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Research and theory on student retention suggests that it is a complex process influenced by both personal and
institutional factors. Since retention and graduation rates are important benchmarks used to evaluate educational
institutions, administrators at the University of Minnesota (U of M) are questioning why these rates are lower at the U
of M than would be expected given the characteristics of the student body (Improving our graduation, 2001).  Research
by the U of M office of Institutional Research and Reporting (IRR) suggests that for most U of M freshman admitting
colleges, including General College (GC), the predicted graduation rate for students is higher than the actual rate.

A recent study of students who left GC before completing their degrees (Wambach, Mayer, Hatfield & Franko, 2003)
investigated the impact that student educational interests, poor academic performance and personal issues might have
on retention.  Data from that study suggested that students with interests in physical science, engineering and computer
science were somewhat more likely to leave before graduating than were students who did not have those interests. 
The study also found that 51% of the student leavers had GPAs below 2.0 and that at least 73% had received alerts for
poor performance in at least one class.  Issues involving motivation, health, money, and family were regularly noted in
the academic advising files of student leavers.   Problems in interpreting the significance of these findings occurred
because we lacked information about the extent to which problems are present among persisting students. The research
led to additional questions about differences between GC leavers and persisters including:

•        Are the entrance interests of persisters similar to or different from those of leavers? 

•        How do the interests of persisters change over time?

•        How frequently are academic problems reported for persisters?

•        What issues related to retention are reported by advisors in persisters’ files?           

Method

An archival study based on a content analysis of persisters’ files was designed. All students in GC are assigned to an
advisor who maintains a file for the advisee. From our prior experience with student files, we expected them to contain
the following information: an entrance questionnaire including questions about academic plans, academic alerts, mid-
semester grade reports, registration planning forms, transfer plans, and advising notes. 

The population studied was the segment of all GC students enrolled in the fall of 2000 who also enrolled during the
next academic year (fall 2001/spring 2002). Of the 1909 students enrolled in fall 2000, 1467 were classified as
persisters. In order to capture true persisters as opposed to late leavers, the pool was further narrowed to 1026 who
were also enrolled in Spring 2003.  A random sample of 400 students was selected from this group of 1026 students.
The U of M student-records data base was used to gather information about these students’ gender, ethnicity, ACT test
scores, last term of enrollment, credits completed, and cumulative GPA at the end of Spring 2003.

We attempted to obtain advisor files for the 400 students in the random sample and were able to obtain 381 (95%). All
files were coded by one of four raters; each rater was assigned 100 files.

Coding
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Students’ academic/vocational interests were organized into the 15 categories listed in Table 1. The categories were
created to represent a broad range of student interests. Multiple academic/vocational interests could be assigned to
each student. Interests were coded at two times during a student’s enrollment in GC.  The first coding, pre-
matriculation, captured interests at entrance.  The second coding, post-matriculation, captured interests expressed after
entrance.

Table 1. Academic/Vocational Interest Categories

Education
Architecture
Fine Arts
Design
Communications (journalism, mass comm.)
Business (management, marketing)
Hard Sciences (chemistry, physics)
Social Sciences (psychology, sociology)
Health Sciences (nursing, pharmacy)
Biological Sciences (agriculture, ecology)
Computer Sciences
Humanities (classics, languages)
Undecided
Other
No information available

Raters also made judgments about the apparent variability of a student’s educational interests.  Categories for this
variable are in Table 2.  The purpose of this rating was to capture the type of change students displayed in their
thinking about majors and educational goals.

Table 2. Variability of Student Interests

Interests seem stable and focused on one main area
Interests cover different areas upon entry with no indicated focus
Interests cover different areas upon entry with eventual focus on one area
Interests change areas from beginning to end of academic career at UM
Undecided upon entry with eventual focus on an area
No information available

Student issues associated with leaving college were first identified in the prior study of GC leavers and are listed in
Table 3. When coding the persisters’ files, these categories were not used in a mutually exclusive manner; multiple
problems could be assigned per student. Most of the categories are self-explanatory.  The incongruities/resistances
category was created for the prior study to identify cases where the student appeared to be unwilling to follow advice,
there were inconsistencies between a student’s expressed plans and his or her enrollment records, or lack of
compliance with institutional processes such as required program planning meetings.

