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Most postsecondary ingtitutionsclosely monitor the propor-
tion of first-year studentswho return for asecond year of
college. Theone-year retention rateiswidely regarded as
animportant indicator of institutional effectiveness. A low
retention rate may be symptomatic of aninstitutionthat has
trouble meeting its students needs and aspirations. More-
over, theattrition of significant numbersof studentshampers
aningtitution'sability to apportion resourcesefficiently and
raisesquestions about accountability inthemindsof parents
andlegidators!

The Officeof Institutional Research recently conducted a
study of why first-year sudentsleave UK. First, weworked
with the Registrar's Office and the National Student Clear-
inghouseto determinewhereour first-year sudentsgo after
leaving the University of Kentucky. Second, we collabo-
rated with the Survey Research Center (SRC) on atele-
phone survey of non-returning studentsto learn why they
left UK, how they evaluated their academic and social ex-
periencesduring their first year, and what their planswere
for pursuing an advanced education.

What |sthe Status of Sudents after Their First Year?
Thisstudy focusedinitidly on 3,718firgt-time, first-year su-
dentswho begantheir collegiatestudiesat UK infall 2002.
Theretention ratefor thiscohort of full- and part-time stu-
dentswas 76.7 percent.? A total of 865 full- and part-time
students(23.3%) did not returnto the University infall 2003.
TheNationd Student Clearinghousewasabletofind records
initsdatabase documenting that 619 of these 865 students
had transferred to other postsecondary ingtitutions. It ispos-

! University of Massachusetts Amherst (2001) Non-returning first-
year students: Why they leave and where they go. Assessment
Bulletin. 4:1-4.

2 UK's official retention rate is based on the percentage of first-
time, full-time, degree-seeking students who return the following
fall for a second year of college. The retention rate for full-time
students from the fall 2002 cohort was 77.1%. Since part-time
students were included in the first phase of this study, we report
the retention rate for both full- and part-time students in the chart
and narrative above.

sblethat afew studentswere not identified astransfersbe-
causethey subsequently enrolled in ingtitutionsthat do not
participatein the Clearinghouse database. However, over
90 percent of the nation's postsecondary institutions submit
datato the Clearinghouse database. Thus, theavailableevi-
dence suggeststhat 239 studentsfrom this cohort did not
transfer to another collegeor university after leaving UK.

Highlightsfromthisphase of thestudy and agraph depicting
theenrollment status of the entire 2002 cohort are presented
below:

* Over three-quarters (76.7%) of thefall 2002 cohort re-
turned thefollowing fall to continuetheir sudiesat UK.

» Of the 865 studentswho did not returnto UK infall 2003,
most (619) subsequently enrolled at another college or uni-
versty.

* Nearly threetimes as many transfers choseto continue
their education at another Kentucky college or university
rather than an out-of -state institution.

* Thetop five Kentucky institutionswhere UK first-year
studentssubsequently enrolled were: Lexington Community
College(131), theUniversity of Louisville (63), Northern
Kentucky University (38), Jefferson Community College(32),

Figure 1

The Fall 2002 Cohort of First-Year Students:
Collegiate Status in 2003-04
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Source: UK Office of Institutional Research and National Student Clearinghouse




and Western Kentucky University (29). Thesefiveingtitu-
tionsaccounted for dmost half (47.3%) of dl initid transfers
fromUK.

« Slightly more than half (52.3%) of al transferswereen-
rolled at two-year ingtitutions.

* Nearly nine of ten transfers (88.8%) wereenrolled full-
timeat their most recent college.

* Oneof 10transfers(10.5%) had enrolled in two or more
indtitutionssinceleaving UK.

Why Do Students Leave UK?

