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Commanding English is a freshman program in the General College for non-native speakers of English who score
between 65 and 77 on the Michigan English language Assessment Battery (MELAB). The program serves 50-60
students each year, offering a full-time sequence of writing and academic courses for three quarters of study. Included
in these classes are 2 quarters of freshman writing, speech, literature, and reading courses that are linked to regular GC
courses such as Human Anatomy, People and Problems, Cultural Anthropology, and General Arts. Once a student has
completed the three-quarter sequence of courses, there is no further testing; the student remains a regular GC student
until he or she is ready to transfer to another college within the University.

This report looks at retention data for Commanding English students from 1989-1996. To put this into some context,
these are students who are doing their academic work in a second language. As recent arrivals to the U.S., most
Commanding English students are first-generation college students with many of the family and economic stressors
that come with being refugees/immigrants in a new culture. Finding an academic "fit" here at the University and
negotiating academic and social life at a large university all combine to make adjusting to college life a greater
challenge than a native of Minnesota is likely to face. In spite of this, the retention and transfer rates are quite high for
this group.

Information for this report was obtained from the University of Minnesota Admissions and Registration databases in
order to follow 434 students who started in the General College Commanding English program between fall 1989 and
fall 1995. Information was obtained on students' ACT scores, high school percentile ranks, last term of registration, last
college of registration, and whether or not students had obtained bachelor of arts degrees.

As illustrated in Table 1, the retention rates of the Commanding English students are quite impressive. Most
Commanding English students are retained after their first year of college, and three-fourths or better continue at the
University after their second year of college. By the end of their fifth year of college, between 40% and 50% of
Commanding English students have graduated or are still pursuing a degree at the University of Minnesota.

Table 1. Number of students retained or graduated.
Freshman Cohort Graduated or Enrolled After...

Year Size 1st Year 2nd Year 3rd Year 4th Year 5th Year
1989 53   49 (93%)   41 (77%)   33 (62%)   31 (59%)   27 (51%)
1990 51   45 (88%)   38 (75%)   30 (59%)   47 (47%)   19 (37%)
1991 51   44 (86%)   37 (73%)   32 (63%)   27 (53%)   20 (39%)
1992 50   48 (96%)   42 (84%)    38 (76%)    31 (62%)  
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1993 54   52 (96%)    48 (89%)    37 (69%)  
1994 62   58 (94%)    53 (86%)  
1995 65   64 (99%)  

Table 2 presents transfer and graduation rates for the Commanding English students. A student is counted as having
transferred if their last college of registration is other than the General College. Graduation statistics are reported for
only the first three cohorts given that students from the fall 1992 cohort and later would have less than five years to
graduate. Table 2 demonstrates both high transfer rates for Commanding English students as well as the General
College trend for higher transfer rates among more recent freshmen groups. While the graduation rates are low, the
30% graduation rate for the 1989 cohort is almost twice as high as the typical General College graduation rate of 17%
for freshmen who started before 1990. The graduation rates expressed as percent of those students who transferred are
comparable to, if not higher than, the respective rates for the University as a whole.

Table 2. Transfer and Graduation Rates.
Freshman Cohort Graduation Rates

Year Size Transferred Graduated Percent
of Cohort

Percent
of Transferred

1989 53 31 (59%) 16 30% 52%
1990 51 27 (53%) 11 22% 41%
1991 51 29 (57%) 5 10% 17%
1992 50 38 (76%)
1993 54 41 (76%)
1994 62 48 (77%)
1995 65 47 (72%)
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