Table 3. Student Issues That Are Associated with Leaving College

performance not high enough
physical health or mental health issue
family or cultural issues
low motivation, poor time management
disability issues
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major/vocational training not available
UM not good fit for personal reasons
financial or work issues
incongruities/resistances
multiple difficulties, overwhelmed
personal reasons (need time off)
other
no issues reported

Academic feedback consisted of academic alerts and mid-semester reports that were sent from faculty to students and
their advisors either out of concern for student performance or as part of regular mid-semester reporting of grades.
They were categorized in a mutually exclusive manner as: none on file, on file with problems reported, or on file with
no problems reported. On file with problems reported means that at least one instructor indicated that the student was
excessively absent from class, missing assignments, or not making satisfactory progress.

Finally, raters looked for information indicating that a student had considered leaving the U of M and perhaps
transferring to another school.  This was coded as either yes, the student considered leaving or no, the student did not
consider leaving.  

Prior experience using adviser files as a data source had found considerable variability in the amount of information
included in the files.  In order to capture this variation, two variables were created: quality of written notes and quality
of electronic notes.  Quality was defined as the amount of unique information included in the file.  Lower ratings
suggested that not much information was in the advisor notes beyond documentation that the student had registered or
met with the advisor to discuss a schedule.  A higher rating indicated that an advisor’s notes contained information
beyond that found on registration plans or reports from faculty.  During the observation period some advisors shifted
from keeping notes using paper and pencil to keeping them electronically. Both types of notes were evaluated using
the rating scale listed in Table 4.

Table 4. Rating Categories for Quality of Advising Notes

Rating Category Rating Meaning
1 notes of this type not available
2  
3 little information about the student contained in the notes
4  
5 some information about the student contained in the notes
6  
7 much information about the student contained in the notes

Reliability Analysis

In order to determine whether the files were coded consistently by the four raters, a reliability analysis was conducted
using files from a random sample of 12 persisting students. Each of the four raters coded all 12 files. As an index of
inter-rater reliability, the agreement between raters regarding the codes assigned to these files was assessed. For the
coding schemes that were not mutually exclusive (i.e. academic/vocational interests and student issues) rater agreement
was assessed as follows. First, we identified all instances where an incoming academic/vocational interest category
was selected by any one of the four raters. Next, the raters were divided into all possible pairs of two, resulting in six
unique pairs of raters. Then, for each of the six pairs of raters, the number of times that the pair agreed in their
indication of an incoming academic/vocational interest was counted. This number was then divided by the number of
distinct categories selected across both raters in the pair. For example, if rater one selected the interest categories
“business” and “computer science” and rater two selected “business” and “social science” then their agreement for the
category would be 33% since they agreed on only one interest (business) of the three distinct interests indicated (i.e.
business, computer science, and social science). In this manner a percent agreement statistic was calculated for each of
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the six pairs of raters, resulting in six percent agreement statistics. The average of these six statistics was taken as an
index of inter-rater reliability for pre-matriculation academic/vocational interest coding. This procedure was repeated
for post-matriculation academic/vocational interests and student issues in order to obtain indices of inter-rater
reliability for these coding schemes. In order to assess inter-rater reliability for the mutually exclusive coding schemes
(academic feedback and variability of interests), the proportion of all possible rater pairs where coding agreement
occurred was calculated for each coding scheme. The results are summarized in Table 5.

Table 5. Inter-rater Reliability as Measured by Percent Agreement

Coding scheme Average % agreement
Pre-matriculation interests 71.7
Post-matriculation interests 48.8
Student Issues 68.1
Variability of interests 47.2
Academic feedback 85.0
Considered leaving the U 91.7

Quality of Advisor Notes

Correlations between written note ratings for pairs of raters ranged from .64 to .76 and correlations between electronic
note ratings ranged from .76 to .95. Correlations were higher for electronic note ratings because many of the files
contained no electronic advising notes. Raters were also fairly similar with respect to the absolute values of the ratings
they assigned to advisor notes.  The mean ratings for written notes ranged from 3.17 to 3.75.

