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Fall 2012 Freshman Cohort Retention Report 
 
Executive Summary 
This report summarizes the retention of 1,886 students in the University of South Alabama (USA) Fall 
2012 first-time full-time baccalaureate degree-seeking freshman cohort. The retention rate for the Fall 
2012 freshman cohort was 68%. Results indicated retention of students with lower high school GPAs and 
students with lower ACT Composite scores is a concern. As with the Fall 2007, Fall 2008, Fall 2009, Fall 
2010, and Fall 2011 cohorts, the orientation session the student attended provided a significant predictor 
of student persistence. Students attending the earlier Freshman Summer orientation sessions were more 
likely to persist than students attending the later orientation sessions. As with earlier studies, the 
importance of awarding freshman scholarships for students was clear. In addition, freshmen who 
participated in a learning community, lived on campus, or took Freshman Seminar were significantly 
more likely to return to USA the following year.  
 
Overview  
The following report provides a detailed analysis about the retention of the 1,886 first-time full-time 
baccalaureate degree-seeking freshmen students in the University of South Alabama (

http://www.southalabama.edu/irpa/highpriority/fall07cohortfreshretenreport.pdf
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the 1,886 freshmen in the cohort. These comparisons illustrate which subgroups of students persisted at 
higher, similar, or lower rates than the overall cohort retention rate of 68 percent. In addition, significant 
mean differences for the input, environmental, and outcome variables are reported.  
 
Input Variable Cross Tabular Results 
For the input variables included in this analysis (see Table 1), female students (71%) persisted a
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Finally, for the most part, as high school GPA or ACT Composite score declined, retention also 
decreased. Students who had a high school GPA ranging between 3.01-3.5 or lower persisted at rates 
lower than the rate for the overall cohort (68%). Similarly, students who had an ACT Composite score 
ranging between 21-23 or lower persisted at rates lower than the cohort retention rate (68%). The mean 
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three comparisons, the mean difference between retention of 1) students who lived on campus and 
students who did not live on campus, 2) students who participated in a learning community and students 
who did not participate in a learning community, and 3) students who took Freshman Seminar and 
students who did not take Freshman Seminar was statistically significant (see Appendix: Independent T-
Test Tables).  
 
Retention comparisons based on the college housing the major the student initially selected showed only 
Allied Health (71%) students persisted at a higher rate than the overall cohort (68%). However, no college 
based comparison was statistically significant (see Appendix: ANOVA Tables). 
 
Finally, in terms of the orientation session attended, persistence rates of students who attended the May 
Orientation session or one of the first four Freshman Summer orientation sessions were higher than the 
persistence rate of the overall cohort (68%). Persistence rates based on the orientation session attended 
ranged from a high of 79 percent for students who attended the Freshman Session one orientation to a low 
of 44 percent for students who attended either the August, Adult, or a Transfer9 orientation session. When 
using the students who attended either the August, Adult, or a Transfer orientation session as a 
comparison group, there was a significant mean difference between the August, Adult, or Transfer 
orientation session group in comparison to the May Orientation session and the first five Freshman 
Summer orientation sessions (see Appendix: ANOVA Tables). 
 
Outcome Variable Cross Tabular Results 
The outcome variables incorporated into this analysis included the number of hours earned through 
Summer 2013 at USA and the USA GPA through Summer 2013. Unsurprisingly, as the number of USA 
hours earned increased the persistence rate also increased (see Table 3). Similarly, students with a higher 
USA GPA were more likely to return than students with a lower USA GPA.   
 

Table 3: Comparisons of Outcome Variables to Fall 2012 Cohort Retention Rate 
Variable Retention Rate >= 68%  Count Retention Rate < 68% Count 
*USA Hours Earned 
 *30.5 or more (95%) 627 12.5-18 (40%) 171 
 24.5-30 (85%) 433 6.5-12 (19%) 160 
 18.5
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persisted at a much lower rate (31%). Furthermore, the mean difference for students who had a USA GPA 
of 2.0 or lower compared to students in all other USA GPA groups was statistically significant (see 
Appendix: ANOVA Tables). 
 
Logistic Regression Results 
The focus of the study was to determine which student characteristics (inputs) and environmental 
characteristics (institutional/other support characteristics) can be used to best predict the persistence of 
USA freshmen students. Since the focus of this study was prediction and classification of a dichotomous 
outcome variable, stepwise logistic regression was used. This technique allows for the identification of 
significant variables that contribute to the classification of individuals by using an algorithm to determine 
the importance of predictor variables. Stepwise logistic regression was used to identify significant 
variables in the model for predicting the outcome variable. Results of the final step for the model are 
reported including the classification rate for the model. Additionally, an analysis of the proportionate 
change in odds for significant variables is provided. 
 
As a part of this study, three logistic models were tested. The first model included the input variables. The 
second model included the input variables and the environmental variables. The third model tested the 
outcome variables which were number of USA hours earned through Summer 2013 and USA GPA 
through Summer 2013 to see what happened when these outcomes were used as predictors of retention. 
 