The Officeof Ingtitutional Research hasbeen closdly track-
ing retention rates of first-year studentsin recent years. In
our effortsto develop astatistical model that forecastsre-
tention, theoverdl first-year grade point averageturnsout
to bethebest predictor of whether astudent returnsto UK
for asecond year. Figure2illustratesthe academic status of
850 full-timestudentswho did not returnto UK infall 2003.
The chart reved sthat one-half (48.5%) of thefull-time stu-
dentswho left UK prior to their sophomoreyear werein
good academic standing at thetime of their departure. One
of five (21.49%) studentswas on probation for maintaining
an unsatisfactory grade point average. And nearly one-third
(30.1%) of the studentsin thisgroup had been suspended
fromtheUniversity.

Figure 2

Academic Status of First-Year Students
Who Left UK During or After Their First Year
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Inthisyear's study, we sought to learn more about why stu-
dentswho had the option of staying at UK ultimately de-
cided to pursue other opportunities. Consequently, the sec-
ond phase of our retention study targeted nearly 600 former,
full-timestudentswho wereeither ingood standing academi-
cally or on probationwhenthey left UK. Studentswho had
been suspended for poor gradeswere not asked to partici-

pateinthetel ephone survey. The UK Officeof Ingtitutional
Research targeted 583 studentsfor participationinthetele-
phonesurvey. The Survey Research Center staff eventually
contacted 293 of these students. A total of 250 students
consented to beinterviewed, which congtitutes aresponse
rate of 85.3 percent.®

Thefirst question on thetelephone survey asked non-re-
turning studentsto report the most important reason why
they decided toleave UK. The most common responsesto
thisquestion arelistedin Figure 3.

Figure 3
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The desireto be closer to home was the most frequently
given reason for leaving UK. Nearly onein five students
mentioned being homesick or wanting to live near home,
family, and friends. Thenext most common reasonfor leav-
ing wasthebelief that UK wastoo expensive. And thethird
most frequently given reason for not returning wasthe per-
ception that the"school wastoo big” or that " classeswere
too large." Survey participants were asked if there were
additiona reasonsthat affected their decisiontoleave UK.
When respondents gave another reason, however, most gen-
erally mentioned one of the common reasonslisted above.

How Do Students Rate the Quality of Their

UK Experiences?

We asked non-returning studentsto evaluate the quality of
instruction and advising at UK. With acouple of excep-
tions, students ratingswerefairly postive:

3 Interviews were conducted from April 5to May 15, 2004. For each
student in the sample, up to 20 phone calls were made, and as many
as 10 scheduled 'call-backs' were attempted for those contacted at
inconvenient times.
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* Seven of 10(71.9%) rated the overall quality of instruc-
tion asgood or excellent.

* Two of five (42.1%) rated theindividual attention from
instructorsasgood or excellent.

* Nearly three-quarters(72.9%) rated thewillingness of fac-
ulty to meet with studentsasgood or excellent.

* Three-quarters (75.0%) agreed or strongly agreed with
the statement, ""my academic advisor spent sufficient time
withme."

* Roughly four of five (82.8) agreed or strongly agreed with
the statement, "my academic advisor wasaccessblewhen|

needed help.”

* Nearly seven of eight (86.1%) agreed or strongly agreed
withthe statement, "' my academic advisor reviewed my aca-
demicrecord prior togiving advice."

We a so asked non-returning studentsto rate how success-
ful they had been on several academic and social dimen-
sonswhileattending UK. Theresultsfor thislineof ques-
tionsaredepicted inthechart below.

Figure 4

Perceived Success in Accomplishing Selected Skills and Activities
(Percent Reporting 'Successful' or 'Very Successful’)
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Relativeto other itemson the survey, studentsrate estab-
lishing a network of friends as their most successful en-
deavor. A largebody of ingtitutiona research, including our
own research program, hasfound that the social dimension
of collegelifeiscritical to students satisfactionand hasan
impact on retention. Studentsreport theleast successines-
tablishing meaningful connectionswith faculty. Thisfind-
ingisnot surprising, giventhesizeof many freshman classes
andthelack of confidencethat somefirst-year sudentshave
intheir communication skills. Students difficulty inestablish
ing meaningful relationshipswith faculty should not be con-
strued asashortcoming on the part of UK professors. Itis

worth noting that on the National Survey of Student En-
gagement, our first-year studentsand seniorsreportedin
2001 and 2003 somewheat greater invol vement with faculty
than their counterpartsat other largeresearch universities.
First-year studentsand seniorsscored between the 60th and
70th percentiles on the benchmark measuring student inter-
actionwith faculty members.

