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Iintroduction

The decade of 1960 to 1970 was a significant period
of development for American higher education (Carnegie
Council, 1980). But the years between 1970 and 1980 were
more difficult for many American colleges and
universities. The Carnegie Council (1980) depicted it as
a period of decelerated growth. As inflation rose,
operating costs at colleges and universities increased
dramatically (Z2oulding, 1975; Lanier & Anderson, 1975).
Simultaneously, enrollment growth leveled off and in the
case of some institutions enrollment even declined
(National Cente- for Educational Statistics [NCES), 1975;
Baldridge, Curtis, Ecker & Riley, 1978). The combination
of rising operating costs and stable or declining
enrollments created serious financial problems for many
colleges and universities. Added to these difficulties
has been a significant change in the number of 18 to 22
year old American men and women, the primary source of
college students ("Cnanglqg Numpers, " 198(0).

Particular'; val nercb'e in arn era of stapnlie and
declirning enroliments and rising operating cocsts are what
Baldricdge et al. (1978) and the Carnegie Council (1980)
iabel respectively "private liberal ar:z: colieges" and
"iiberal arts colleges II.* Pressured by spiraling costs
ané typicaily mocdest endowments, they have been forced to

charge ever hicher tuition rates. Furthermore, they lack
thie academic reputation and nctoriety cf mcre prestigious
instlizuticns, gualitiss thzt are helpful in atzracting
stucents. D;::ereuu researchers have reported that many
of these instizutions nav suffered from declining

enrollments and weakening financial conditions in the past
10 years (Carnegie Council, 1980; Baldridge, Kenerer, &
Green, 1982).

Many of the liberal arts colleges II have made
efforts in recent years to maintain or even increase their
enrollments (Baldridge et al., 1922; American College
Testing Prcgram [ACT:, 1986). One method of accomplishing
this task is to improve studen: retention rates (Noel,
Levitz, & Saluri, 19835

The Zfocus of S'"'e. retention studies has nearly
always been the student. Researchers have attempted to
identify student variabples which would enablie them to
predict which indivicduals were most likely to drop out of
school or persist (Pantages & Creedon, 1978; Beal & Noel,
1980; Beal & Pascarella, 1982; Lenning, 1982). Moreover,
several researchers (Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1975; Pascarella,
1980; Bean, 1980, 1983) posed theories in the past 15
years that sought to explain the interaction of student
and institutional variables that lead to student
persistence or withdrawal. Their unit of analysis was
also the student.
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Sever il researchers have called for more research to
be conducted in whichk institutional characteristics and
behaviors, rather than those of students, are the foci of
inquiry into the correlates of student attrition (Pantages
& Creedon, 1978; Beal & Noel, 1980; Beal & Pascarella,
1982; Lenning, 1982; Mattox, 1983; Noel, 1984). There
are, however, no existing theoretical frameworks that can
guide an inquiry into the relatiorship between
institutional characteristics and practices and retention
in which the institution is the unit of analysis.

In contrast to previous studies of student attrition,
this study focused upon institutional rather than student
variables in an effort to account for the variance in
retention rates at literal arts colleges II The purpose
of this study was divided into four obJectlves.

1. Develop a theoretical model that is designed to
explain retention rates at different liberal arts
coileges II in which the institution is the unit
of the analiysis.

2. Estimate the explanatory power of the model using
a sample of liperal arts coL‘egeo iI.

3. Icenh.-j institutional variables that are most
important in explaining :nsti-u<-ional retention

ons oi the moce; and identify the
£ zhe study‘s findings.
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There have peen few studies of attri=zion in which the
institution was the focus of the ingquiry and there are no
existing theoretical models designed to explain how
institutional variables affect retention (Beal &
Pascarella, 1982; Lenning, 1982; Mattox, 1983; Noel,
1985). 1In developing such a model, the researcher had to
turn first, therefore, to two existing models in which the
student is the unit of analysis and which are designed to
explain why he/she is likely to withdraw from a particular
institution (Tinto, 197%; Zean, 1933). These models
explaln how a student's interaction with the institution
affects his/her decizion to withdraw ‘rom school. The
explanations have implications for institutional practices
which can increase the retention of students. These
implications were the starting points for developing a
model in which the institution is the unit of analysis.

Both Tinto (1975) and Bean (1983) argued that the
degree to which students become integrated into the
academic and social systems of colleges affects their
decision to persist or withdraw from school. This
contention provided a starting point for developing a
model that explains an institution's retention rate as a
function of institutional variables. It clearly suggests
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that the more an institution facilitates the interaction

of its students with its academic and social systems, the

more likely it is the students will be inc’ined to remain
t that school.

The model for this study was designed to explain the
retention rate of undergraduate students at !iberal arts
colleges II. It focuses on institutional rather than
student variables and seeks to explain undergraduate
student retention in terms of institutional instead of
student behavior. The unit of analysis, then, is the
institution and the dependent variable the mod:l explains
is the retention rate of an instizuticn.