The number of students (selected cases) included in each model varied based on what variables were 
included in the final model. Some students in the cohort had missing data, typically high school GPA 
and/or ACT Composite score. Because complete cases were required to compute the results, the final 
number of students used for each model ranged from a low of 1,738 students for the first and second 
models to a high of 1,850 students for the third model. The retention rate for this subset of 1,738 students 
was 69 percent. With a similar retention rate (69% compared to 68%) and 1,738 students representing 92 
percent of the entire cohort, the models tested provided a solid representation of retention for this 
population. Since the focus for the models tested was to predict returning students, the outcome was 
coded with students not returning as a “0” and students returning as a “1”. This focus meant results would 
predict the odds of whether the student would return one year later. 
 
Model 1: Logistic Regression with Input Variables Only 
The first model consisted of four steps (see Table 4). The final step (step 4) of the first model showed the 
model correctly classified students in this cohort who returned 91.1 percent of the time and students who 
did not return 19.0 percent of the time for an overall classification rate of 68.8 percent.  
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When looking at the gender of the student, the final step (step 4) 
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T a b l e 7: Input and Envi ro n me n ta l Mode l Final Vari a bl e s in the Equa ti o n  
 B S.E. Wald
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(CI=1.386-2.535) students than for White students since the confidence intervals did not encompass an 
odds value less than one. 
 
In terms of the ACT Composite score of the student, the final step (step 2) of the second model showed 
the odds (Exp B) of a student returning were greater for students with an ACT Composite score of 19-20 
(1.248), ACT Composite score of 21-23 (1.084), and ACT Composite score of 24-26 (1.299) than for 
students with an ACT Composite score of 18 or lower. However, when comparing all of the ACT 
Composite score groups to an ACT Composite score of 18 or lower, none of the comparisons were 
significant. All of the ACT Composite score group comparisons to an ACT Composite score of 18 or 
lower encompassed an odds value of one suggesting that ACT Composite score could have been excluded 
from this second model. 
 
In relation to the orientation session attended, the final step (step 2) of the second model showed the odds 
of a student returning were the greatest for students attending the earlier Freshman Summer orientation 
sessions. Students attending the earlier orientation sessions had greater odds for returning than a student 
who attended either the August, Adult, or a Transfer orientation session (May=4.231, Summer 1=3.774, 
Summer 2=3.661, Summer 3=2.928, Summer 4=2.830, Summer 5=2.324, and Summer 6=1.782). In 
addition, the confidence intervals (95%) supported this finding because in all cases the odds of a student 
returning for students attending the earlier Freshman Summer orientation sessions were greater than for 
students who attended either the August, Adult, or a Transfer orientation session since the confidence 
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Peer Comparisons 
Finally, to gain a better idea about how USA retention rates compared to retention at peer institutions, the 
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 
(IPEDS) Data Center was used to compare retention rates at USA to 47 peer institutions (see Table 10). A 
five year retention rate trend based on the latest available retention rate data in IPEDS showed USA had 
lower r
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T a b l e 10: Five Yea r Rete n tion Rate Pee r Compa ri so n s * Rank e d b y 201 0 C ohort Reten ti o n Rate * High to Low  

Ins ti tu ti on Nam e  

2010 
Cohort 

Rete n ti o n  

2009 
Cohort 

Rete n ti o n  

2008 
Cohort 

Rete n ti o n  

2007 
Cohort 

Rete n ti o n  

2006 
Cohort 

Rete n ti o n  
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Implications 
Based on what we know about a student before the student steps foot on campus (input variables), 
retention of students with lower high school GPAs and students with lower ACT Composite scores is a 
concern. This prompts further reflection regarding admission standards and the allocation of resources to 
support at risk students.  
 
When we look at the institutional support and other support provided to a student (environmental 
variables), just like with the Fall 2007, Fall 2008, Fall 2009, Fall 2010, and Fall 2011 cohorts, the 
orientation session students in the Fall 2012 cohort attended provided a significant predictor of student 
persistence, with students attending the earlier Freshman Summer orientation sessions more likely to 
persist than students attending the later orientation sessions. The orientation session attended by students 
continues to provide a key factor for identifying at-risk freshmen students early in their college 
experience.  
 
Previous IRPA studies have looked at the contribution of freshman scholarships to recruitment and 
retention goals. As with earlier studies, the importance of awarding freshman scholarships for students 
was clear. Additional freshman scholarships should also be considered in order to attract top students to 
the institution since the data suggests students with freshman scholarships are also very likely to return to 
continue their studies at USA the following year.  
 
This annual retention study also compared retention of freshmen who participated in a learning 
community to freshmen who did not participate in a learning community in his/her first Fall semester at 
USA. Freshmen who participated in a learning community were significantly more likely to return to 
USA the following year. Additionally, freshmen who took Freshman Seminar or who lived on campus 
were also significantly more likely to return to USA. Learning communities typically include a Freshman 
Seminar and are required in some cases, depending on the residence hall, for students who live on 
campus. Therefore, expanding the number of learning communities for freshmen to participate in should 
also receive further consideration. 
 