Roughly three-quarters of the survey respondents report
successin adjusting to the academic demandsof college,
including devel oping study skills. About sevenin 10 stu-
dentsbelievethey were successful in managing time effec-
tively. Theseresults are comparabl e to those reported by
returning studentson the Survey of First-Year Experiences,
whichisadministered near the end of the spring semester.
But it should be noted that only half of non-returning stu-
dentsleft UK ingood standing. If we had interviewed stu-
dents suspended for academic reasons, it islikely that stu-
dents ratingsof their accomplishmentswoul d be somewhat
lower.

Animportant questionishow satisfied arenon-returning stu-
dentswiththeir overdl educational experiencesat UK. Does
lack of satisfaction seemto bedriving alarge proportion of
studentsaway? We asked studentsin our sample"to what
extent did your experienceat UK meet your expectations?’
Theanswers students gave to this question are shown be-
low.

Figure 5
"To What Extent Did UK Meet Your Expectations?"
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Nearly one-third (31.7%) of the respondentsindicated that
their experiencesat UK were either moderately above or

far abovetheir expectations. About half (47.8%) reported
that UK had met their expectations. Roughly oneinfive
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(20.5%) studentsrated their experienceshereaseither mod-
erately below or far below their expectations.

We a so asked students whether they agreed or disagreed
with thefollowing statement: "'l would recommend UK to
another student as agood placeto go to college.” Their
responsestothisquestion areillustrated in the chart bel ow.

Figure 6
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Nine of ten (89.8%) students either somewhat agreed or
strongly agreed with this statement. Students responsesto
thisquestion and the previousitem suggest that dissatisfac-
tionwith UK isnot amajor forcein driving most students
away fromtheUniversity. Interestingly, one-third (33.2%)
of thosesurveyed said they planned toreturnto UK at some
pointintheir college careers. Onceagain, however, itisim-
portant to consider that ratings on these two 'sati sfaction'
itemswould undoubtedly belower if thetel ephone survey
had targeted students suspended for academic reasons.

What are Students' Reasonsfor Transferring?

The SRC telephone survey, as well as the search of the
National Clearinghouse Database, reveal sthat most non-
returning first-year studentsare pursuing their educationsat
another postsecondary institution. Four of five survey re-
spondents (83.1%) indicated that they were currently en-
rolled at another college. Most of these students (70.4%)
wereemployed whilepursuing their studieselsewhere. As
one would expect, students most important reasons for
transferring to their present collegewere highly consistent
withtheir reasonsfor leaving UK.

Relativeto UK, studentsreported that their new institution
was.

* Closer to home (42.0%)

* Lessexpensive (9.8%)

* Smalerinsize(7.3%)

In addition, oneinten students (9.8%) reported that their
new college offered amajor or program that was not of -
fered at UK.

Thetelephoneinterview concluded by asking respondents,
"If UK could have doneonething to prevent you from leav-
ing, what would it havebeen?’ Again, thereasonsoffered
by studentstouched upon arelated set of themes:

* Lower the cost of attending (22.0%)

* Offer smdller classeswithmoreindividual attentionfrom
instructors(17.7%)

* Offer themajor program | want to pursue (14.9%)

* Miscellaneous suggestions (45.4%)

Further Thoughts on Retention

UK'sofficid retentionratefor full-timestudentsfromthefal
2002 cohort declined to 77.1 percent, down from 79.3 per-
cent for the previousfirst-year class. Thedropinretention
ratesoccurred astheUniversity enrolleditslargest first-year
classin history. UK hasbeen engaged in effortsduring the
past few yearsto meet ambitious enrollment goal s estab-
lished by the Council on Postsecondary Education. Faculty
and adminigtratorsfaceamgjor challengeinraisng retention
rateswhileadmitting increasingly larger classesof first-year
Students.