Specifically, the model includes institutional
activities that relate to the recruitment and selection of
unéergraduate students and thus draws from Tinto's
position that a student's background characteristics
ultimately have some effect upon ais/her decision to
withdraw from school. It also includes analogous
counterparts to Tinto's and Bean's concepts of a student's
interaction w.th an institution and zpecifies
insziztutional activities that facilitaze students'
academic and sccial integration into the life of the
instizazicn. In zhis meodel, however, students' academic

- integration are unmeasured s:udent outcomes.
One maior way in which the proposed model diifers

from the Tinzo (1975%) and the Bean (.993) models is that
the Institution rather tnan the student is the unit of
analysis The other orincipal cdifference iz that it
includes the schcol's capacity <o finzncially support some
of the instituzional ac=tivities tha= affect retention
rates. This capacity is referred to a3 the school's
financial viapility. Specifically, the model suggests

that financial viability increases the capacity and
therefore the likelihood of an institution engaging in
some of the activities that promote student academic and
social integration and ultimately retention. The model
also proposes that financial viability of the institution
has its own direct effect on retention. The rationale for
; : finarncial viasilizy can affect

. ence in the institution

ice Ler to persist in

school. For example, s:tuden may have confidence in and
feel encourageé to remain at a school that is financially
able to maintain or even add to its facilities and/or
support or even increase its number of faculty.
Conversely, they may lose confidence in and feel
discouraged about persisting at a scnool that is so weak
financially it must reduce its number of faculty or defer
maintenance of the campus. Financial viability affects
the level of student confidence in the ins:titution and
this in turn has an affect on retention.

()]
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In the proposed mocdel (see Figure 1), the institution
engages in three different types of activities that lead
to the academic and social integration of students which
in turn lead to their retention at the institution.
Admissions and recruiting practices can contribute to
student academic and social integration by helping to
bring to the institution studenzis who are likely to be
become involved in the academic and social life of the
college. Academic/ecducational integration activities can
facilitate the involvement of students in the
institution's academic programs. Social integration
activities perform a similar function for student
participation in the sccial life of the college. The
financial viability of the institution affects its
capacity to support some of its activities in each of the

three areas. In Figure 1, arrows are drawn frcm
institutional Zfinancial viability to those specific
activities. +30, £inancial viability can affect

rezention cdirectly by influencing students' confidence in
the insztizution, an unmeasured studenc outcome and
u.timately their decision to remain or withdéraw from

school. € in 3ean's model, the linkages in this model

ares characterized by cne way direc=ional causality.

in this study, the zheoretical model was used to
expiain the freshmen to sophomore retention rate at an
institution. The fresamen :to sophamore retention rate is
defined as the percenzage of a school's full-time freshmen
wiic are still ernrolleé at the same institution on a full-
T.me Dasis one year ai-zr their firs=< enrolliment at the
scaooi a3 a freshmen Thlisz particular measure of
ratention was chosen pecaus= the Ivraeshmen year iz the
period during which academic and socia. integration,
precursors of retention in the model, can first take

place. The juncture between the freshmen and sophomore
vears is also the point when the grea*est amount of
attrition usually occurs.

Previous research in the form of systematic
compilations of findings (defined as codifications),
reviews of stucdies anc empirical studies on student
aztirition were the mcst important sources of knowiedge in
choosing the constructs and variables for the theoretical
model. Recommendations £or measures schools can take to
improve their retention rates are included in some of the
stuacdent attirition literature andé provided an additional
source of information on constructs and variables for the
mocel.

Finally, interviews were conducteé with students,
faculty anc acdministrators at a liberal arts college II in
midwest. This inscitution had a freshmen to sophomore
retention rate above the national average for the two
years prior to the beginning of the study. The national
average for the freshmen to sophomore retention rate

-
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liberal arts colleges II is 70% (NCES, 1985). The focus
of these interviews was the respondents' perceptions of
what it was about Laeir institution that enabled it to
have above average freshmen to sophomore retention rates.
The results of these interviews were a second major source
of knowledge about institutional characteristics and
activities that contribute to retention.

Thomas (1988) reviewed the previous research,
recommendations for measures to improve retent.on rates
and the results of tae interviews that supported the
inclusion of the variakles appearing in the theoretical
model illustrated in Figure 1. Table 1 lists and defines
the model's 20 coustructs and the variables that were used

to measure thcom.

M
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Table 7. 1Institutional Constructs and Variables
in the Theoretical Model.

Independent Variables
Construc.s Measuring Constructs

1. Institutional Financial Viability- |[1. Educational and General Expenditures-
Capacity of institution to finan- Total amount of budgeted expenses for
cially support its activities. all educational and general purposes

in current fiscal year.

2. Recruitment of Future Graduates- 2. Apnlication Yield-Percentage of
Recruitment of student committzd students accepted for admission who
to attending the institution. enroll at institution.

3. Matching Students with School- 3. Alumni Recruiting-Extent to which
Institutional efforts to recruit alumni are involved in recruiting
students whose academic and per- prospective students.
sonal backgrounds are compatible
with school's programs and values.

4. Student-Faculty Interaction- 4. Student-Faculty Communication-Extent
interaction between students and of student-faculty communication in
faculzwy. and outside classroom.