Most persister files (85.8%) contained written advisor notes and a minority of files (33.1%) contained electronic notes.
Where written notes were present, they were rated as containing little to some unique information about the student (N
= 326, M = 3.93, SD = 1.37). Electronic notes, when present, were rated similarly to written notes (N = 125, M = 4.04,
SD = 1.62). The frequency distributions for ratings assigned to written and electronic advisor notes can be found in
Table 6.

 
Table 6. Frequency Distributions for Ratings Assigned to Written and Electronic Advisor Notes

Rating Written notes Electronic notes
 N % N %
1 – notes not available 54 14.2% 253 66.9%
2 44 11.6% 28 7.4%
3 – little information about the student contained in the file 98 25.8% 23 6.1%
4 85 22.4% 29 7.7%
5 - some information about the student contained in the file 57 15.0% 20 5.3%
6 19 5.0% 11 2.9%
7 - much information about the student contained in the file 23 6.1% 14 3.7%
Written note ratings were unavailable for one file and electronic note ratings were unavailable for three
files.

Results

Persisters (N = 381) were compared with leavers (N = 403) from a prior archival-records study. Chi-square statistics
were used to test for group difference on categorical variables and t-tests were used to test for group differences on
continuous variables. Throughout the results, test statistics (when significant) are reported in table notes.

Persisters and leavers differed significantly with respect to ethnicity with the group of persisters containing a higher
proportion of white students (72.2% for persisters and 64.3% for leavers; see Table 7). The group of persisters had
completed significantly more credits than the leavers and had significantly higher AAR scores and cumulative GPAs

http://www.gen.umn.edu/research/ore/reports/leavers.htm
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(see Table 8). The two groups of students were comparable regarding gender: 55% of persisters were female and 48%
of leavers were female. Persisters had entered the university somewhat later than leavers: 12.6% of persisters and
24.6% of leavers had entered the U of M prior to the 1999-2000 academic year (see Table 9).

These differences between persisters and leavers were expected given results from prior research regarding persistence
of General College students. Students of color, students with lower AAR and ACT scores, and students with lower
cumulative U of M GPA have lower persistence rates. The fact that the groups differ in expected ways is evidence that
the random sampling returned students representative of persisters and leavers.

Table 7. Distribution of Ethnic Group for Persisters and Leavers

Ethnic group Persisters Leavers
N % N %

American Indian 0 -- 8 2.0%
Asian 48 12.6% 51 12.7%
African American 39 10.2% 45 11.2%
Hispanic 6 1.6% 21 5.2%
White 275 72.2% 259 64.3%
Unknown 13 3.4% 19 4.7%
Total 381  403  
c25 = 17.85, p < .01

Table 8. AAR and Cumulative Credits and GPA for Persisters and Leavers

 Group N M SD

AARa Persisters 279 91.09 14.57
Leavers 207 83.61 16.16

Cumulative creditsb Persisters 379 27.19 17.18
Leavers 402 20.62 18.34

Cumulative GPAc Persisters 379 3.01 .58
Leavers 361 2.11 .87

at = -5.34, p < .01, h2 = .056

bt = -5.16, p < .01, h2 = .033

ct = -16.60, p < .01, h2 = .272

Table 9. Distribution of First Term for Persisters and Leavers

 First term was: Persisters Leavers
N % N %

Prior to Fall 1995 6 1.7% 12 2.6%
1995 - 1996 2 0.5% 4 1.0%
1996 - 1997 4 1.1% 9 2.2%
1997 – 1998 6 1.6% 22 5.5%
1998 – 1999 30 7.9% 52 12.9%
1999 - 2000 150 39.5% 113 28.0%
Fall 2000 182 47.9% 191 47.4%

Small and comparable proportions of the persisters and leavers did not have pre-matriculation major/vocational
interests on file (3.9% of persisters vs. 2.0% of leavers). Of those students where information was available, persisters
and leavers were fairly comparable to one another regarding their major/vocational interests prior to their first term of
enrollment (see Table 10). The groups differed significantly with respect to number of interests (see Table 11): One



GC_persisters

http://www.gen.umn.edu/research/ore/reports/persisters_final.htm[12/19/2008 8:32:52 AM]

interest was coded for 40.4% of persisters and 51.1% of leavers, two interests were coded for 38.5% of persisters and
25.6% of leavers, and three or more interests were coded for 15.0% of persisters and 14.4% of leavers. Approximately
10% of each group was undecided in major/vocational interests. Business and social science were the most frequently
expressed interests for both persisters and leavers: 32.0% of persisters and 26.6% of leavers expressed interests in
business and 27.6% of persisters and 24.1% of leavers expressed interests in the social sciences. Persisters were
significantly more likely than leavers to have been interested in architecture (5.7% of persisters vs. 1.5% of leavers)
prior to their first term of enrollment.

