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IUPUI’s one-year retention and six-year graduation rates are low by many standards. This is
especially true for cohorts of first-time, full-time freshman, the focus of most comparative
studies.
There has been a recent upswing in one-year retention rates, but these changes are not
going to affect six-year graduation rates for at least another five years.
The low retention and graduation rates are closely related to the high rates of failure,
especially within first-year courses.
Like many institutions, IUPUI loses about one-half of those who ever drop out before the
second year. Unlike many institutions, IUPUI loses many students between the fall and spring
semester of the first year. However, relatively few students withdraw during the first semester.
In national comparisons, IUPUI has very low first-time freshmen graduation rates. However
IUPUI compares favorably with regard to part-time freshmen and transfer student graduation
rates.
Alternative measures of retention and graduation considered in this report provide an ability to
model how changes in student performance will affect retention and graduation rates. These
models show that increased levels of student success in courses is important, but there are
other dimensions of student persistence that must be addressed to attain any significant
overall improvements in the rates.
Typically, one-quarter of students who don’t return to IUPUI transfer elsewhere. Half of these
transfers move to the Bloomington campus.
Students who leave IUPUI for other institutions are most likely to cite problems in getting into
a desired major and a lack of satisfaction with the commuter environment.
Increasing numbers of non-returning, non-transferring students are citing an inability to
handle concurrent school, work and family obligations. Finance and cost issues are also cited
by significant but decreasing numbers of this group.

(Back to Table of Contents, List of Displays)

Introduction

Undergraduate student retention and graduation rates have taken on increasing importance as
barometers of institutional effectiveness for U.S. colleges and universities. Federal Regulations
such as the Student Right-to-Know Act (SRKA), NCAA reporting requirements, state-level funding
initiatives, and commercial college rankings such as those of U.S. News & World Report have 
contributed, for better or worse, to the preeminence of these measures.

Like most measures related to higher education, retention and graduation rates were developed to
reflect the traditional college experience: full-time attendance at a residential college among
college-prepared high school graduates with few concurrent obligations. Nationwide declines in
retention and graduation rates may well reflect the inadequacy of the traditional model more than
changes in institutional effectiveness.

The lack of fit between retention measures and college realities is perhaps greatest at urban and
metropolitan area colleges and universities like IUPUI: institutions that enroll large numbers of
non-traditional students. But, there is only so far one can go in 'blaming the measures' for
underlying problems in student performance and persistence. Given the large percentage of
students who leave college after one year and the relatively small percentage who finish a degree
within six years, the IUPUI community must come to understand better how and why students
progress or fail to progress through their college studies.

This issue of Research Brief provides a comparative and contextual analysis of retention and
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graduation rates for IUPUI undergraduate students. The exploration begins with traditional
measures of student persistence along with several modifications extending these measures to
less traditional populations. The analysis then considers some of the limitations to the traditional
measures as well as some of the significant correlates of retention and graduation. The fourth
section of the report presents alternative measures of student retention and graduation that may
better suit the non-traditional IUPUI student population. This is followed by an examination of the
reasons for leaving provided by non-returning students over the last four years. Finally, the report
offers several conclusions and recommendations to focus our campus efforts on improving student
learning and achievement.

(Back to Table of Contents, List of Displays)
 

 Traditional Measures and Their Extensions
National and statewide measures of student retention and graduation have focused largely on the
progress of first-time, full-time, baccalaureate degree-seeking freshmen through one year
(retention) and six years (graduation) of college. Like many colleges and universities, Indiana
University conducts analyses of these rates annually. These analyses track students across all
eight campuses of the university system. This offers two advantages: it provides a basis for
comparison, as well as the ability to track students who transfer among the IU campuses.

The IU retention and graduation rate analyses go beyond the traditional first-time, full-time
freshman cohort by considering persistence among part-time freshmen and transfer students. The
current report explores several additional issues to provide a more complete context for interpreting
these measures.

(Back to Table of Contents, List of Displays)

One-Year Retention Rates

The research literature on student persistence in college demonstrates clearly the importance of
students' first year experience on persistence through college. Typically, one-half of all students
who fail to complete college leave before beginning their second year. For this reason, retention to
the second year has become the focus of measuring retention.