Thisstudy hasshownthat no singlefactor explanswhy firg-
year studentsleave UK. We have seen that 30 percent of
first-year studentswho failed to return thefollowing year
weresuspended fromthe University, primarily for academic
reasons. Of theremaining first-year studentswho left UK,
the most common reasons for leaving could be traced to
their preferencesto be closer to home, to attend smaller
classes, andto pay lessfor their education.

Thisanaysssuggeststhat our capacity toincreaseretention
rates by addressing non-returning students needs may be
morelimited than many of uswould careto admit. Certainly,
the easiest way to boost retention rateswould be to adopt
moresdectivecriteriafor admitting freshmen. Studentsfrom
thefall 2002 cohort who earned ACT Composite scores of
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'28 and above' have aretention rate of 87.9 percent, about
10 percentage points higher than the averagefor theentire
cohort. But UK'sstrategicinitiativeto enroll more students
may precludethe option of limiting admission to students
withthevery best academic credentials.

Given Kentucky'suncertain economic picture, the Univer-
gty will haveadifficult timehiring theadditional professors
needed to paredown theratio of students-to-faculty inmany
classes. Consequently, UK may not be ableto satisfy some
non-returning students needsfor smaller classes. A history
of decreasing state support will continueto exert pressure
onthisingitution to consder substantia tuitionincreasesin
upcoming years. Comparative dataon tuition and feessup-
portsthe position that an advanced education at UK isstill a
bargain. However, our telephonesurvey findingssuggest the
cost of attending UK isforcing some studentsto find more
affordableinstitutionswherethey can continuetheir educa
tion.

Therewill always be some studentswho are homesick for
family and friends. Our telephone survey reved ed that one
of five non-returning students went home every weekend
whilethey werehere. And nearly one-third reported visiting
home two-to-three weekends each month. The current ad-
ministration hastried to engage studentsin the socid fabric
of university lifeby offering programsand servicesthat en-
courage studentsto stay in Lexington ontheweekends. This
isaworthwhile practice, and innovative activitiesthat keep
students on campus should continue to be devised. Itis
interesting to gpecul atewhether wemight haveretained some
of thenon-returning studentsif activitieshad been provided
that met their particular social needs.

Our study hasshown that non-returning sudentsassignrela
tively highmarksto theacademic advisng they receive. One
issuethat should probably be addressed in someadvising
sessonsisthepotentid risk involved in being employed off-
campus. Our previousresearch has shown that the number
of hoursstudentswork off-campusisnegatively correlated
withcumulative, firs-year, grade point averages. Theamount
of timestudentswork on-campusisunrelated totheir fresh-
man academic performance. On thisspring'stelephone sur-
vey, over one-fourth (26.2%) of the non-returning students
reported working more than 15 hours per week while at
UK, over twicetherate (11.7%) reported by returning stu-
dentson asurvey administered in Spring 2003.

Studentswho spend afair amount of timetraveling back
and forth between their job and campus may havelesstime
togotothelibrary, meet with professorsduring officehours,
or develop socidl tiesthat bind themto theuniversity com-
munity. Undoubtedly, some students employed off-campus
havefinancid needsthat necessitateworking fairly long hours
at wagesthat may besignificantly higher thanincome pro-
duced through on-campus employment. But our past re-
search hasfound only asmall, positive correl ation between
thenumber of hours students are employed off-campusand
their level of concernabout paying for their education. Many
first-year students are accustomed to the spending power
they had when they worked during their high school years.
Thelureof fashionableclothes, compact discs, acell phone,
and acar createsapowerful incentiveto work long hoursat
a'regular' job. Clearly, advisorsshouldtalk to studentsabout
therisks off-campus employment posesto academic suc-
Cess.