Table 10. Pre-Matriculation Major/Vocational Interests Persisters and Leavers

Interest area Persisters Leavers
% N % N

Undecided 9.0% 33 10.1% 40
Education 17.5% 64 12.9% 51
Architecture** 5.7% 21 1.5% 6
Fine art 10.7% 39 10.1% 40
Design 4.6% 17 6.6% 26
Communications 12.0% 44 11.4% 45
Business 32.0% 117 26.6% 105
Hard science 9.8% 36 11.9% 47
Social science 27.6% 101 24.1% 95
Health science 17.8% 65 16.2% 64
Biological science 6.3% 23 7.1% 28
Computer science 8.5% 31 8.1% 32
Humanities 6.3% 23 5.1% 20
Other 6.3% 23 7.6% 30
** p < .01

N based upon those students with pre-matriculation interests information on file:
persister n = 366, leaver n = 395  

Table 11. Number of Pre-Matriculation Interests for Persisters and Leavers

Number of interests prior to
matriculation

Persisters Leavers
N % N %

None 22 6.0% 35 8.9%
One 148 40.4% 202 51.1%
Two 141 38.5% 101 25.6%
Three 47 12.8% 46 11.6%
Four or more 8 2.2% 11 2.8%
Count excludes undecided

c2
4 = 17.31, p < .01  

Persisters were significantly more likely than leavers to not have post-matriculation major/vocational interests on file
(95.5% of persisters vs. 64.0% of leavers). Of those students where information was available, persisters and leavers
differed with respect to their major/vocational interests (see Table 12). When considering the similarity of the groups
in terms of pre-matriculation interests, it appears that persisters and leavers became more divergent in their interests
after spending some time at the U of M. Caution should be used in interpreting these results since a large group of
leavers were missing post-matriculation interest information and persisters had significantly more major/vocational
interests on file than did leavers (see Table 13). One post-matriculation interest was coded for 50.8% of persisters and
79.5% of leavers, two interests were coded for 31.9% of persisters and 11.2% of leavers, and three or more interests
were coded for 15.1% of persisters and 1.9% of leavers. Leavers were twice as likely as persisters to be undecided
post-matriculation: 8.9% of leavers and 4.4% of persisters were undecided in major/vocational interests. Persisters
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were more likely than leavers to have interests in education, architecture, communications, social science, and
biological science. After matriculation, business and social science were still the most frequently expressed interests
for both persisters and leavers: 22.0% of persisters and 17.4% of leavers expressed interests in business and 35.2% of
persisters and 15.9% of leavers expressed interests in the social sciences.

Table 12. Post-Matriculation Major/Vocational Interests for Persisters and Leavers

Interest area Persisters Leavers
% N % N

Undecided* 4.4% 16 8.9% 23
Education* 15.7% 57 10.1% 26
Architecture** 5.8% 21 1.2% 3
Fine art 6.9% 25 6.6% 17
Design 8.2% 30 5.8% 15
Communications* 14.8% 54 9.3% 24
Business 22.0% 80 17.4% 45
Hard science 8.2% 30 9.7% 25
Social science* 35.2% 128 15.9% 41
Health science 17.3% 63 12.8% 33
Biological science* 8.8% 32 3.9% 10
Computer science 5.5% 20 5.4% 14
Humanities 6.6% 24 3.5% 9
Other 8.0% 29 6.2% 16
** p < .01; * p < .05

N based upon those students with information on file after matriculation: persister
n = 364, leaver n = 258.