5. Emphasis on Instructional Efiect- 5. Facuity Grant Seeking-Extent to which
iveness-Institutional emphasisz on faculty are involved in 'seeking
quality of teaching. grants to support teaching or curric-

ular innovations.

6. Faculty Scholarly Activity- 6. Faculty Scholarly Activity-Extent to
Faculty involvement in scholarly which faculty are engaged in scholar-
activity and research in acéddition 1y activity and research in their
to teaching. disciplines.

7. Academic Integration Practices- 7. Freshmen Instructors-Ezient to waich
Institutional efforts to engage school's more effective instructors
freshmen in their class work. teach freshmen classes.

8. Academic Skill Building Services- 8. Academic Skill Building Services-
Institutional services tha%t help Extant of institutional services
students improve their academic designed to aid students in develop-
skills. ing their academic skills (reading,

writing, study skills, etc.).

9. Academic Advising-Institutional 9. Academic Advising Emphasis-Extent to
services to advise students on whicn school emphasizes academic ad-
academic issues. vising through advisor-advisee con-

tact, training and rewards for
faculty who serve as advisors.

10. Career Exploration Assistance- 10. Career Exploration Assistance-Extent
Institutional services to aid to which students use services de-
students in exploring and choosing signed to help them explore and
among career options. choose among career options.

11. Job Search Services-Institutional |11. Campus Interviews-Extent to which
efforts to provide studen*s with prospective employers and graduate/
opportunities to interview with professional school representatives
prospective employers and grad- visit campus to interview students.
uate/professional school repre-
sentatives.
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Table 1 continued

-

Cuarriculum-Course distribution 2. Required Core-Percentage of credit
requirements for students. hours requirad of students for grad-
uation that is in core of required
courses.

Crientation Programs-School Orientation-Zxtent to which freshmen
efforts to help students become are enrolied in formally organized
oriented to college life. orientation class.

Stucent Data-Collection and use of . Data-Extent to which data on stu-
data on students and their atti- dents and their attitudes toward the
tudes toward the institution. school are collected and shared with
faculty and administrators.

Parents Program. and Services- . rarent Interaction-Extent to which
Institutional efforts to facili- parents of students and faculty and
tate communication and interaction administrators interact on campus.
between the school and parents of
studentsz.

Student Social Integration and . Social Interaction-Extent to which
Activity-Institutional efiforz:s school promcti: student social inte-
to facilitate sociali integration gration tarc .gh extra-curricular ac-
of student: into school's social tivities.

life.
Institutional Religious Affil- . Religious Emphasis-Extent to which
iation-Relationship of school to school emphasizes religious affilia-
church or religious organization. tion by organizing religious activi-
“les and enrolling students sympa-
thetic to itz religious ties.
On Campus Living-Population of . Residentlai Campus-Percentage of
students living in campus, students and percentage of fresh
fraternity or sorority housing. iiving on camgus.

Residence Hall Social Integration- . Room Assignments-Extent to which
School practices that promote school officials match freshmen with
student social integration in roommates whose interests/back-
residence halls. grounds are similar.

Campus Employment-School provided . Employment-Percentage of freshmen
part-time, on campus jobs for who have part-time jobs on campus.
students.

- -
- -
-

a
meon

Incdenendent Varizis.a

Freshmen tc SoplLomore Retention Rate-The average of the Ireshmen to
sophomore retention rates between the 1984-'85 and the 1985-'S6 schoo. years
and between the 1985-'86 and 1986-'87 school years. The freshmen to
sophomore retention rate is defined as the percentage of the school's
entering freshmen class that is sitill enrollec at *he same institution one
year later.
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Research Methodology

This study examined the relationship petween the
Characteristics and practices of liberal arts colleges 1L
and their freshmen to sopnomore retention rate-. Liberal
arts colleges II, by definition (Carnegie Council, 1980),
nave the following characteristics: a) they are
privately owned and operated; b) their admissions standards
for undergraduate students are not highly selective;

c) they have a liberal arts curriculum. Therefore, the
schools selected Zor inciusion in this study's sample were
private institutions oiffering a liberal arts curriculum and
having traditional admissions standards (ACT, 1983) for
entering undergraduates. The authors also established an
upner limit of 5000 for the total enroliment (total number
of all undergraduate and graduate students enrolled full
and part-time) of schools participating in the study.

There are additional institutional characteristics
which could be extraneous or confounding variables
affecting the schools' retention razes. It was necessary,
therefore, to conzrol tie influence of :hese variables by
selecting a homogeneouz sampie oI schcol.s with respect to

these characteristics. Control of pogulat:on homogeneity

by selection was accompliished through the use of three
additicnal instituticnal charac:teriztics. They were:
composition of the uncergraduate student body with respect
t¢ a) gender - cn.y coed institutions were included; b) age-

noT more than na.Z ol the undergracduats s:tudent body could

ce older than 24; c) enro.lmen- sta=us - a- ieast haif of
the undergraduaze szudent body had to be enrclled full-
time.

