DeWayne Backhus

CENTRALIZED INTRUSIVE ADVISING
AND UNDERGRADUATE RETENTION

Thisstudy discussestheimpact of thepresence of " a centralized student advising service which
practicesintrusiveadvising™ onthe" persistenced entering students™ and suggeststhat this
strategy could be useful 10 other institutions.

INTRODUCTION

The Student Advising Center (SAC) for advising all freshmen and undeclared students of any
classification was established at Emporia State University (ESU) in 1984 prior to the fall
semester. Pioneering effortswith centralized, intrusive academic advising techniques at other
institutions are well documented in the literature on academic advising (Glennen, 1975 and
1985); ESU’s Center possesses characteristics of those precursors.

Freshmen and undeclared students of any classification are advised in the SAC from a
""developmental"* perspective. Advisorsaretrained, released-time faculty representatives of
the various undergraduate schoolsand colleges. At the time that advisees have attained about
thirty hours of credit, identified a mgjor with some certainty, and established a satisfactory
academic record, they are transferred to academic units for continued academic advising.

One of the intended outcomesof an effective academic advising program isan enhanced
student retention. Thestudy being reported isan examination of availabledatafor two cohorts
of ESU matriculants. Thestudy wasconceived to ascertain any measurable retention influences
of the presence o the Student AdvisingCenter on the student cohort matriculatingas freshmen
in 1984 compared to a pre-SAC cohort which matriculated in 1979.

Literature Survey

The advising literature clearly identifies effective academic advising as one of the major
strategies that might be undertaken to reduce student attrition, or, conversely, to increase
retention. Beal and Nod (1980), reporting on a joint project of the American College Testing
Program and the National Center for Higher Education Management Systems, identified *"in-
adequate academic advising'" asthe greatest impediment to student retention. From a positive
perspective, a'* caring attitudeof faculty and staff'* wasthe strongest positive correlate with
persistence. Forrest (1982) pointsto the efficacy of academic advising for achieving general
education objectives and increasing student persistence: " the single most important movean

* DEWAYNE BACKHUS has been a faculty member at Emporia State University in the Department
of Earth Science for 20 years. More recently, he served as a faculty advisor in the Emporia Sate
University Student Advising Center, and has held administrative positionsincluding director of
Peterson Planetarium, acting dean of the Collegedf Liberal Artsand Sciences, and this past year
served as thedirector of theStudent Advising Center. Hewill be Onsabbatical leave duringthe 1988-89
academic year; following that hewill assume thechair of the Division of Mathematical and Physical
Sciences at ESU.
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institution can make to increase student persistence to graduation isto ensure that students
receivethe guidancethey need at the beginningadf thejourney through college.” A theoretical
framework, the Advisement-Retention Model, has been developed by Habley (1981) to
delineate the crucial tie of academic advisingto theretention of students. The authoritative
writings of others can be added to the citations addressing advising and student persistence
(Crockett, 1978 and 1985; Noel, Levitz, and Saluri, 1985; and Tinto, 1975 and 1987). Clearly,
a connection exists.

The heightened interest in effective academic advising undoubtedly reflects the
demographic trends which began in the late seventies, and their subsequent implicationsfor
enrollmentsin post-secondary institutions (Hodgkinson, 1985). Theimplicationswere ominous:
institutions were faced with a decreasing number of high school graduates (WICHE, 1988).
If past attrition rates prevailed with thetraditional cohort of students, institutions could ex-
trapolate fewer students, fewer student credit hoursdf instruction, and, consequently, smaller
available operating revenues. (This, of course, assumes that new unrepresented cohorts are
not recruited and enrolled; that issue is not within the scope of thisstudy.) One strategy for
coping with this undesirable scenario isto reduce attrition, or increase the historical rate of
retention of the traditional student cohort.

Thecynicsand skepticsrelativeto retention strategies have undoubtedly produced criticism
which presupposesthat retention strategiesinherently imply areduced level of academicstan-
dards, and a subversion o integrity and all else related to " quality' education. That does
not need to bethe case, however. Thelongitudinal studiesdf Astin and hisassociates(1987a),
and the other writings of Astin (1985 and 1987b) provide a persuasive argument for the ef-
ficacy of frequent and meaningful student-faculty interaction. Such interactions not only pro-
duceanincreasedlevel o satisfactionwith the undergraduate experience, but alsoanenhanced
level of academic achievement. Advising provides one significant opportunity for those one-
to-one student-faculty interactions and mentoring influences. Further, retention isintended
to beasecondary outcome of well-conceived and well-delivered services. It isthesecondary,
not the primary, objective. The primary objective isto provide sound advice and guidance
to students concerning academics and other student development outcomes. When this ob-
jectiveisachieved, persistencewith formal education appearsto be another desired by-product.
Thispremise underliesand pervadestheeffortsof the American College Testing Program and
other credible spokespersons for higher education.