Table 13. Number of Interests Post-Matriculation for Persisters and Leavers

Number of interests after
matriculation

Persisters Leavers
N % N %

None 8 2.2% 19 7.4%
One 185 50.8% 205 79.5%
Two 116 31.9% 29 11.2%
Three or more 55 15.1% 5 1.9%
Count excludes undecided

c2
3 = 83.74, p < .01

Tables 10 and 12 suggest that students’ interests change after matriculation into GC. However, these tables are based
on slightly different subgroups of students, thus precluding direct assessment of change. In order to compare change
and stability of major/vocational interests between persisters and leavers each interest area was divided into three
mutually exclusive categories for all students expressing that interest who had both pre- and post-matriculation
interests on file. Each interest was coded as expressed a). prior to matriculation but not after a student had begun to
take classes suggesting that a student had lost interest in the area; b). after a student had begun to take classes but not
prior to matriculation suggesting that a student had gained an interest in the area, and c). both prior to matriculation
and after a student had begun to take classes suggesting that a student’s interest in the area remained stable. Persisters
and leavers differed significantly with respect to change of interests (see Table 8). Persisters were less likely than
leavers to have lost interest in education, design, communications, business, social science, health science, and
biological science. Considering students not indicating an interest in these areas at the beginning of their academic
career, persisters were more likely than leavers to gain an interest in these areas after the start of their academic career
at the U of M. Proportions of persisters and leavers whose interests remained stable were comparable for most interest
areas aside from business and health science, where persisters’ interests were more likely to remain stable. However,
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when considering students’ overall patterns of interests, persisters and leavers were rated quite similarly with respect to
variability of interests from the beginning to the end of their academic career in GC (see Table 15).

Table 14. Stability of Major/Vocational Interests Pre- and Post-Matriculation

 Group  Interest area Interest indicated:
Prior to matriculation

but not after
After matriculation but

not prior to entry
Both before and after

matriculation
N % N % N %

Persisters Undecided 27 64.3% 9 21.4% 6 14.3%
Leavers 26 53.1% 9 18.4% 14 28.6%
Persisters Education* 31 35.6% 23 26.4% 33 37.9%
Leavers 31 54.4% 6 10.5% 20 35.1%
Persisters Architecture 10 33.3% 9 30.0% 11 36.7%
Leavers 4 57.1% 1 14.3% 2 28.6%
Persisters Fine arts 26 51.0% 12 23.5% 13 25.5%
Leavers 27 61.4% 4 9.1% 13 29.5%
Persisters Design** 7 18.9% 20 54.1% 10 27.0%
Leavers 15 50.0% 4 13.3% 11 36.7%
Persisters Communications** 27 33.8% 36 45.0% 17 21.3%
Leavers 30 55.6% 9 16.7% 15 27.8%
Persisters Business* 57 43.2% 15 11.4% 60 45.5%
Leavers 69 61.1% 8 7.1% 36 31.9%
Persisters Hard science 19 39.6% 12 25.0% 17 35.4%
Leavers 28 52.8% 6 11.3% 19 35.8%
Persisters Social science** 41 25.0% 63 38.4% 60 36.6%
Leavers 67 62.0% 13 12.0% 28 25.9%
Persisters Health science** 26 29.5% 23 26.1% 39 44.3%
Leavers 43 56.6% 12 15.8% 21 27.6%
Persisters Biological science** 12 30.0% 17 42.5% 11 27.5%
Leavers 21 67.7% 3 9.7% 7 22.6%
Persisters Computer science 23 56.1% 10 24.4% 8 19.5%
Leavers 21 60.0% 3 8.6% 11 31.4%
Persisters Humanities 13 35.1% 14 37.8% 10 27.0%
Leavers 16 64.0% 5 20.0% 4 16.0%
** p < .01; * p < .05

N based upon those students who had pre- and post-matriculation interests on file. 91.9% (n = 350) of persisters
had pre- and post-matriculation interests on file and 63.8% (n = 257) of the leavers had pre- and post-matriculation
interests on file.

