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ABSTRACT
DOES INTRUSIVE COUNSELING INTERVENTION POSITIVELY IMPACT THE

RETENTION OF AT-RISK FIRST-TIME-TO-COLLEGE STUDENTS?

Stanley Scott Chase

The question whether intrusive counseling positively impacts the retention of at
risk students was motivated by national and local high attrition rates. If colleges are to
increase or maintain enrollment, creative means for retaining students is crucial; this
factor was a primary driving force of this study. The purpose of this study is to
investigate retention tendencies of at-risk first-time-to-college students at Lansing
Community College.

This study examined intrusive counseling intervention with a population of at-risk
students and their re-enrollment in subsequent terms. Intrusive counseling focused on the
areas of student need, such as coping skills, self-confidence, self-image, anxiety, beliefs,
expectations, prejudices, academic ability, and connectedness to the college campus and
its resources. A pilot study was conducted to identify factors that were strong predictors
of students who may be at-risk of dropping out (find jobs before degree completion) or
stopping out (leave for a semester or two and return). The study revealed several
characteristics that provided high predictability of success and identified at-risk students.

The items utilized were:

e Ethnic background e High school grade point average



e Number of hours employed e College financial situation

The methodological design of the study allowed for the predictors of success to be
included on the admissions application, resulting in the identification of the target
population of those students who are at-risk of not continuing in the subsequent term.
Over a three-semester time-span, each of 897 students who did or did not meet with a
counselor became a member of the research sample group.

The target population was tracked to determine the number of students who re-
enrolled in subsequent terms and whether there existed a significant difference between
the re-enrollment of the target group who did meet with a counselor and those who did
not meet with a counselor. The results of the study revealed students who did meet with
a counselor were single and non-white; students who did not meet with a counselor were
white. Further, the study showed that students who meet with a counselor were generally
more academically oriented and tended to carry more credits. The study found that the
academic performance of students who did meet with a counselor was not significantly
different from those students who did not meet with a counselor. The study revealed that
students who did meet with a counselor across all semesters were significantly more
likely to re-enroll in subsequent semesters than those who did not meet with a counselor.

The results of the study allowed for the following conclusions to be made by this
researcher. Emphasis should be placed upon the importance of counselor intervention on
at-risk first-time-to-college students. The data indicates a strong relationship between
intrusive counseling and re-enrollment in subsequent semesters. The lack of significant
differences in academic performance should not minimize the significant benefit that can

be achieved relative to the retention of at-risk students who meet with a counselor.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Statement of the Problem

Student attrition has been a focal point in higher education for many years.
Despite all of the efforts to address the needs of the student through programming and
dialogue, an enormous number of students continue to drop out of college before they
achieve their educational goals. National Center for Education Statistics (N.C.E.S.)
(1999) and American College Testing (A.C.T.) (1998) report that it is not uncommon for
colleges and universities to experience attrition rates ranging from twenty-five to sixty
percent of their freshmen classes. One study shows, four-year universities report that
49.8% of their students drop out, while two-year colleges experience dropout rates of
67.6% A.C.T. (1998).

Figures on the persistence rates among community college students reported as
early as 20 years ago (London, 1989 and Zwerling, 1976) remain as consistent today as in
earlier studies. Public, private, two year, and four-year institutions express continued
interest in reducing their dropout rates (Tinto, 1984 and 1993). Two year public colleges
(for the purposes of this study, two-year public colleges include liberal arts and
vocational colleges) have been the most likely to experience the highest, most sustained
attrition rates. This has been attributed to the open enrollment policies of the community
college, where, for example, the college admits students who have been turned down
previously by other four-year colleges. Among institutions, it is clear that keeping

students is as important as attracting them.