Comparative Trends.  Table 1 shows the trends in one-year retention rates at IUPUI compared to
the Bloomington campus and all IU regional campuses combined. The one-year retention rate is
here considered for the traditional cohort of full-time, first-time freshmen as well as for part-time
freshmen and all transfers. (Note: Transfers are students who have prior college experience at a
university other than IU. Transfers among IU campuses are not considered new students as they
are tracked from the campus of their initial IU enrollment throughout their academic career at IU.)
Figure 1 illustrates these trends graphically showing that, for all campuses, there has been a recent
slight increase in the one-year retention rate among full-time beginners following several years of
decline. Among part-time students, IUPUI is the only campus showing a slight recovery in the
one-year retention rate. The one-year retention rate among new transfers has held steady among
all comparison groups. 
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The bottom half of Table 1 shows the number of students within each entry cohort. These numbers
illustrate that the vast majority of Bloomington beginners start as full-time students whereas only
about two-thirds of the IUPUI and regional campus beginners start out as full-time students. This
difference in course load distribution belies another important distinguishing characteristic between
the campuses. Full-time beginners at IUPUI and the regional campuses are more likely to become
part-time students later in their academic careers compared to full-time beginners at Bloomington.
For example, among first-time, full-time students who entered IUPUI for the Fall 1989 semester, 63
percent maintained an average full-time load during their tenure at IUPUI, compared to 94 percent
of Bloomington's Fall 1989 first-time, full-time students.

The cohort sizes in Table 1 also show that IUPUI accepts far more transfer students than the
Bloomington campus and, in Fall 1995, even more than all IU regional campuses combined. This
distinction is important because transfer students are not counted within most national comparisons
of student retention and graduation rates. This point will be discussed in more detail below.

Point of Departure.  As mentioned above, about one-half of all students who drop out from college
do so before their second year. Typically, the largest loss occurs among students who complete
their first year but do not return for a second year. Table 2 shows the point of departure of IUPUI
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freshman non-persisters throughout the first year. 

(Back to Table of Contents, List of Displays)

Overall, 43 percent of this cohort failed to re-enroll for the Fall 1996 semester. That is, the retention
rate for full-time and part-time students combined was 57%. The vast majority of the group
completed their first semester. Only four percent failed to do so. Eighteen percent of the entering
cohort did not return for the Spring 1996 semester and another five percent withdrew during the
spring semester. Sixteen percent of the cohort completed the entire first year but did not return the
following fall. Thus about one-half of the students lost between the first and second year are gone
after one semester.

Group Differences.  Table 3 illustrates differences in the one-year retention rate among IUPUI
beginners (full- and part-time, combined) by ethnicity, gender and age. These numbers show a
disparity in retention rate by ethnic status, a small but consistent gender difference (with women
having a higher rate of retention), and a significantly lower retention rate among students who start
as first-time freshmen between the ages of 20 and 24 years compared to both older and younger
first-time freshmen. The bottom half of the table again indicates the size of each sub-group. It
should be noted that these overall differences do not control for differences in, for example, full- or
part-time course load or levels of academic preparedness. 
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Table 4 illustrates how strongly academic preparedness and performance characteristics relate to
first-year persistence. The first section of this table shows that students whose entry characteristics
place them in the Undergraduate Education Center preparatory program are less likely to persist 
than other students in UEC or those admitted directly into an academic school. However, this
disparity is notably smaller than differences due to percent of remedial courses taken, percent of D,
W, or F grades received or first-year grade-point average. 
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Examining the size of each cohort, shown in the bottom of Table 4, reveals that there are significant
numbers of students in the less well prepared and lower performing groups. This is perhaps most
notable among students who receive a grade of D, W, or F in at least two-thirds of their first-year
courses. Members of this group, which in Fall 1995 comprised just under one-quarter of the entire
freshman cohort, have in less than one in five cases returned for their second year. Although there
was an increase in the retention rate for this group from 15.9% for Fall 1994 to 18.5% for Fall 1995,
the proportion of students falling into this category increased during this time from 21 percent to 24
percent of the total beginners.