Future Retention Research 
This report is the first of two retention studies about the Fall 2012 freshman cohort that will be completed 
by Institutional Research, Planning & Assessment during the Fall 2013 semester. The second 
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A P P E N D I X  
 

Independent T-Test Tables 
 

Gende r * Group Sta ti s ti c s  
 Gender T-Test N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
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Oth e r Scho l a rs hi p * Group Sta ti s ti cs  
 Other Scholarship N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
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L e a rn i n g Communi t y * Grou p Sta ti s tic s  
 Learning Community N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Returned 
No 1169 .64 .481 .014 
Yes 717 .74 .436 .016 

 
L e a rn i n g Com muni t y * Inde p e n d e n t Sam p l es Tes t  

 Levene's Test for 
Equality of 
Variances 

t-test for Equality of Means 

F Sig. t df Sig. (2-
tailed) 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. Error 
Difference 

95% Confidence 
Interval of the 

Difference 
Lower Upper 

Returned 
Equal variances assumed 104.791 .000 -4.840 1884 .000 -.107 .022 -.150 -.063 
Equal variances not assumed   -4.954 1626.508 .000 -.107 .022 -.149 -.064 

 
Freshm an Sem in a r * Group Sta ti s ti cs  

 Took Freshman Seminar N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Returned 
No 653 .65 .477 .019 
Yes 1233 .69 .462 .013 

 
Freshm an Sem in a r * Inde p en d e n t Sam p l e s Tes t  

 Levene's Test 
for Equality of 

Variances 

t-test for Equality of Means 

F Sig. t df Sig. (2-
tailed) 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. Error 
Difference 

95% Confidence 
Interval of the 

Difference 
Lower Upper 

Returned 
Equal variances assumed 11.766 .001 -1.781 1884 .075 -.040 .023 -.085 .004 
Equal variances not assumed   -1.764 1292.013 .078 -.040 .023 -.085 .005 
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ANOVA Tables 
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High School GPA * Multi p l e Compa ri s o ns  
Dependent Variable: Returned 

Games-Howell 
(I) HS GPA (J) HS GPA Mean 

Difference (I-J) 
Std. 
Error 

Sig. 95% Confidence Interval 
Lower Bound Upper Bound 

2.5 or lower 
2.51-3.0 -.029 .066 .970 -.20 .14 
3.01-3.5 -.148 .064 .104 -.32 .02 
3.51-4.0 -.323* .062 .000 -.49 -.16 

2.51-3.0 
2.5 or lower .029 .066 .970 -.14 .20 
3.01-3.5 -.118* .033 .002 -.20 -.03 
3.51-4.0 -.293* .029 .000 -.37 -.22 

3.01-3.5 
2.5 or lower .148 .064 .104 -.02 .32 
2.51-3.0 .118* .033 .002 .03 .20 
3.51-4.0 -.175* .024 .000 -.24 -.11 

3.51-4.0 
2.5 or lower .323* .062 .000 .16 .49 
2.51-3.0 .293* .029 .000 .22 .37 
3.01-3.5 .175* .024 .000 .11 .24 

*. The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level. 

 
ACT Compos i te * Multi p l e Compa ri s on s  

Dependent Variable: Returned 
Games-Howell 

(I) ACT (J) ACT Mean 
Difference (I-J) 

Std. 
Error 

Sig. 95% Confidence Interval 
Lower Bound Upper Bound 
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College * Multi pl e Compa ri so n s  
Dependent Variable: Returned 

Games-Howell 
(I) College (J) College Mean 

Difference (I-J) 
Std. 
Error 

Sig. 95% Confidence Interval 
Lower Bound Upper Bound 

AS 

AH -.033 .030 .928 -.12 .06 
BU .000 .044 1.000 -.13 .13 
CS 
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Ori e n ta ti o n * Multi p le Compa ri s o n s  
Dependent Variable: Returned 

Games-Howell 
(I) Orientation (J) Orientation Mean 

Difference (I-J) 
Std. 
Error 

Sig. 95% Confidence Interval 
Lower Bound Upper Bound 

August/Adult/Transfe
r 

May Orientation -.281* .067 .001 -.49 -.07 
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USA Hours Earne d * Multi ple Compa ri so n s  
Dependent Variable: Returned 

Games-Howell 
(I) USA Hours Earned (J) USA Hours Earned Mean 

Difference (I-J) 
Std. 
Error 

Sig. 95% Confidence Interval 
Lower Bound Upper Bound 

0-6 hours 

6.5-12 hours -.123* .037
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USA GPA * Multi p l e Compa ris o n s  
Dependent Variable: Returned 

Games-Howell 
(I) USA GPA (J) USA GPA 
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	1 Astin, A. W. (2002). Assessment for excellence: The philosophy and practice of assessment and evaluation in higher education. American Council on Education, Oryx Press. 
	6 Due to the small number of students with a Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, Native-American, and Unknown IPEDS race/ethnicity, these three subgroups were combined into an “Other” race/ethnicity group. 
	7 Other scholarship includes third party private scholarships that are not considered a USA Freshman scholarship. 
	9 Ten students attended the Adult orientation session or one of three Transfer orientation sessions held in the evening to accommodate adult/working students. As with previous freshman cohort retention reports, the retention results for students who attended one of these orientation sessions were combined for this analysis. 