Retention Study M ethodology

The 1987-88 academicyear wasthefourth year for theexistencedf theStudent AdvisngCenter
at Emporia State University. Consegquently, the moment seemed propitious for an analysis
of any retention influences of the SAC.

Withtheassistanced thedirector of the ESJ Management I nformation Systems, astrategy
was developed for accessing what was considered to be a reliable set of comparative data.
Initially all fall 1984 (845 semester) ESJ matriculants were identified. A session-by-session
enrollment history for these matriculantswas accessed. All non-freshmen were removed from
thedata. Theenrollment o each 845freshman matriculant — thefirst group of SAC advisees
— wasthen analyzed. The number of continuing (or stop-out and returning) matriculants on
asemester-by-semester basiswasthen determined and summed. (Summer session enrollments
were included, but are not reported in the findings of this study.)
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Findings and Discussion

Table 1 presents the findingsfor the 845 (fall 1985) freshmen matriculants. Germane to this
study are the following points from Table 1:

(1) C the 764 matriculants, 489 or 64.0 percent returned the followingfall semester (855);

and
(2) C the 764 matriculants, 301 or 39.4 percent persisted through eight semesters or four
years.
Table 1
Longitudinal Retention for 845 Freshman Matriculantsat ESU
Number Number Per cent
Semester (1) Students (2) Departed (3) Persisting (4)
Hdh 764
128
851 fiah Hi.2
147
RSG5 4849 fi4. 0
46
HE1 443 ho.A
B
HGH 363 47.5
23
BT1 240 44.5
15
B7h 325 425
24
=H1 LAY +8.4

(1) The coding system for semesters is based on the following:
(@) thefirst two digitsrefer to the calendar year, and
(b) thethird digit codes the fall semester with a <“56’ and a spring semester witha ““1.”’
Hence, ‘851" refers to the spring semester of 1985.

(2) Number of studentsenrolled in 845 classified asfreshmen and continuing (with or without
break) in subsequent semesters. Students enrolled in semesters after 845 are subsets of
the 845 students.

(3) ""Number Departed” is the difference between ‘Number Students" in subsequent
semesters.

(4) "Percent Persisting" is based on a semester's enrollment relative to the 764 students
matriculating in the 845 semester.
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Thedatafor 845freshmen assumeadditional significancewhen compared to a pre-SAC cohort.
Thefall 1979 (795 semester) freshmen matriculants were identified, arbitrarily, for asimilar
analysisand comparison to the 845 cohort. Those data are presented in Table 2.

Sdlient points from Table 2 are the following:

(D) O the881 matriculants, 523 or 59.4 percent returned thefollowingfall semester (805);

and
(2) G the881 matriculants, 277 or 31.4 percent persisted through eight semesters or four
years.
Table 2
Longitudinal Retention for 795 Freshman Matriculants at ESU
Number Number Percent
Semester (1) Students (2) Departed (3) Persisting (4)
795 881
156
B T2h A2 3
202
BOG 523 58 .4
49
811 474 53.8
105
a15 AR 41.9
13
521 A56 4.4
47
B25 ang 35.1
az
831 277 3l4

(1) See note (1) in Table 1.

(2) Number o students enrolledin 795 classified asfreshmen and continuing (with or without
break) in subsequent semesters. Students enrolled in semesters after 795 are subsets of
the 795 students.

(3) ""Number Departed” is the difference between ‘“Number Students” in subsequent
semesters.

(4) " Percent Persisting™ is based on a semester's enrollment relative to the 881 students
matriculating in the 795 semester.

Thus, even though more students matriculated for the 795 semester (881 students) than the
845 semester (764 students), the number persistingfrom the 845 cohort for four years (301)
exceeded the number of retained students (277) from the larger 795 cohort. Also, the four-
year survival ratefor thefall 1984 cohort exceeded thefall 1979rate by e ght percentage points.
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The data and findings from the analysisof the ESJ samples parallel the exhortations of
thosewritingin theliterature surveyed. A modest assertionisthat the Student Advising Center
isat least partially responsiblefor thisoutcome. Infact, thereisno other outstanding variable
which can beidentified to account for thisreduced rate of attribution, or theincreased reten-
tion rate, for the latter fall 1984 matricul ants.