Sixty-three percent (63%) of students who began their postsecondary education at
United States (U.S.) community colleges in 1989-90 had not completed a degree at an
institution by 1994. Further, 22% of the 37% who graduated college completed an
Associates Degree at their first institution (U.S. Department of Education 1998). The
relatively high dropout rates from the two-year colleges can be attributable partially to
the relatively high dropout-proneness of their entering students (Cope, Hannah 1975).
“About two-thirds of high school graduates continue to pursue a higher education,” said

Wes Hadley, Director of the ACT office for the Enhancement of Education Practices, but

some of these are not prepared whether academically or socially to succeed (ACT 2001).
There must be a reason or reasons this occurs. Studies on why students leave or drop out
may be beneficial to college officials and may, in some cases indicate clear, corrective
actions that could reduce attrition.
Background

Beginning in1991, Lansing Community College (LCC) began to experience a two
pronged concern: a decline in its enrollment and a constant struggle to reduce both
attrition rates and to improve student retention. The attempts by the college to reduce
student attrition through programs such as freshman orientation, mentoring programs, and
student success courses used as tools employed to improve attrition have achieved
marginal success.

In an attempt to reverse this trend, the college (LCC) decided to institute a student
success initiative to reduce the attrition rates of at-risk first-time-to-college students (for
the purpose of this study, at-risk students are defined as those student who are at risk of

stopping-out, dropping-out, or not achieving their academic goals).



The problem was addressed by instituting an intrusive counseling program that
established a one-to-one counselor/student relationship and guidance in an effort to
support the academic and social needs of students.

Purpose

This study researches the impact of intrusive counseling on this population of
community college students. This study investigated whether intrusive counseling
impacts the retention and academic success of students who are at-risk of leaving the
college. Intrusive counseling is defined as a process of connecting students early in their
educational journey with counselors to engage in a systematic approach that incorporates
academic, social, emotional, and individual counseling at regular intervals. Further,
intrusive counseling is a holistic approach that addresses the student’s situational factors
affecting persistence including role conflict, time management, financial and
transportation needs, and children. Finally, intrusive counseling addresses psychological
influences such as coping skills, self-confidence, self image, anxiety about school based
upon prior experience, beliefs, expectations, prejudices real or imagined, and the
student’s ability to be successful.

For the purposes of this dissertation, “success” is defined as completing the
enrolled course with a grade of 2.0 or higher, and re-enrolling in the subsequent term
(retention).

Significance

College enrollment revenues, in most cases, can be increased significantly by a

modest increase in the percentage of students who re-enroll. This research can be

invaluable to college administration when planning for retaining students, stabilizing



enrollment, projecting budgetary needs, solidifying budgets in tough economic times, and
planning strategy. It is more economical to have students re-enroll than to continually

market for a new group to fill the void.



CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction

A review of the literature on student retention at the community college reveals
four primary considerations which will be explored in this section. The first section
reviews factors that have made student retention an important issue. The second section
reviews research on factors that affect college success and retention. The third section
discusses research on institutional factors that impact student retention and the fourth
section of the review discusses student services and the impact counseling has on student
retention.

Relevance Of Retention

Student attrition is a concern at all educational levels. Beginning with McNeely
(1938), education researchers using retention rate as an indicator of performance report
that 55% of students were retained until college graduation. Over time retention research
moved beyond simply tracking rates to examining the causes, impacts, and remedies of
student attrition (Cope & Hannah, 1925, Noel et al., 1985; Tinto, 1987). At elementary
and secondary levels, retaining students for poor performance is a mandate of state and/or
local governing bodies. However, at postsecondary levels, student retention is not
mandated. Despite all of the attention (governmental concern, legislative mandates,
policy changes, or community awareness of the problem), many students still drop out of
college before they achieve their educational goals. Approximately half of the freshmen
enrolled in colleges and universities drop out before completing their programs; this rate

is fairly stable (U.S. Department of Education 1998). Department of Education statistics



verify that the dropout rate at community colleges is greater than that of four-year
institutions, which substantiates the importance of this study to the community college
arena.