The composition of the undergraduate student body with
respect to gender was controlled because attrition rates at
single sex iaszitutions tend to be lower (Astin, 1975,
1977). Age was controlled because students older than 24
tend to have lower retention rates (Trent & Medsker, 1968;
Astin, 1975). Enrolliment status was contro.led because a
school with more than half of its undergraduate students
enrolled part-z:ime has a sma.ler group of fuil-time
students with waom Iresamen can pecome 50Cia.iy
integrated. It is alszo less likely to have an ac-ive
extracurricu.ar life wh.ch can promote social integration
(Astin, 1975; Tintc, .975; Pantages & Creedon, 1978).

In summary, this study examineé the relationship
between institutional characteristics and retention rates
at schools thaz::

l. Are private.y owned ancd opera:zed.

2. Use tradiciona. acdmissions standards (ACT, 1983)
when admitt.ng Ireshmen.

3. Have a liberal arts curriculum.

4. Have a total enrolliment (head count of all
undergraduate and graduate students enrolled full-
time and part-time) not exceeding 5000.

&
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5. Have an undergraduate student body where not more
than 70% are men or women.

6. Have an undergraduate student body where at least
5C% are between 18 and 22 years old.

7. Have an undergraduate student body where at least
50% are enrolled on a full-time basis.

Using institutional data reported in College Planning
Search Book (ACT, 1983) and HEP Directory (Torregrosa,
1987), the authors identified the 203 schools that met all
of these criteria for inclusion in the study.

The authors sent a letter to the presidents of these
schools inviting them to participate in cthe study. The
letter described tie study and what data participatiug
institutions would have to provide. Institutions choosing
to participate in the study could indicate their
willingness tc do so by returning a se'f-addrecsed postcard
that was enclosed with the letter. 161 ins*titutions
returned postcards indicating they wanted to participate in
the study. This sample represented 72.3% of the population

£ 203 schools.

The external val;d;:y 0f the study was assessed by
comparing the sample with the population on the following
characteristics: the institutions' geographical locations,
reiigious affiiiation, enroliment, tuition, percentage of
undergraduates enro.ied full-time, p rceqtdge of freshmen
who ilive on campus and percentage of freshmen who are
memoers of a racia: minor"'. An examination of these data
reveaied no significant Giff erences between the sample and
the pecpuliation on these characteristics. These results
tnereiore incdicated the sample wa: representative of the
population with respect to these institutional variables.

Administrators at the schools participating in the
study were the sources of institutional data required by
the study. Registrars and admissions officials verified
«hat their schools met the criteria for inclusion in the
population of institutions to pe studied (control,
admissions standards, curriculum, enrol_ment and
composition of the student body with respect to sex, age
ané enro.lment status). Registrars also provided the
institutions' freshmen to sophomore retention rates. The
schools' financial afrairs officers proviced information
regarding institutional £financial viability. The admissions
officer supplied data about admissions/recruitirng
practices. The academic affairs officer was the source of
irnformation about academic/educacional integration
activities and the student affairs officer provided data
about social integraticn activities.

The questionnaire use” in the study inciuded 49
items. Thcmas (1982) described the questionnaire and its
development. ‘ne majority of items were Likert scales
ranging from "not at all," scored 1 to "to a very great
extent," scored 5. The remaining items asked for factual

15
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information such as enrcllment, size of endowment, tuition,
etc.

118 schoo.s returned completed questionnaires. This
represented a 73.3% rate of return for the 161
questionnaires that were mailed and 58.1% of the original
population of 203 institutions.

The question of how the 118 schools differed from the
85 schools on which data were not collected arose. The
researcher tested for statistically significant differences
between the analyzed sample and the schools that did not
provide data for the study on the same institutional
characteristics that were used to compare the
sample with the population. A level of significance of p&
.05 was used for these tests.

A significant difference was found between the 118
schools in the analyzed sample ana the 85 schools not
providing data with respect to their geographical
locations. The analyzed sample included a larger
percentage of schools from north central and Great Lakes
states than the schools for which no data were collected.
The analyzed sampie also inciuded a smaller percentage of
institutions ZIrom south central, south Atlantic and middle
Atlantic statez when compared to schools no= providing data
for the study.

The chi sguare test found a significant difference on
religious affiliation when the anaiyzed sample was compared
with the schoolsz for which no data were collected. The
analyzec samp.e conzainel a significantly higher percentage
o rerigliously aifiliared schools.

Statistically significant different differences were
found between the analyzed sample aid schools not providing
data on the following characteristics: tuition, percentage
of freshmen living on campus and percentage of freshmen who
are members of a racial minority. Schools in the analyzed
sample had higher tuition, a higher percentage of frechmen
living on campus and a lower percentage of freshmen who
were members of a racial minority when compared with the
institutions for which no data were op:tained. However,
this bias does not influence the relationship between the
mcdel's constructs ané variadbles. It only suggests that
student retention at schocls not providing data for this
study may not operate precisely as the study's findings

suggesti.

The authors assessed three types of validity for the
study's questionnaire. To ensure face validity, items were
reviewed by sszveral c:ther researchers familiar with the
content of this study. The items were also field tested
with administrators at liberal arts colleges II and revised
in accordance with their suggestions. Concurrent validity
was assessed by factor analyzing the data obtaired by the
questionnaire's items. Factor analysis a.so enabled the

authors to test a third type of validity - convergent
validity. The results of this factor analysis indicated

T4
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that concurrent and convergent validity existed to a
comparatively high degree in the study's cuestionnaire.
Thomas (1988) described in detzil the assessment of the
validity of this study's questionnaire.

