institution.






1      2      3        4


e. Feelings that the institution cares about you.







1      2      3        4


f. Feelings of belonging in the college community






1      2      3        4

J2. Since entering this university have you taken two or more courses with the same group of students?  The two or more courses had an underlying theme.

____yes
    ____no

____not sure

J3. This institution provides students with information about off-campus housing option near campus.  

____yes
    ____no

____not sure

J4. This institution provides students with off campus roommate referral services.  

____yes
    ____no

____not sure

J5. This university helps students find transportation to and from campus.

____yes
    ____no

____not sure