An additional basisfor analysisis the pattern of retention at other smilar institutions.
How do the EU retention patterns compare to other institutions? The pursuit of this ques
tion frequently presents considerable difficulty if one wishes to do credible comparative
analyses: 1) definitionsfor retention differ, and 2) there has been a dearth o national nor-
mativedata. Metzner (1987) and Tinto (1987) admonish concerningthefirst caveat. Fortunately,
Bed and Nod (1980) and more recently Astin and associates(1987a and b) have provided data
for comparative purposes through the longitudinal studies o the Cooperative Institutional
Research Program (CIRP).

Astin (1987b, p. 38) presents national normativedatafor theretention of studentsthrough
the undergraduate yearsat different typesd institutions. The followingisadescendingorder
for retention rates (using three different definitions of retention) by type o institution:

e Private universities (best performance)
® Catholic four-year colleges

® Public universities

® Non-sectarian four-year colleges

® Protestant four-year colleges

e Public four-year colleges (poorest performance)

Apparent from Tables 2 and 3 is that the four-year retention rate for the ESJ 795
matriculating cohort (31.4 percent) is consistent with the normative datafor publicfour-year
colleges(32t percent); thefour-year persistenceratefor the845 ESU matriculants(39.4 per-
cent) exceedsthe normativefigurefor four-year public colleges. Thus, the EU retention per-
formance seems particularly noteworthy since the time that students have had availablethe
services of the Student Advising Center. Regardingthe absence of ESJ data in all cells o
Table 3, an analysiswas not undertaken to determine those ESU students who completedthe
undergraduatedegreeinfour years. Also, at thetimeadf thestudy it wasnot possibleto deter-
mine those ESU 845 matriculants who persisted with an enrollment into the fifth year.

Another reference point for analysisis provided from ACT-compiled data. ACT institutional
data (ACT, 1987, p. 11) for national dropout rates (from freshman year to sophomore year,
by admissionsselectivity) reveal the following:

NATIONAL DROPOUT RATES

Selectivity ACT Mean
Level COMP Per cent
Highly Selective =/ =26 114
Selective 22-25.9 20.1
Traditiona 18-21.9 31.0
Liberal 15-17.9 40.8

Open < 15 441
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TABLE 3
Retention Rates by Type Institution (Astin Definitions)
Percent Retained (1)

Astin Definition Public Public 4-year

of Retention University ESU Colleges
Completed undergraduate

degree after four years 27 Not analyzed 20
Completed undergraduate Matriculation

degree or enrolled 845 795

through four years 47 394 314 R+

Completed undergraduate
degree or enrolled
four years or enrolled
beginning of fifth year 60 See (2) See (2 40+

(1) Data, except ESU, arefrom Astin, 1987b. ESJ matricul ationdataappear in Tables1 and 2.

(2) These data were not analyzed for the two cohorts.

The ESU freshmen cohorts analyzed have an ACT composite average at the upper end
o the''libera" selectivity level (even though ESJ istechnically an " open-admission™ institu-
tion). From Tables 1 and 2 we obtain an ESJ freshman to sophomore** dropout rate™ o 36.0
percent (for 845 matriculants) and 40.6 percent (for 795 freshmen matriculants). The ESU
datafor 795 freshmen matricul ants (40.6 percent) parallel the 40.8 percent national average
for ""Liberd" admissionand are below that (44.1 percent) for " open-admission™ institutions.
The 36.0 percent attrition rate for the 845 ESJ freshmen matriculants islower than the nor-
mative national benchmarksreported by the ACT. Thus, one can conservatively concludethat
this, too, corroborates a positiveinfluence o the SAC relative to an increased retention of
matriculation freshmen since the time d its establishment.

CONCLUSON

An analysisof availabledatafrom a pre-SAC EU student cohort and a SA C-influenced cohort
suggeststhat thefour-year retention rate hasbeen increased by 8.0 percentage points. Because
no discernibletreatment variable exists other than the presence of a centralized student ad-
vising service which practicesintrusive advising, one may concludethat the services of the
Student Advising Center have measurably affected the persistence of entering students at
Emporia State University. The salient finding of this analysis corroborates the retention
literature, and suggests one strategy which institutions might pursue to increase the reten-
tion d matriculants.
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