The researcher created indices measuring the
constructs when two or more variables had factor loadings
of .40 or higher and their reliability was found to be
adecquate. The researcher used the SPSS program,

Rel iability, to compute Cronbach's coefficient alpha
(Cronbach, 1351) and test the reliability of the six
indices used in this research. None of the coefficients
feil below .50 which Nunnally (1967) recommends for
exploratory research. The coefficient average was .68.

There is no method of testing the reliability of
indicators measured by one questionnaiie item. If one
assumes, however, that their reliability is not
systematically lower than the reliability of the six
indices, then the reliability oZf the entire questionnaire
was satisfactory, particularly for expioratory research.

The relazionsnips in the model are recursive, i.e.,
are presumed to hiave one way causal effects. Ordinary
least squares path analysis was thus appropriate and used
to estimate coefiicients in the model. The assumptions for
mu.tiple regression {additivity., uncorrelated error terms.
homoscedasticity, normal distribution of error terms) were
met with one =xcep-ion. MNon-linear relationships were
found between the dependent variable and applicat.on yield,
general scucztion recuirements and on Campus living.
Caution should therefore be used when interpreting the
resuits regarding these relationships. Cre final
azzumption pertaining to both multiple regression and path
ana.ysis is that indepencent variables are not highly
correlated. Kerlinger and Pedhazur (1973) set an upper
limit of .70 Zfcr correlation between independent
variables. The highest correlation between any of the
independent variables was .44.
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Findings

Table 2 presents tr: ~ero-order correlations and the
standardized recression coefficients (beta weights) for
retenticn rate regressed on all of the independent
variables in the model. Five independent variables were
statistically significant in explaining retention rate
when the dependent variable was regressed on all of the
independent variables. By the value of their beta
weights, they were: educational and general expenditures
(.28); strength of religious affiliation {.25); faculty
scholarly activity (.19); alumni recruiting (.16); and on
campus interviews (.14). All of these relationships and
the correlations were in the direction hypcthesized.
These five independent variables accounted, by themselves,
for 27 percent of the variance in retention rates.

Next, the authors regressed retention rate on each of
the following sets of independent variables: 1) variables
measuring admiss.cns/recruiting practices; 2) variables
measuring academic/educational integration activities;

3) variabies measuring social integration activities.
These three regreszsions identified seven variablies as
being statistically significant (alumni recruiting,
fs~ulty grant seexing, faculty scholarly activity, career
exploration service use, on campus interviews, strength of
religious affiliation and freshmen employment). Next,
the authors regressed retention rate on these seven
variabies. ALl seven of the variables remained
significant in this regressicn. The results for this
equation are reporczec¢ in Table 3.

Retentio” rate was then regressed on educational and
genera. experi.'.re pius the seven variabies listed in
Tabple 3. Th r--ves:s‘on produced the same results that
were achieved wacn ce.2ntion was regressed on all of the

independent variail.s.. The statistically significant
variables wa2re -_ai1n, by order of their beta weights:
educational a". general expenditures (.28); strength of

religious aff.liation (.2%); faculty scholarly activity
(.19); alumni recruiting (.16); and on campus interviews
(.14). il of zthese relationchips and the ccrrelations
were again in the direc:tion hypothesized in the
theoretical mocdel. These five independent variables
accounted for 27 percent of the variance in retention
rates. Non-significant variables removed from this
equation inclucdecd career exp.oration service use, faculty
grant seexing and freshmnen employment. Table 4 lists the
variables in this model and their beta weights and Figure
2 illustrates this model.

rigure 2 includes path ccefficients. These path
coefficients are the s:tandardized regression coefficients
or beta weights of the variables in the modei. The path

LA I
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coefficient shows the influence of each independent
variable on retention rate controlling for all other

. variables in the regression equation. It aiso shows the
«nfluence of the variable, educational and general
expenditures, on the variables, alumni recruiting, faculty
scholarly activity, on campus interviews and strength of
religious affiliation. Table 5 lists the effect of
educational and general expenditures on all of the other
independent variables included in the original theoretical
model but not included in the Figure 2 model. Non-
significant variables were not included in the Figure 2
model. Figure 2 also presents the model with path
coefficients.

Discussion

The most significant difference between the model
illustrated in Figure 2 and the original theoretical model
is that it is £far more parsimonious; it contains just five
variables as opposecd to the 20 tha: are found in the
originai model. One variable measuring
admissions/recruiting practices (application yield) was
excluded from the £final model. Ten variables assessing
academic/educationa: integration ac:tivities were removed.
They were as follows: student-facul:y interaction,
faculty grant seeking, freshmen instructors, academic
skill building services, academic acdvising, career
exp.oration servicc use, general education requirements,
orientation particigation, data collection and
dissemination and parent-institution interaction. Four
variables (social integration, freshmen employmen:z, on
campus living and room assignment practices) were excluded
from social integration activities.