Studies investigating retention and attrition of students in community colleges
indicate high dropout rates can be attributable particularly to the relatively high drop out
proneness of their entering students (Cope, Hannah 1975). Additionally, greater
accountability in higher education has resulted in enhanced reliance by colleges and
universities, governmental agencies, and the general public on measures of economic
accountability and institutional effectiveness. Nedwek and Neal (1994) note that through
the 1992 Reauthorizations of the Higher Education Act of 1965, the United States
Congress has established fresh opportunities for scrutiny of higher education institutions
using a vast array of measures. The institutional overall focus has shifted accordingly.
An institution’s retention rate is one widely employed indicator of its effectiveness, yet
other increased accountability in higher education necessitates a greatly expanded
understanding of retention rate analysis, of tracking, of behavior, and how this
information can be used in evaluating college or university effectiveness. Studies on why
students leave or drop out can be beneficial by indicating corrective actions that could
reduce attrition. Success in lowering attrition rates could also promote many associated
benefits, including stabilized enrollments, utilization of unused capacity, increased goal
attainment (graduation) rates, and improved student academic performance. Further,
these studies can help to focus financial resources on students most likely to be

successful. Retention is a paramount concern that colleges and universities should



monitor, analyze, and consider in their decision making on a regular basis says Whiteley,
Porter and Fenske (1992), and the American Association of Community Colleges (1994).

Large numbers of students dropping out of community colleges can have an
impact on college operations and funding. This study will be viewed from the lens of the
college administrator because first, the student-centered focus of the college is a key
factor in students reaching their goals, and second, the utilization of counselors with at-
risk students is a great investment that could result in the reduction of student attrition,
enrollment stabilization, and revenue enhancement. Stabilization of enrollment allows
for predictive enrollment capabilities for strategic planning and budgeting. Executive
leadership will find enrollment stabilization valuable to the entire college community,
both student and administration.

This study will fill gaps that exist in the literature relating to retention of at-risk
community college students and will provide information on the role that counselor
intervention has upon student retention.

Factors Affecting Retention

Attributing factors basic to understanding the successful retention of college
students is a frequent and at times complex discussion. Learning why some students are
able to achieve success and others struggle with social and academic issues is important.
Research has focused on determining and understanding those factors that influence both
retention and attrition.

Much of the research on retention is guided by Tinto’s model that focuses on the
academic and social integration of students into college and university life. Tinto (1993)

argues that students enter college with family influences, attained academic skills, and



preconceived ideas of what the college experience will be. He claims that these
individual attributes interact with the academic and social environment of the college to
positively or negatively influence students’ commitment to complete their educational
goals and to persist at the institution.

The academic arenas of the college are characterized by grades and intellectual
development while the social arena includes interaction with faculty, students, and
college administrators, and can also include student participation in the extra-curricular
activities of the college. Tinto’s model of connectedness and social integration has been
tested and generally supported in studies of four-year, residential institutions. Grosset
(1989) reviewed some of the research that applied to Tinto’s model at nonresidential
colleges, inclusive of two-year and four-year colleges. This later study suggested that
Tinto’s model may not explain retention/attrition at commuter colleges and may be even
less explanatory at community colleges. Grosset concluded her review by suggesting that
there is no generalized, all-purpose, attrition model applicable to all institutions. Studies
by Brooks-Leonard (1991), Daniels, (1990), Grosset, (1989), Voorhees, (1987), and
Sarkar (1993) each analyzed one or two specific factors to determine whether they
influenced retention or attrition rates. The approach in these studies contributed to a
listing of substantial factors but do not identify which may be more important and which
may contribute uniquely to retention and attrition. Based on her study of retention at the
community college of Philadelphia, Grosset found that a student’s ethnicity, basic skills,
admission test scores, and type of high school attended (public or private) were tied to

persistence.



Voorhees (1987) studied community college persistence among 369 new and
continuing students who responded to ACT student’s opinion survey. He tested four
different models and studied two factors at a time:

1. Gender and full-time/part-time status

2. Purpose for enrolling and ethnicity

3. Intent to return and satisfaction with the institution

4. Factors of grade-point average, informal interaction with faculty, and weekly
study hours.

Voorhees concludes that the only factors related to persistence were purpose for
enrolling, intent to return, and gender. His findings suggest that while ethnicity, grade
point average, interactions with faculty outside of the classroom, number of hours
studying, and full-time or part-time status were important, they did not significantly
correlate with persistence.