Finally, thisstudy hasfound that seven of 10 studentswho
left UK after ther first year transferred to another ingtitution.
Thisfinding iscons stent with an emerging body of research
documenting multi-institutional attendance patterns of
postsecondary students. A major national study on atten-
dance patternsand bachel or's degree attainment discovered
that the proportion of undergraduateswho transferred at
least onceincreased from 40 percent to 54 percent during
the 70s and 80s.* This research project also found that
studentswho began their college careersin selectivefour-
year institutions and thoseinitially attending open-access
collegesattended multipleinstitutions at the highest rates.
After reviewing theliterature on student migration patterns,
Victor Borden recently noted: "Thetraditiona 'linear-ma-
triculation’' image of the college student till influencespolicy
formulation and educationd practiceat dl levels, despitethe
reality that the majority of 18-to 24-year-oldsdo not expe-
rienceacollegeeducationinalinear fashion."®

4 Adelman, C. (1999). Answers in the Toolbox: Academic Intensity,
Attendance Patterns, and Bachelor's Degree Attainment.
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education. Office of
Educational Research and Improvement.

5 Borden, V.M.H. (2004). "Accommodating Student Swirl." Change.
36:10-17.
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Where Do We Go from Here?

We have already discussed how dwindling state appro-
priationsand the University'sstrategic initiative to enrol|
more students may limit thetypes of interventionsthat can
be used to raise retention rates. Given these constraints,
the most promising interventions appear to be the follow-
ing:

* Convey more realistic expectations about the demands
of college-level work to prospective students and their
parents

» Analyzetheeffectiveness of admissions criteriaused to
admit new students

* Develop new living learning communitiesand improve
existing onesin an effort to engage studentsinthe social
and academic lifeof the University

* Develop an early warning system that identifies aca-
demically at-risk studentsfor intensive advising and other
interventions

Communicating Expectations about Academic Work
in College

UK should engagein greater outreach effortswith high
school students and parentsto convey more realistic
expectations about the demands of college-level work.

First-year students from thefall 2002 cohort evaluated the

academic challenge of their schooling infairly predictable
ways over the course of their first year. Figure 7 displays
how students assessed the scholastic challenge of their
senior year on afall 2002 survey and the academic
demands of their freshman year on a spring 2003 ques-
tionnaire. Nearly two-thirds (63.8%) indicated that their

senior year waseither "not at al challenging” or "somewhat

challenging." However, three-quarters (74.1%) of the

Figure 7
Perceived Academic Challenge of High School and College
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freshman classreported their first year at UK was either
"challenging’ or "very chalenging.”

Educators and policy makers should be concerned about
the dramatic shift--over the course of one year--in stu-
dents' perceptions of academic challenge. These survey
findingsclearly support many educators claimsthat the
senior year of high school generally lacksacademicrigor.
The demands of college-level study comeasarude
awakening to many first-year students. The higher educa-
tion community and parents of high school students need
to be more forceful in demanding that the senior year be
more productive. Inour ongoing freshman research
program, thelevel of academic challenge studentsre-
ported during their senior year isasignificant predictor of
their cumulative, first-year GPA: thegreater thelevel of
challenge experienced during the senior year, the greater
thelikelihood that astudent will earn above-average
gradesduring the freshman year.

Achieving good gradesin high school whileexpendinglittle
effort may lead many studentsto believethey can be
academically successful in collegewith simply afew extra
hours of study. The average high school GPA earned by
the fall 2002 freshman cohort was 3.5. Yet two of five
(39.3%) first-year students reported that they had studied
only two or fewer hoursin atypica week during their
senior year. And seven of 10 (70.3%) reported studying
five or fewer hours per week. At the end of their first year
at UK, students estimated studying alittle morethan they
did during their senior year. However, the amount of time
devoted to preparing for class and completing assigned
work was still substantially below what most faculty
members expect. Two of five (41.2%) students indicated
they spent five or fewer hours on homework in atypical
week! Three-quarters (73.2%) reported studying 10 or
fewer hoursin atypical week. And, onthe'highend,' a
little over one-fourth (28.2%) of thefirst-year class
reported studying more than 10 hours per week.