The five variables in the model illustrated in Figure
2 (educational and general expenditures, alumni
recruiting, faculty scholarly activity, on campus
interviews and strength of religious affiliation),
influenced retention rate in the direction hypothesized in
the original theoretical model. Educational and general
expenditures ailso had a significant effec: on faculty
scholariy activity ané on campus interviews as
hypothesized.

The total causal effects are egual %o the sum of the
direct and the indirect effects (Xerlinger & Pedhazur,
1973). The total causal effects were used to rank the
importance of the variables in explaining variance in
retention rates. Table 6 presents the direct, indirect
and total causal effects which the independent variables
in the model had on retention rate. This table also lists
the rank order of importance of these variables.

The variables, ranked by the value of their total
causal effects on retention, were as follows: educational
and general expenditures (.35); strength of religious

ERIC 1=
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Table 2. Retention explained by the independent variables.

Standardized
Zero-Order Regression
Variables Correlation Coefficient
Educational and
genera. expenditures .36 .28%*
Application yield -.05 -.02
Alumni recruiting .25 .16*
Student-faculty
interaction .04 .003
Faculty grant seeking .25 .11
Faculty scholarly
activity .28 .19*
Freshmen instructors -.10 -.004
Academic skill building
services .03 -.04
Academic advising -.04 -.05
Career exploration
service use -.02 -.14
On campus interviews , 26 .14~*
General ecucation
reguirements .01 .03
Orientation p.rticipation -.12 -.11
Data collect.on and
dissemination -.04 -.12
Parent-institution
interaction .18 .03
Social integration .15 .07
Strength of religious
affiliatior .29 .25 *
On campus living .07 .06
Room assignment
practi:es .06 -.001
Freshmen employment -.20 -.12
2 2
R = .30 adj. R= .27 F =9.61* df (5,112) N = 118
p=.053




Table 3. Retention explained by significant admissions/

recruiting practices, academic/educational

integration activities and social integration

activities variables.

Standardized

Regression

Variables Coefficient
Career exploration service use .16*

Religious affiliazion
Faculty scholarly activicy
Freshmen employment

lumni recruiting
Faculty grant seeking
On campus interviews

2 2
R = .30 Adj. R= .26 F = 6.75*
p==.05

daf (7,110)

L21*
.18*
.158%*
L21*
.18*

.23*

N =

118




Table 4. Retention explained by significant admissions/recruiting,
academic/educational integration, social integration
activities variables and educational and general
expenditures.

Standardized
Regression
Variables Coefficient
Educational and general expenditures .28*
Alumni recruiting .i6*
Faculty =zcholarly activity .19%*
Faculty grant seeking .17
Career axplorazior service use -.03
On campus intsrviews .14+
Strength of religious affiliation .25*
Freshmen employment -.1%
2 2
R=.30 Adj. R = .27 F =9.61* df (5,112) N = 118
p==.05
Q 2 U
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FIGURE
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2. Path diagram for final theoretical model as measured
by retention rate.
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Table 5. Independent variables explained by
educational and general expenditures.

Standardized Regression
Coefficient for Educational

Var iabie and General Expenditures
Appiication yield -.19*
a
Alumni recruiting .13
Student-faculty interaction -.10
Faculty grant seeking .15
a
Faculzy scholarly activity . 19x%
Freshmen instructors -.14
Academic skill building services .06
Academic advising .07
Career exploration service use -.04
a
On campus interviews .18*
General education requirements .08
Orientation participation .04
Data collection aud dissemination .co08
Parent-institution interaction .10
Social integration -.03
Freshmen employment -.16
a
Strength of religious affiliation .01
On campus living -.01
Room assignment practices -.07

a
signi

L 2

th

icant variable in the final model

significant direct effect of educational and general expenditures on
variabie

la%a)
o
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Table 6. Causal Effects of Variables in the Final Model.

Causal Effects

Total Causzal
Variable Direct Indirect Causal Rank

Educational and general a
expenditures .28 .07 .35 1

Strength of religious
affiliation .25 .25 2

Faculty scholarly
activity .19 .19 3

Alumni recruiting .16 .16 4

On campus interviews .14 .14 5

a
through faculty scholarly activity andé on campus interviews.
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affiliation (.25), faculty scholarly activity (.19);

alumni recruiting (.16); and on campus interviews (.14).

The two indirect effects were educational and general

expenditures through faculty scholarly activity (.04) and
educational and general expenditures through (.03). Thus

five variab.es were significant ia predicting retention in |
the firal medel.

Several comments about how the model functioned in
this study seem appropriate. First, the measure of
financial viability was, as hypothesized, the most
important determinant in the model. It worked in two ways
to increase retention: directly and indirectly by
increasing the level of two institutional activities that
enhance retention. It is believed that financial
viability engenders student confidence in the institution
and tais confidence, in turn, enhances student persistence
at the school. It has the additional effect of increasing
the extent to which faculty are involved in scholarly
activity and prospec:ive employer and graduate/
professional school representatives come to the campus to
interview students.