Brooks and Leonard (1991) tested the impact of educational objectives, full-time
or part-time status, hours worked, age, gender, income, prior educational level, remedial
need, marital status, and race on 796 first-time students) at the Indiana Vocational
Technical College. They found that the factors evident in those who persisted compared
to those who did not persist were educational objectives, full-time or part-time status,
age, hours worked, and first term grade point average. Students who were employed full-
time, and those over 40 years of age, exhibited lower retention.

1557 first time college students from the four campuses of Saskatchewan Institute
of Applied Science and Technology who were seeking either certificate or degree goals

were studied by Sarkar (1993) questioning the impact on student success using seven



factors. These were (1) reasons for taking program, (2) goal commitment, (3) educational
ability, (4) academic/social integration, (5) satisfactory/use of services, (6) student
characteristics, and (7) labor market conditions. Sarkar found that non-completers
differed significantly from completers except in the area of academic and social
integration. Sarkar’s findings also revealed that when students identified reasons for
selecting a specific program, non-completers had lower educational goals. Goal
attainment was lower for non-completers who were less certain about their career choice,
expressed less goal commitment, and had set for themselves lower final educational
goals. Educational ability and previous educational achievement were lower for non-
completers. There was no significant difference in academic and social integration
between non-completers and the total sample, measured by participation in various
activities and groups. Tutorial help, counseling services, computer labs, and library
facilities were more frequently used by non-completers. Within student characteristics,
non-completers are more likely to be disabled, of aboriginal ancestry, female, married,
and have dependent children. They are more frequently employed and work more hours.
Non-completers were more influenced by the current economic conditions. Sarkar
(1993) did not focus on the types of support services that must be accessible, but he does
indicate that these services must allow greater flexibility and that counseling services are
an integral part of this process.

Feldman (1993) conducted a quantitative study with 1140 first-time community
college students considered most likely to persist. She found student gender, ethnicity,
age, status, goals, and basic skills need all had significant influence on retention.

Feldman noted that all but remedial need was associated with whether or not a student

10



returned in one year. Feldman states that four factors were significant predictors of
attrition: ethnicity, full-time/part-time status, age, and high school grade point average.
Feldman also suggested that factors identified as significant predictions of student risk
are available prior to the beginning of the students’ college program. Further, students
who are at-risk would be better served the earlier they could be identified. She continues
by suggesting that colleges could utilize known at-risk characteristics to positively impact
attrition rates.

While Tinto’s model has been repeatedly validated and has served as a foundation
for much of the studies on retention, the focus of these studies has been at four-year
institutions and shows the needs of community college students as being different. The
literature on community college retention is somewhat limited. However, the data
available suggest characteristics that are statistically associated with student retention and
attrition which can serve as indicators for early identification of at-risk students. Given
this information, community colleges can take a logical next step. This step is to develop
strategies that will utilize this body of knowledge to identify those students who are at-
risk and to intervene as early in the matriculation process as possible, and thereby
improve the possibility of student success.

What Works
(Features of the Institution That Affect Success and Retention)

Institutions have been charged to provide service to a diverse student population,
a population whose face drastically changed over a 10-year period. During this span
(1984- 1994), the number of white undergraduates increased by 51% compared to a 61%

increase of Native American, African American, Asian American, and Hispanics



graduates (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1998). Accountability for the success of these
students is partnered with the responsibility of the college to provide service. In this role
institutions are expected to provide an effective strategy that will promote retention by
this diverse population of first generation, adult, educationally disadvantaged, at-risk, and
minority students. Retention and persistence result from the interaction of a variety of
student characteristics, circumstances, and educational environment. The influence that
institutions have over student characteristics and circumstances is limited. It is suggested
that a more effective way to improve retention is to establish and communicate an
institutional perspective, policy, and attitude toward potential dropouts.