Findingsfrom national surveysalso revea that many high
school seniorshave unrealistic expectations about college
life.® Other researchers have noted the importance of

6 Sax, L.J., Gilmartin, SK., Keup, JR., Bryant, A.N., and Plecha, M.
(2002). Findings from the 2001 pilot administration of Your First
College Year (YFCY): National norms. Los Angeles, CA. Higher
Education Research Institute, University of California at Los
Angeles.
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anticipatory socialization in helping students adjust to new
roles and respond to unfamiliar norms and expectations.’
Students who have a better grasp of what collegeislike
aremore apt to be satisfied with their collegiate experi-
ences than other students and are more likely to graduate
with afour-year degree.®

The curriculum of UK 101, our freshman orientation
seminar, isdesigned to ease students transition to
postsecondary education by furnishing them with more
realistic expectations about collegelife. UK 101 instruc-
tors could enhance their discussions of academic expecta-
tionsby presenting survey findingsculled fromthe First-
year Survey Program. Last year, the UK Office of Institu-
tional Research presented first-year survey resultsto an
inner city high school in Louisville. Perhaps presentations
should be developed that relay basic academic expecta
tionsto students and their parents at the Summer Advising
Conferences.

Analyzing the Effectiveness of Admission Criteria
Students applying for admission to UK arerequired to
submit transcripts of high school grades, alongwithACT
or SAT test scores. UK's selective admission process
enables students to compensate for poor standardized test
scores by earning good gradesin high school. Likewise,
studentswho have achieved arelatively low grade point
average can still gain admission by presenting reasonably
high ACT or SAT scores.

Many colleges use high school grades and standardized
test scores as admission criteria because they are posi-
tively correlated with students cumulative, first-year GPA.
However, the two account for less variance in students
freshman grades than one might expect: roughly 11to 19
percent of the varianceindividually, and about 23 percent

"Hosdler, D, Kuh, G D., and Olsen, D. (2001). Finding (more) fruit
on the vines: Using higher education research and institutional
research to guide institutional policies and strategies (Part 11).
Research in Higher Education 42: 223-235.

8 See the following references. Astin, A.W. (1993). What mattersin
college?: Four critical years revisited. San Francisco, CA: Jossey
Bass.; Pascarella, E.T., and Terenzini, PT. (1991). How college affects
students. findings and insights from twenty years of research. San
Francisco, Jossey-Bass.; Tinto, V. (1987). Leaving college:
Rethinking the causes and cures of student attrition. Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago Press.

of the variance when used together to predict first-year
grades.®

Figure 8 showsthe relationship between different ranges
of ACT Scores and first-year retention rates for the
entering class of 2002. Studentswith ACT Composite
scores below 18 had a dlightly better than 50/50 chance of
returning to UK for a second year of college. Witha
Composite score in the 18-20 range, students' retention
rates improved to 68 percent. Retention rates jumped six
percentage points when students earned test scoresin the
21-22 range. But rates leveled off at the 23-24 range
before rising again with scoresin the 25-27 and 28 and
above ranges.

Figure 8

Retention Rate by ACT Range
Fall 2002 Cohort
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Itisnot clear why retention rates leveled off in the 23-24
score range. The same leveling-off effect has been ob-
served for several years when six-year graduation rates
are plotted against ACT Composite score ranges. Two
plausible explanationsfor this phenomenon may be at
work. First, the particular combination of ACT composite
scores and high school grades that gain a student admit-
tance to the University may not be appropriately cali-
brated. It is possible that a student who has earned an
ACT scorein the 23-24 range may be admitted to UK
with ahigh school GPA that issimply too low. Therela-
tively low GPA that a student can present withan ACT
score of 23 or 24 may indicate that the student is not