Clearly, differences in preparedness for college level courses (as indicated by placement in
remedial courses) and differences in course performance (as indicated by GPA and percentage of
D,W, or F grades) are more closely related to levels of retention than course load, ethnicity, gender
or age. These findings are consistent with the analyses included in the previous edition of
Research Brief (The Impact of Academic Support Programs on Student Performance and
Persistence) wherein age and ethnicity did not contribute to the prediction of persistence when
indicators of preparedness and performance were included.

Group differences in transfer retention rates were found to follow a similar pattern to those
exhibited by first-time freshmen. Course performance levels were strongly associated with
likelihood of returning. In one notable difference, transfer student retention did not differ across
ethnicity/race for the Fall 1995 cohort. The corresponding tables are not included in this report but
are available on request from IMIR.

(Back to Table of Contents, List of Displays)

Six-Year Graduation Rates

Tables 5 though 7 and Figure 2 provide a parallel analysis of the six-year graduation rate using the
same comparisons and group differences considered for the one-year retention rates discussed
above.

Comparative Trends.  Table 5 and Figure 2 show that IUPUI and the regional IU campuses have
similar graduation rate trends, which are well below that of the Bloomington Campus. Furthermore,
IUPUI's graduation rate among full-time freshman declined slightly but steadily through the four
years shown in the table. Trends for the Bloomington and Regional Campuses exhibit a less
consistent pattern during this period. Table 5 includes as a first row the "national" six-year
graduation rate for IUPUI. This rate, which is reported to such publications as U.S. News & World
Report is based on the percent of beginners that earn a baccalaureate degree. All other rates
reported in the table and used throughout this analysis include students who attain associate
degrees and certificates. (Note: Completion time-frame for the associate degree is three years and
for a certificate, one and one-half years. That is, any student in the entering cohort who receives an
associate degree or certificate within these time frames are considered as part of the degree
recipient pool in calculating the graduation rate.) 
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There is some question as to whether a six-year time frame is adequate for reflecting the degree
completion rate for a university at which so many students start out as, or later become, part-time
students. For the 1987 cohort, for example, 5% percent of the IUPUI full-time freshmen received a
degree between the sixth and ninth years after entry (2.7%, 1.2%, and 0.9% in the 7th, 8th, and 9th

years, respectively). The nine-year graduation rate for this cohort is thus 30.1%. Among the Fall
1987 Bloomington entering cohort, an additional 4% received a degree between the sixth and ninth
years after entry. Thus, the six-year degree completion rate fails to capture a similar percentage of
students at both the traditional and non-traditional campuses. However, since the IUPUI six-year
rate is much lower than for Bloomington, this increase represents a more significant change to the
overall graduation rate.

Table 5 and Figure 2 also illustrate the extremely low six-year graduation rate among part-time
beginners. One might expect the six-year period to be especially inadequate to reflect the time to
graduation for part-time students. An additional five percent of the IUPUI 1987 part-time beginners
graduate between the seventh and ninth years after entry. While this is not a very large addition, it
almost doubles the completion rate from 8% to 13%. In comparison, Bloomington's part-time
beginner graduation rate for the Fall 1987 cohort climbed from 39% to 47% between the seventh
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and ninth years after entry.

Group Differences.  Tables 6 and 7 provide a breakdown of the six-year graduation rate of all
IUPUI beginner students (full- and part-time) by the same demographic, enrollment, and
performance characteristics considered above with regard to the one-year retention rate. Course
performance is more strongly associated with likelihood of graduation in six years than with
one-year retention. Most notably, almost none of the students who receive grades of D, W, or F in
at least two-thirds of their first year courses graduated during this time frame. And, as noted above,
students in this category represent typically one of five students in the entry cohort. Furthermore,
the average GPA of the 82% of the cohort that did not graduate in six years is 1.95 compared to
2.85 for the successful degree completers. 

(Back to Table of Contents, List of Displays)

The relationship between first-year remedial course requirements and graduation rate is also
notably strong. Very few students for whom remedial level courses represented more than
one-third of their first-year course load graduated within six years.

IUPUI's low graduation rate is not attributable entirely to students who don't perform well. Table 7
shows that the six-year graduation rate is only about 36% among students with an average GPA
exceeding 3.00. The low rate among better performing students may be understood by noting the
association between student age at entry and graduation. Older students are more likely to enroll
part-time and to have even greater concurrent work and family commitments than their younger
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counterparts. 
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It is important to note that six-year graduation rates reflect the performance of students who
entered the institution at least eight years ago. Many of the programs devised to increase retention
were not in place for these students, most of whom left after only a year or two. However, since the
one-year retention rate at IUPUI decreased through the mid-1990s, there is little likelihood that the
six-year graduation rate will increase any time soon. The six-year graduation rate for the Fall 1995
cohort will not be available until the year 2002.