The finding regarding financial viability was the
most significant of this study. It is particularly
significant because nearly all previous studies of the
reiationship between various institutional practices and
retention have focused on programs and services which are
intended to directly affect student academic and social
integration anc ultimately persistence (Pantages &
Creedon, :.978; Lenning, Beal & Sauer, 1980; Noel, Levitz,
& Saluri, 1985). Very few studies have given attention to
how a basic instizu=zional characteristic such as flnancial
viability can influernce student attitudes about their
persistence at particular schools.

The most notable feature of this variable is that the
preponderance of its effect on retention is direct.
Educational and general expenditures had a significant
direct effect on only three of the other variables in the
model (application yield, faculty scholarly activity and
on campus interviews). It is believed that the direct
eflect on retention is present because fir.ancial
vianility, as measured by educational and general
expenditures, engenders student confidence in the
institution. If students see that the school is
financially stable or even thriving, they are more likely
to perceive it as a healthy institution, one that is
permanent and stable. This perception in turn leads them
to have conficdence in it and choose to persist in their
education taere. Converseliy, institutional financial
problems that lead to faculty reductions or poorly
maintained facilities undermine student confidence in the
school. This lack of confidence reduces student
retention.
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Educational and general expenditures did have an
indirect effect on retention through faculty scholarly
activity and on campus interviews. A larger budget may
make it easier for an institution to financially support
faculty research through equipment, facilities and
grants. It may also enable an institution to hire more
faculty so that their teaching and advising loads are ‘
reduced and more time is available for research. |

Strength of religious affiliation was the second most
important variable in predicting retention in the final
model. It is believed that strength of religious
affiliation is an important determinant of retention
because the religious affiliation of an institution can
help build a sense¢ of common values and community on a
campus into which students can be more easily socially
integrated. It is also possible that this variable may
influence a student's choice about which institution s/he
wisnes to attend and thus help to insure an appropri-*c
fit between the student and the school.

Faculty scholarly activity was =he thirdé most
important predictor of retention rate. This finding is a
particularly interes=ing one and stands in stark ccntrast
to recommendations of previous researchers on the dangers
tc retention when an institution emphasizes faculty
scholarly activity as opposed to teaching effectiveness
(Jose, 1978; Astin & Scherrei, 1980; Beal & Ncel, 1980).

A possible explanation £or this finding is that most
liberal arts colleges II stress the importance of
undergraduate teaching. The schoois that stress both
instructional effec:iveness and research, however, have
the additionai advAantage of having faculty whose scholarly
work as well as teaching effectiveness inspires the
confidence of students in the quality of their education.
Another possible explanation is that the environment of a
small liberal arts college may result in faculty
discussing their research with students and perhaps even
involving some of them in it. Such discussions could
promote the academic integration of students and
ultimately their retentcion.

Alumni recruiting was the Zour:h most important
variable in predicting retentisn. Thiz finding was
consistent with the theory of Starr, Betz and Menne (1972)
which states that congruence between student background
and institutional values and opportunities enhances
retention. It is believed that alumni recruiting
contributed to retention because the experience these
peop.ie have with the institution makes it more likely they
will recruit students whose educational and personal
backgrounds are congruent with the opportunities and
values ot the school.

On campus interviews was the £ifth most significant
predictor of retention in the final model. It is believed

Q ;)5
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that this variable contributes to retention because the
presence on campus of represer*atives of
graduate/professional schools and prospective employers
contributes to the student perception that their education
is both practical in lue and of high quality.

It is important t. note that fifteen variables
measuring institutional activities designed to
facilitate student academic and social integration did not
prove to be significant predictors of retention. This was
the most surprising finding of the study.

To summarize, there were six major £indings in this
study. First, the theoretical model was useful in
analyzing the process through which institutional
variables affect retention rate. In general, the findings
support the claim that the structure of the model worked
as expected. Financial viability had a direct effect on
retention. It also had indirect effects through at least
two of the institurional activities designed to enhance
retention. Moreover, four variables other than the one
measuring financia. viability haé their own direct effects
on retention. The significant determinants of “he model
accounted for 27 per cent of the variance in retention
rates. Thls adjusted R squared compares £svorably with
the attrition studies in which the student, rather than
the institution, was the unit of analysis: Bayer (1968)
(R squared=.12); Panos and Astin (1968) (R squared=.09);
Wegner and Sewell (1970) (R squared=.09); Mehra {1973) (R
squarec=.905,; 3Zean (1980) (R squared=.27); Pascarella and
Chapman (1983) (R squared=.26); Pazcarella and Terenzini

{1983) (R squared=.23). Spady (1S71) had a comparatively
high unadjusted R sguared in prelic=ing freshmen a*trition
with for men (.31) and women (.39). Again, the unit of

analysis in Spady's study (1971) was the student.

However, it seems reasonable to make two conclus.ons
at this point: 1) Although the basic structure of the
model tested in this study appears to useful for future
inquiry into the institutional determinants of retention,
individual variables in the wodel may need to be dropped
and new ones added; 2) the measurez of the variables
empioyed in this study may need tS be caanged.

Second, the most important determinant of retenpiion
was institutlonal Zfinancial viability as measured by
educationa. and geneval expenditures. The preponderance
of the effect of this variable on retenticn was direct.