® Nichols, P. (2001) Validity of ACT composite scores and high
school grades for predicting first-year academic success at the
University of Kentucky. Unpublished manuscript. ACT, Inc. lowa
City, lowa. This study found that UK students' first-year GPA was
correlated +. 33 with the ACT Composite, +. 43 with high school
GPA, and +. 48 with the ACT Composite and high school grades,
jointly.
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motivated enough to perform college-level work ona
consistent basis. Second, the leveling-off effect may have
lessto do with admission criteriathan it doeswith an
ineffective placement processfor key courses. Students
who lack well-devel oped reading and quantitative skills
may be placed into courses that require alevel of profi-
ciency they are not capabl e of reaching without first
mastering more basic skills. The Officeof Ingtitutional
Researchisnow collaborating with statisticians at the SAS
I nstitute to examine the effectiveness of current admission
criteria

Developing and Improving L earning Communities
Oneof every eight first-year studentswho left UK during
orimmediately after their first year said the University was
'too large' or classes were 'too big.' For large research
universities, learning communities hold the promise of
creating small, cohesive groups of studentswho are
connected to one another in educationally purposeful
ways. UK’sresidentia |earning communitiesal so attempt
to create clusters of warm, closely-knit environmentsto
facilitate |earning and enhance personal development in
and outside of the classroom environment.

Studentsand faculty withinalearning community have
similar academic goalsand collaborate with one another in
the exploration of their shared interestsand scholarly
pursuits. Yet areview of theliteraturerevealsthat learning
communities often assume anumber of very different
curricular and residential arrangements:*

* Curricular learning communities enroll groups of
studentsin several courseslinked together around a
common academic disciplineor topic;

* Classroom learning communities create several
communitiesof studentswithin the classroom and empha-
sizetheimportance of collaborative learning and group
projects,

* Residential learning communities involve groups of
students who live and take classes together in close
proximity and who interact frequently outside of classin
pursuing sSimilar interests; and

* Sudent-type learning communities are created for
selected groups of students (e.g., the academically under-

0 |_enning, O.T., and Ebbers, L.H. (1999). The powerful potentia of
learning communities: Improving education for the future. ASHE-
ERIC Higher Education Report. val. 26, no. 6.

prepared, disabled, intellectually gifted, under-repre-
sented, or students who share similar interests).

Recent research showsthat participationinlearning
communitiesispositively correlated with academic en-
gagement, self-reported gainsin skillsand knowledge, and
overal satisfactionwith college.™

Several living and learning communities have been formed
at UK in recent years to address awide range of interests:
community service, wellness, spirituality, cross-cultural
understanding, and thefinearts. In addition, UK offers
discipline-based, residential learning communitiesfor
students studying engineering, science, and German. Last
year, Student Affairsstaff collaborated with the Office of
Institutional Research on an assessment of student prefer-
encesfor different types of theme-based |earning commu-
nities. Survey results were used to develop several new
learning communitiesaimed at satisfying students ex-
pressed interests and needs. Research can play asignifi-
cant roleinidentifying which typesof learning communities
aremost effectivein promoting student retention and
producing desirablelearning outcomes.

Developing an Early Warning System for At-Risk
Sudents

Finally, we recommend focusing efforts on the devel op-
ment of an "early-warning identification system" to detect
academically at-risk students. A key to increasing retention
ratesistoidentify studentswho may eventually become
disengaged--both academically and socially--from the
campus community. By quickly spotting studentswho
display certain warning signs, we may bein apositionto
deliver effective advising and other servicesthat may help
turn around someone's academic career.

The Officeof Institutional Researchisworking with
statisticiansat the SAS Institute to devel op mathematical
modelsthat will constitute amajor component of the early
warning system. The project isusing datafrom students
applicationfiles, the Student Information System, and the
fall Survey of First-Year Studentsto enhance our ability to
predict which studentswill experiencethe most difficulty in
adjusting to university life. Weare currently assessing the

1 Zhao, C., and Kuh, G.D. (2004). Adding value: Learning
communities and student engagement. Research in Higher
Education. 45:115-138.
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diagnostic value of variousindicators: the high school

GPA, ACT/SAT scores, measures of academic and social
disengagement, procrastination tendencies, student role
identification, and perceived academic challenge of the
senior year. After significant indicators have been identi-
fied, wefacethe challenge of packaging thisinformation so
faculty and staff who work daily with at-risk studentson
our campus can readily useit.