(Back to Table of Contents, List of Displays)

National Comparisons

Table 8 summarizes the results of a national survey of six-year graduation rates among the Fall
1989 cohort of baccalaureate degree seeking students conducted by the American Association of
State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) in conjunction with the Sallie Mae Corporation. The 
survey group included 290 AASCU institutions, including IUPUI. The table reports the graduation
rates among beginner students by gender and ethnicity as well as overall for the cohort of new
transfer students. The first column shows the rates for IUPUI, followed by rates for a peer group
comprised of other large, urban state colleges and universities (Note: Large institutions were
defined as those enrolling more than 12,000 students, based on Fall 1994 enrollment; urban
institutions were determined using the U.S. Bureau of Census Beale Codes for Standard 
Metropolitan Statistical Areas (SMSA)) and for all survey respondents. 

(Back to Table of Contents, List of Displays)

Although large urban institutions generally have lower graduation rates compared to the total
sample, IUPUI is notably lower still than the urban peers. However, a difference in the six-year
graduation rate between men and women is not apparent for IUPUI, as it is for both the peer and
total respondent group. Graduation rate differences between African American and white IUPUI
students follow the pattern of differences among the comparison groups, but the graduation rates
among other minority groups at IUPUI are relatively favorable considering our lower overall rates.

On a positive note, IUPUI compares favorably to its peer group and is at the average rate among
all respondents in the graduation rate among new transfer students. The large number of students
who transfer to IUPUI further accentuates this finding. Unfortunately, little attention is paid
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nationally to transfer student retention and graduation rates.

IUPUI participates in a data exchange with a group of 16 other Urban Public Universities that
includes a comparative retention analysis. Figures 3 and 4 compare the retention and graduation
rates among the large urban institutions that participate in the data exchange.

Figure 3 shows that IUPUI is tied with two other institutions, the University of Missouri, St. Louis, 
and South Texas State University, for the lowest one-year retention rate for Fall 1994 first-time,
full-time freshmen among the 15 institutions that provided this information. However, IUPUI ranks
third among these institutions in one-year retention among part-time beginning freshmen. 

 

 
(Back to Table of Contents, List of Displays)

IUPUI is last among the eleven large urban institutions that provided six-year graduation rate
measures for first-time, full-time freshman that entered in Fall 1990, as shown in Figure 4. This
figure also shows that IUPUI ranks seventh among the 10 institutions in the six-year graduation
rate of part-time freshmen who began in Fall 1990. 
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Both sources of comparative data show that IUPUI has a relatively low freshman retention rate and
an especially low freshman graduation rate among large urban (and typically commuter)
universities. It should be noted that without exception, the other universities considered in this
comparison have local community college systems that enroll students who require significant
remedial course work or who are otherwise not well prepared for college study. For example,
among the colleges in the Public Urban University Data Exchange, IUPUI has the lowest combined
SAT average for its freshman class. For Fall 1996, the average combined SAT score for IUPUI
entering freshmen was 925. Only one other participating institution had an average combined SAT
score below 1000 (the University of Akron, 988).

(Back to Table of Contents, List of Displays)

Further Limitations of Traditional Retention and Graduation Rates

The Origin of New Students at IUPUI

Most retention and graduation rate studies focus on the progress of first-time, full-time freshman.
As shown above, this is the area in which IUPUI compares least favorably. Furthermore, these
studies typically ignore students who enroll for the first time in the Spring semester. Table 9
summarizes the mode and semester of entry among all students who enrolled at IUPUI for the first
time in the 1995-96 academic year. The traditional cohort of interest--full-time, first-time
freshmen--represent just over one-quarter (26.1%) of all new students at IUPUI. 
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The total number of new students in Table 9 includes over 1,200 students (18.7%) who transferred
to IUPUI from another IU campus. In most reports issued within Indiana University, these students
are not considered as new but rather are tracked as continuing from their initial campus and
credited to those institutions for retention and graduation rate purposes. These data show that the
common focus of retention and graduation rate comparisons represent only a minority of students
who begin their IUPUI college experience in a given year. Furthermore, this minority represents the
'highest risk' population at IUPUI, a majority of whom do not have the credentials to enter most
other college or university in Indiana.