It is essential that the institution first define “dropout” before any such policy or
position on retention be developed. Wlodkowski (1985) says there are different types of
attrition. These include stopouts (those students who leave for a semester or two and then
return), dropouts (those who find jobs before degree completion), and personal interest
students. The first step is to identify those factors leading to attrition which are harmful
to the vitality of the institution and to student objectives. Tinto (1993) argues that the
practical question of what institutions can do to increase retention depends on why a
student drops out. This identification will assure that limited college resources are
targeted correctly, and the appropriate students receive service.

It is the role of the college to determine which type of dropout should be the focal
point of institutional action for the purpose of developing programs to retain these
potential dropouts. From a macro perspective, all students who withdraw can be labeled
as dropouts regardless of their motivations for departing, and the departure of some

students may be amenable to institutional action. Some actions may involve specific

12



segments of the student populations and include a number of different types of students.
Some actions by students may result in their permanent withdrawal from all forms of
higher educational endeavors. Some students may transfer to other institutions, some
may temporarily withdraw, some may stop out from their studies (Tinto, 1993). Student
departure for any of the above reasons results in a reduction of the seat count, the loss of
a potential graduate, and a reduced revenue source for the college. Without unlimited
supplies of replacement students, dropping out can have a devastating impact on the
institution and its potential for continued existence.

The definition and identification of specific types of student dropouts will permit
the institution to target specific programs for the implementation of an effective and
economically efficient retention program. For the purpose of this study, the focus is on
at-risk first-time-to-college students enrolled in a degree or certificate program who are
at-risk of dropping out/stopping out before they have graduated or have achieved their
academic goals.

The literature documents many retention programs that have been successful;
many of these programs share common features. Tinto (1993) enumerated these
commonalities in his identification of the “The Principles of Effective Retention.”

o Effective retention programs are committed to the students they serve. They put the
welfare of students ahead of other institutional goals.
o Effective retention programs are, first and foremost, committed to the education of

all, not some of their students.
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e Effective retention programs are committed to the development of supportive social
and educational communities in which all students are integrated as competent
members.

e Institutions should provide resources for program development and incentives for
program participation that reach out to faculty and staff alike.

e Institutions should commit themselves to a long-term process of program
development.

¢ Institutions should place ownership for institutional change in the hands of those
across the campus who will implement that change.

¢ Institutional actions should be coordinated in collaborative fashion to ensure a
systemic, campus wide approach to student retention.

¢ Institutions should act to ensure that faculty and staff possess the skills needed to
assist and educate their students.

¢ Institutions should continually assess their actions with an eye toward improvement.

o Institutions should front load their efforts on behalf of student retention
Clearly, support for these expectations is found in the professional literature of

American College of Personnel Services (1994), Helgot and Culp (1995), Lyons, Miller,

and Trow (1994), and O’Banion (1987) and community colleges across the nation have

developed outstanding programs and practices enveloping these expectations. As they
have been put into practice, these expectations have been refined into goal statements
with a specific focus for professionals of student affairs, such as those characterized in

Becherer and Becherer (1995);

14



Professionals of student affairs should provide leadership:

e For a student-centered environment throughout the college.

e For an instructional faculty collaboration to ensure student success.

e For an array of enrollment services that ensure student access and smooth

transition from the enrollment of the student through matriculation.

e For an advising and counseling program that appropriately both challenge and

support student success.

e For ensuring that the first time college student receives special attention and

support.

e For ensuring appropriate educational interventions for students who seem

unlikely to meet their educational objectives.

e For facilitating a program of student involvement that encourages institutional

community building through student/faculty interaction.

e For developing and disseminating information about students to faculty and

policymakers and for building practices assuring student success.