Third, institutionai financial viability had a
significant indirect effect on retention through only two
of the 12 variables in the model it was hypothesized to
influence. Ten of the 12 institutiona: variables
hypothesized tc enhance re“ention were not affected by tne
size of the institutions' educational and general
expenditures.

O
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Fourth, the next most important variables in
explaining retention rate were, by order of their
significance, strength of religious affiliation, faculty
scholarly activity, alumni recruiting and on campus
interviexs.

Fifth, only five of the theoretical model's 20
variables, all of which have been frequently cited in
student retention research and literature as important
determinants of retention, proved to be significant
predictors of persistence in this study. There are
several possible explanations for this unexpected finding.
Three points should be made regarding this £inding.
First, the perceptions of institutional administrators on
the extent to which th- variables were present on the
campuses may not have been a valid and reliable measure of
these variables. Other more objective measures of the
variables may be more accurate and valid. A second
‘ossible explanation is that differences between the

ample used for this study and the samples used in
previous research may account for differences in
findings.
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A third explanation may offer the best accounting for
this finding. Almost all previous retention studies have
made the student, rather than the institution, the unit of
analysis. Researchers have then taken the results of
these studies and inferred that certain institutional
practices would increase retention. These inferences have
thus formed the basis of their recommendations for school
practices.

However, one student's decision to persist or
withdraw from school is a complex one that is influenced
by many variables. Analyzing those decisions for a large
group of students is even more difficult because the
number of variables increases. Drawing valid conclusions
about desirable institutional practices from data on
students mz2y therefore be very difficult. On the other
hand, studies in which the institution is the unit of
analysis may lead to different and more accurate
conclusions apout desirable school practices than
inferences drawn from studies in which the s:tudent is
analyzed.

Recommendation for F.ture Research and
Implications for Practice

Five recommendations are made for future research
and discussed below:

1) The nature of the relationship between financial
viability and retention should be examined' further. The
precise way in which financial viability contributes to
student retention should be explored. This researcher's
hypothesis that financial viability engenders student
corfidence in the permanence and stability of the
institution should be tested.

2) It was assumed in this research that different
institutional activities had direct effects upon the
unmeasured student outcomes, academic and social
integration. This assumption should be tested in future
research.

3) The theoretical mocel should be “ested using other
measures of student retention a: other <types of
institutions. For example, the model could be tested as a
predictor of the graduation rate for a class of entering
freshmen four of five years after its members first
enroll. Furthermore, it could be tested at larger private
institutions, public schools with larger or even similar
enrollments or schouls that emphasize research more and
teaching less than liberal arts colleges II.

4) The primary support for testing this study's
hypotheses regarding aiumni recruiting, faculty scholarly
activity ancé on campus interviews came from the interviews
conducted with students, £faculty and administrators at a
liberal arts II institution with a freshmen to sophomore
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retention rate above the national average for comparable

schools. These three variables were three of the five
variables that were significant predictors of retention in
the f£inal model. Researchers may find such interviews to

be helpful in selecting variables to study in future
retention studies.

5) The structure of the model and the methodology
employed to test it in this study should guide future
retention research in which the institution is the unit of
analysis. Variables in the model may be addzd or deleted
but the model itself cshould be retained for future
research.

It is important to note that the model tested in this
study did not account for 73 per cent of the variance in
retention rate. An important task for future studies,
therefore, will be identifying the missing determinants of
retention.

The following practical implications are based on the
results of this study anéd shouid be considered a: similar
institutions:

1) Instizutional financial viability was clearly the
most important determinant of retention in this study. It
is recommendecd, therefore, <haz liberal arts co.leges II
interested in improving their retention rates examine
their financial condition, now the condi<ion is manifested
in tangible ways on campus and the effec:t these conditions
are having on student perceptions of the school.

2) If a school is affiliated with a religious
organization and has nstitutional mission that is
compatidie with this affiliation, it shou.d make full use

£ the ties to the religious organization in identifying
and recruiting prosgec:ive students and sponsoring on
campus religious activities.

3) It is recommended that liberal arts colleges II
encourage their faculty to be involved in scholarly work
and research. It is also recommended that institutions
make student students aware of this activity by creating
opportunities on campus for faculty to discuss their
scholarly work and publishing promo:tional materials for
prospective student:z that emphasize tnis part of the
faculty's work.

4) Liberal arts co.lieges II should do all they can to
provide students with on campus oppor:unities for studen*s
to interview with representatives of prospective employers
and graduate/proZessional schools.

5) Liberal ar*s colleges II should enlist the help of
their alumni in identifying and recruiting prospective
students. The knowledge and relavionship these
individuals have vis a vis their undergraduate institut ~-
can enable them to helo the school recruit students who..
educational and personal backgrounds are compatible with
the opportunities and values of the schooli. This
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compatibility can, in turn, promote student retantion.

6) A surprising finding of this study was that seven
institutional variables frequently cited in student
retention research and/or recommendations for steps
schools can take to improve their retention rates did not
prove to be significant predictors of retention at liberal
arts colleges II. Therefore, the effectiveness of these
variables in reducing student attrition should be re-
considered.

3
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