(Back to Table of Contents, List of Displays)

"Stopping Out"

Assessing success in attaining a degree in a six-year time period is limiting given the large number
of students who either start as part-time students or reduce their course load as they progress
through IUPUI. In addition, many students take one or more semesters off from college to attend to
work, family, or other commitments. Table 10 shows the percent of students who return to IUPUI,
Bloomington, and the regional campuses after an absence of at least one semester. These
"stopout" rates are shown according to the point at which the student initially leaves. In order to
control for time between leaving and returning, the rates in Table 10 are based on tracking for
seven semesters after the point of departure. In other words, Fall 1990 beginners leaving after one
semester were tracked until Fall 1994, those leaving after two semesters were tracked until Spring
1995, and so on. 

  
 

The percent of students who return after taking time off is similar across campuses. About one-third
of students who leave after one or two semesters eventually return. The stopout rate increases to
about 45% after the first two semesters. The first-year stopout rate is slightly lower among the
regional campuses compared to both IUPUI and Bloomington. Furthermore, the rate of return for
Bloomington increases significantly for students who take time off after the fifth semester.
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Important Correlates of Retention and Graduation

Retention into a Major

The majority of IUPUI first-time freshmen enter into one of the programs of the Undergraduate
Education Center. In order to attain a degree these students must first be admitted to a
degree-granting school. Table 11 illustrates the dependence between making this move into a
school and ultimately receiving a degree. Specifically, the table portrays the percentage of students
entering into a UEC program who either receive a degree within six years, move into a
degree-granting program (i.e., a major) but fail to complete a degree, or never move into a
degree-granting program. 

About one-half of UEC beginners matriculated into a degree-granting program, the first step toward
attaining a degree. This proportion increased slightly over the latter part of the trend period. Among
those who did attain major-status, one-third went on to complete a degree within six years of entry
(including both full-time and part-time students). Thus, while it is essential that students move from
the UEC into a degree program, this step does not guarantee a high likelihood of graduation.

 
(Back to Table of Contents, List of Displays)

Course Performance

The strong association between course performance and retention is not news to the IUPUI
community. The D/W/F rate in first-year courses has been tracked closely for years and is used to
identify intervention strategies for improving the overall retention rate. Toward that end, we have
typically looked at courses with the highest overall D/W/F rates. Table 12 lists the 23 courses with
D/W/F rates exceeding 40 percent among courses having more than 50 students enrolled (in all
sections combined) for the Fall 1995 and Spring 1996 semesters combined. Not surprisingly,
several lower-division math and science courses top the list. The table also includes a column
showing the rate of retention to Fall 1996 of the students enrolled in each course. One can see
from this table that courses with high D/W/F rates that are typically taken beyond the freshmen year
(e.g., Math 154, Econ E270, and Phys P201) have relatively high retention rates. 
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Table 13 displays the 21 courses from the original sample for which the enrolled students had
retention rates below 65%. This list then focuses on courses having students at the highest risk of
dropping out. It is not surprising that this list is dominated by basic skills courses taken by the least
well-prepared students. 
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Table 14 presents yet another perspective for examining the relationship between D/W/F grades
and student retention. Listed in this table are the 25 courses with a difference of 40 percentage 
points between the D/W/F rates of persisting and non-persisting students (as defined by students'
Fall 1996 enrollment status). In other words, student success in these courses is more closely
related to persistence than for other courses that may have higher overall D/W/F rates. Only six of
these 25 courses (the emboldened ones) are found on the list of courses with highest D/W/F rates
and only one from among the top 10. 
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These different views of the relationship between course performance and retention may help
guide intervention efforts currently being developed and expanded at IUPUI. Most attention has
focused to date on courses with the highest DWF rates (Table 12) and courses within which
students at the highest risk for dropping out enroll (Table 13). Further analysis of the courses listed
in Table 14 may help uncover other important dimensions of course performance, such as
situations in which students register for courses for which they are not yet prepared.
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