The question of “what works” is identified here by what constitutes a student
dropout and is accompanied by institutional principles that must be in place for student
retention to be increased. Consider what programs an institution should adopt to reduce
student attrition, given the fact that student retention and learning are shaped by those
institutional characteristics shown above (Becherer and Becherer 1995). Students’ needs
should be identified and addressed from their first encounter with the college or

university before potential problems become full-blown issues.
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Student Services and the Impact of Counseling on Retention

Student services continue to play an important part in the planning in two-year
college. As student services are analyzed from the perspective of retention, literature
strongly reiterates that counseling services for students is critical. O’Banion (1989)
argues that counseling has been ‘touted as the heart’ of the function of student affairs.
Other literature expresses varied opinions as to the importance of the role counseling or
counselors should play within the college or university. Recently, the need for
counselors has increased due to the changing nature of students at the community college.
Campuses are impacted by the increased numbers of minorities, by academically
disadvantaged, by economically deprived, by adults and, by women enrolling in colleges
says Coll (1993). He states not only campuses are impacted by the need for services, but
students have expressed an increased need for counseling. It has been suggested by some
that counseling support should be restricted to the academic needs of students rather than
the focus on vocational education. Others suggest career and vocational counseling must
be offered. Still another group espouses the whole-person philosophy; the individual is
more than a student so a holistic approach that addresses personal, psychological,
academic, and vocational needs should be included in the delivery of counseling services.

At Lansing Community College, the counseling process is viewed first as a
developmental process that assists students in the clarification of life and career goals.
Second, the design process assists students in the development of educational plans for
the realization of their goals and to provide connections with other campus resources
within the college environment. Last, the counselor serves as an anchor, a .

communication facilitator, and an ombudsperson charged with assisting the student from
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goal declaration to goal attainment. Proponents of a counselor-focused system suggest
that counselors are in a better position to refer students to institutional resources because
counselors have greater experience in goal setting, career selection, life planning, and
personal problem solving.

General support exists for the importance of good counseling in student success
and retention. Theories of integration (Tinto, 1993) and involvement (Astin, 1993)
address the importance of the interaction between the student and the environment. A
study by Seidman (1991) supports the premise that student interaction with counselors
resulted in a significantly higher rate of retention than the group that did not interact with
a counselor. This study planned a series of ongoing interactions between students and
counselors that began from the moment a student expressed intent to attend the college
and continued through the first semester. Seidman (1991) concluded that early and
persistent intervention can make a difference. The pre/post admissions/counseling

process positively affected student retention rates.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Introduction

The purpose of this study was to test the impact of intrusive counseling strategies
with at-risk first-time-to-college students at Lansing Community College. It is a known
factor and not uncommon for colleges and universities to experience attrition rates
ranging from 25% to 60% of their freshman classes, with one example showing retention
rates of 59% for low income students compared to 71% for their non-poor counterparts.
(NCES, 2000). In this study, student data was extracted from the college management
records and student contact tracking systems and was analyzed to identified strategies
that may be instituted to increase retention of at-risk first-time-to-college students. An
established factor in retention is student connectedness. It is important for colleges to
know whether counseling of students during their first semester contributes to
connectedness and aids in student retention.

Success is the dependent variable for this population of at-risk first-time-to-
college students who completed first semester courses and returned for the subsequent
semester. In general, continued enrollment for LCC students from Spring 1999 to Fall
1999 was 53.1 percent; continued enrollment from Fall 1999 to Spring 2000 was 57.7
percent (LCC Office of Institutional Research, 2001).

This research investigated how intrusive counseling would impact and aid the at-
risk student to be persistent and successful. Tinto and Spady’s theory of social and
academic integration was utilized as a foundation to guide this study. Tinto’s (1988)

model was developed to explain the learning behavior of students in educational
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institutions. He argues that student departures would be reduced if their interactions with
the institutions social and academic systems were deepened. Spady’s model stated that
such interactions give the student opportunities to succeed in the social and academic
system of the institution.

The focus of this study was on the weaknesses in college planning, rather than on
what is wrong with the student that causes them to leave. This study seeks to determine
how the college can increase the retention rates of at-risk first-time-to-college students by
providing intrusive counseling.

Predictors of Success — Pilot Study

This study was conducted at Lansing Community College, a North Central
Association Accredited college. A large urban college that enrolls approximately 18,000
students, the population is varied with 77.5% white students and 15.3% minority students
and 7.2% are of undisclosed races. The average age of the student is 27.5 years. The
sample is being selected from the total population of entering first-time-to-college
students of Spring 1999, Fall 1999, and Spring 2000.
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