Table 15. Variability of Academic/Vocational Interests During Academic Career in General College

From beginning to end of academic career interests: Persisters Leavers
N % N %

Were stable and focused in one main area 145 42.2% 125 49.6%
Covered different areas upon entry with no indicated focus 49 14.2% 26 10.3%
Covered different areas upon entry with eventual focus 56 16.3% 40 15.9%
Changed areas from beginning to end of academic career at UM 74 21.5% 52 20.6%
Undecided upon entry with eventual focus on an area 20 5.8% 9 3.6%
Total 344  252  

Variability of interests was coded for 90.3% of persisters and 62.5% of leavers.  Coding for variability was not
possible when pre- or post-matriculation information was missing from the file or when a profile of interests could not
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be easily classified into one of the five categories above.

Persisters were less likely than leavers to have problems reported on academic alerts (AAs) or mid-semester reports
(MSRs) (see Table 16).  The groups appeared to be comparable regarding absence of AA and MSR information on
file. Though fewer persisters had problematic mid-term reports, well over half did have at least one problematic AA or
MSR. However, problems on AAs and MSRs were less widespread for persisters. Leavers tended to have multiple
problematic MSRs whereas persisters had occasional poor reports scattered among average to above average reports.

Table 16. Presence of Problematic MSRs for Persisters and Leavers

 Persisters Leavers
N % N %

No Academic Alerts or MSRs on file 45 11.8% 54 13.4%
Problems reported on MSRs or AAs 221 58.2% 294 73.0%
No problems reported on MSRs or AAs 114 30.0% 55 13.6%
Comparison between "problems reported" and "no problems reported": c2

1 = 30.67, p < .01

Persisters were much more likely than leavers to have no issues reported in their files; 54% of persisters and 27% of
leavers had no issues reported. For students with issues reported, the rank order of issues was similar for persisters and
leavers. Leavers were significantly more likely to have felt that the U of M was not a good fit for personal reasons,
have had financial or work issues, or have had some other personal problems/issues. Persisters were more likely to
have good academic performance but still be denied admission to their first choice of transfer program. Persisters were
also more likely to have had other issues including coping with the need to pursue an alternative major, or to find a
different route to pursue similar interests with a slightly different focus.  These issues typically arose after the students
experienced difficulty in math or other disciplines that were necessary for their major choice (found in at least 13.7%
of student files). Other issues recorded in persisters’ files included pet illness, friends being injured or killed, problems
with dorm environment, difficulty with computer-based classes, feeling disconnected from the U of M, and conflicts
with extracurricular activities.

Table 17. Issues Reported in Advisor Files for Persisters and Leavers

Issue Persisters Leavers
% N % N

Performance not good enough to transfer into program
of choice*

10.9% 19 5.8% 17

Physical/mental health 29.1% 51 28.6% 84
Family/cultural issues 15.4% 27 22.8% 67
Low motivation/poor time mngmt/lack focus 34.9% 61 34.0% 100
Disability issues 5.1% 9 2.0% 6
Major/vocational training not available at U 2.9% 5 5.4% 16
U not good fit for personal reasons* 2.9% 5 8.5% 25
Financial/work issues* 18.9% 33 27.9% 82
Incongruities/resistances 16.0% 28 17.0% 50
Multiple difficulties 8.0% 14 8.5% 25
Personal reasons** 5.1% 9 17.7% 52
Other** 44.6% 78 15.3% 45
** p < .01; * p < .05

Persister n = 175, Leaver n = 294

Finally, advisor notes from 11.8% of persister files indicated that students had considered leaving the U of M and
perhaps transferring from the U of M to another postsecondary institution at some point in their GC academic career.
The reasons for considering transfer were both academic and personal.
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Discussion

The purpose of this study was to investigate four questions about differences between GC persisters and leavers.  Data
were collected by examining the advising files of persisters, and comparing the information in those files to a prior
analysis of leavers from the same cohort.  The characteristics of the persister sample suggested that they were
representative of the general population of GC persisters in terms of race and gender.

The first question concerned similarities and differences between the entrance interests of persisters and leavers. 
Persisters identified significantly more interests at entrance than did leavers.  However, the rank order of interests for
both groups was about the same.  Business, social science, and health sciences were the most frequently identified
interests for both groups, while design, architecture, and humanities were identified infrequently.  This pattern
continued post-matriculation with persisters continuing to identify more interests with business, social sciences, and
health sciences remaining popular choices. 