Conclusions

About half of all studentswho leave UK prior to earning a
bachelor's degree do so either during or immediately after
their first year. Adjusting to the pressures of collegelifeis
difficult, particularly for new studentswho have never been
away from homefor significant periods of time. During
their initial monthsat college, first-year students must
negotiate amaze of new expectationsfor conducting their
academic and socia liveswhilelearning to manage signifi-
cant increasesin persona autonomy. A successful first-
year experience providesthe framework for achieving a
variety of educational and personal goals. First-year
studentsare cultivating important academic skills, forging a
personal identity and philosophy of life, making plansfor a
career, and forming and maintaining new social relation-
ships.*2

Resultsfrom thisresearch project support akey findingin
theliterature on student retention: no single reason explains
why the majority of students|eave collegeduring or just
after their freshman year. Many factors affect thelikeli-
hood of first-year students returning for a second year of
college. Some students--despite satisfactory high school
grades--are not academically prepared for the rigors of an
undergraduate education. Thirty percent of first-year
studentswho failed to return thefollowing fall to UK were
suspended, mostly for academic reasons. In our telephone
survey, non-returning students often mentioned their desire
to be closer to home, to attend asmaller institution, or pay
lessfor their education. Interestingly, nearly one-third of
the respondentsto our telephone survey gave miscella-
neous reasons for leaving UK that were not widely shared
by other non-returning students.

TheUniversity must raiseitsretention rateif it wishesto
jointheranksof elite public research universities. UK is

12 Upcraft, M.L., Gardner, J.N., and Associates (1989). The freshman
year experience. San Francisco, CA: Jossey Bass.

currently tied for last among its 19 benchmark institutions
inretaining itsfirst-year students. The University'sretention
rate of 77 percent for the 2002 cohort is 15 percentage-
points bel ow the median of its benchmarks. The multi-
dimensional nature of retention suggeststhat UK should
develop abroad array of initiativestargeted at different
student groups as it attempts to perform better on this
indicator. Inour effortsto prevent studentsfrom leaving, it
isimportant to remember that we already know alot
about why some students stay in school and othersleave.
Weknow that students benefit by working closely with
their professors, receiving sensible counsel fromtheir
advisors, and by participating in activitiesthat fully engage
theminthelifeof theUniversity.

Developing effective policiesto support the needs of first-
year students hinges upon our ability to gauge accurately
how students spend their time and what they hope to
acquirefrom their studies. The need to understand what
studentsdo with their timeisone of thedriving forces
behind the development of UK's First-Year Survey
program and itsbiennial participation inthe National
Survey of Student Engagement. Dr. George D. Kuh,
Director of the NSSE, forcefully expresses this point of
view:

"What students do in college and how they use an
institution'sresourcesfor learning are critical to their
success broadly defined . . . Students do better aca-
demically and socially when they apportion reason-
able chunksof timeto acombination of theright kinds
of activities, such educationally purposeful thingsas
studying, interacting with faculty members, advisors,
and right-minded peers, performing community ser-
vice, and participating in co-curricular activities. For
collegesand universitiestoinduce such desirable be-
havior by more of their students on a more frequent
basis they need to first determine how students are
spending their time during thecritical first year of col-
lege and to what extent students' expectationsfor the
first year are consistent with the institution'sand stu-
dents own aspirations."*®

13 Kuh, G.D. (2000). Tools for assessing the first-year student
experience. First-Year Assessment Listserv. http:/www.Brevard.edu/
fyc/listerv/remarks/kuh.htm.
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In promoting the success of our newest students, faculty
and administrators must help studentsfind aclose match
between their social and academic needs and the opportu-
nities accessible on campus. Assessment will play amajor
roleinidentifying promising new programsand refining
existing servicesto meet students needs and expectations.

Office of Institutional Research
103B Alumni Gym

Lexington, KY 40506-0029
859-257-1633

http: //mamww.uky.edu/I R/

UK Institutional Research Reports The Retention of First-Year Students
-10- August 2004