The second question addressed by the study concerned the ways persisters’ interests changed over time.  Persisters who
were interested in business and health sciences pre-matriculation tended to maintain those interests.  Interest areas that
were identified by persisters more frequently after matriculation included design, communications, and biological
sciences.  Compared to persisters, leavers appeared more likely to lose interest in areas they identified pre-
matriculation. In every interest category, over half of leavers who identified the interest pre-matriculation did not
identify it again.  This pattern only occurred in two interest categories for persisters.  The impact of the larger number
of interests expressed by persisters can be seen by looking at the most popular pre-matriculation interests.  After
matriculation, 75 persisters (21%) were interested in business compared to 44 leavers (17%), 123 persisters (35%)
were interested in social science compared to 41 leavers (16%), and 52 persisters (15%) were interested in health
science compared to 33 leavers (13%).  The larger number of interests expressed by the persisters may give them more
flexibility in choosing satisfying majors, increasing the probability of persistence.

A third issue investigated in this study was the extent to which persisters experienced academic problems.  The data
suggest that while persisters experienced occasional difficulties, leavers experienced more academic problems, had
significantly lower GPAs, and earned fewer credits.  One reason for the poorer academic performance of leavers may
be high school academic preparation; the AAR scores of persisters were significantly higher than those of leavers. 
This data is consistent with tracking studies of GC cohorts which have found that lower AARs are associated with
lower rates of retention and that many GC leavers are on probation or have been suspended.

The last question addressed by the study was the extent to which persisters report issues that might interfere with
retention.  Advising files of persisters were much less likely than those of leavers to contain information about issues. 
When the files did contain this information, the rank order for the frequency of the issues was similar to leavers, with
low motivation or poor time management being most frequently noted.  Also noted frequently were issues with
physical and mental health, and financial concerns.  The results suggest that, compared to leavers, persisters encounter
fewer obstacles in their pursuit of education.  These obstacles might be another reason for the poorer academic
performance of leavers.

While assessing the quality of advising notes was not a direct purpose of this study, we did document our impressions
of the content of the notes.  We found that they varied considerably from one advisor to another.  Some advisors
extensively documented their interactions with students while others provided no documentation.  Since the purpose of
advisor notes has not in the past included providing data for studying student progress, the variation in the amount and
type of notes is understandable.  However, setting expectations for what kinds of information should be included in
notes could, in the future, provide GC with a rich source of information for better understanding student progress.

There are several implications from this study.  First, continuing support for and/or an expansion of career services
should be a priority for GC.  Helping students identify interests and learn a variety of ways to pursue their interests at
the U of M seems linked to retention.  While it is possible that limited interests is a permanent characteristic of some
individuals that cannot be easily changed through interventions, it is also possible that information may help students
see ways to pursue their interests that they had not considered.  The breadth of a student’s interests might also be
considered during the process of individual review leading to admission.  Students who have a variety of interests,
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especially in traditional liberal arts areas, are probably more likely to find a major degree program that is satisfying
than are students with narrow interests focused in highly technical majors.

Second, the college should continue providing support on students who enter with lower AARs and students of color,
both of whom are underrepresented among persisters.  Maintaining the current policy of recruiting these students to the
TRIO program seems like an appropriate strategy.

Third, this study is consistent with national research suggesting that high percentages of adolescents are likely to have
symptoms of psychological disorders (Kilpatrick et al., 2003).  Adolescents who have a history of depression have a
higher likelihood of having psychosocial problems that persist into young adulthood (Lewinsohn, et al., 2003)
including impaired academic and occupational functioning. When a student exhibits an early pattern of low
achievement, advisors should investigate the possibility that more serious mental health issues may underlie the poor
performance.  Identifying appropriate resources for students who have issues with physical and mental health is a
special challenge for GC advisors working with immigrant students, who may require culturally appropriate referrals
for mental health services.  If a student has many issues that prevent him or her from achieving at his or her full
potential, then leaving school before the probation and suspension process is engaged, and returning when the student’s
situation improves, may be a wise course of action.  Students need to be informed that remaining at the U of M over
several terms of poor performance can limit their future educational options, and create stressful financial obligations
that can prevent their return to school at a later date.
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