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Abstract
Student attrition from universities carries high costs for individuals, universities, and
society. Despite these costs, there has been limited research on the problem from the
students’ perspectives, specifically the perceptions of university graduates about what
factors may have influenced their own retention at historically Black colleges and
universities (HBCUs). African American students complete college at the lowest rate
compared to other ethnic sub groups. Guided by Tinto’s theory of student departure, this
qualitative consensual research study focused on the perceptions of 15 bachelor of social
work graduates regarding (a) the factors that helped them to persist to graduation at an
HBCU, and (b) the internal and external factors that influenced college retention. Data
were gathered from semi-structured interviews, a demographic survey, and a follow-up
questionnaire. Data were transcribed; member checked for enhanced trustworthiness;
and then analyzed inductively using a team to develop and code domains by consensus,
construct core ideas, and develop categories. Findings indicated that, among these 15
graduates, internal factors such as loss of scholarships, lack of faculty support, and lack
of academic preparation influenced retention. External issues such as family strain and
lack of university/community partnerships were also reported as influencing retention. In
addition, findings suggested that these 15 students required increased academic, financial,
mental health, and social support services to persist to graduation. This study contributes
to social change by affecting improvement in retention and ensuring support services
equal student needs. Improvements in retention and support could help to grow an

educated and skilled work force.
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Section 1: Introduction to the Study

In 2009, President Obama highlighted the urgent need for the United States to
reclaim the world lead in college graduation rates. He noted the strong correlations
between education, economic growth, and the need to increase the economic future of
America. His plan was based on the importance of enhancing a well-educated and skilled
workforce. He set a benchmark for America to achieve these goals by 2020 (Obama,
2009). The need for a well-prepared, skilled, and educated workforce is an importance
issue facing America’s society and is in the forefront of concern for economic leaders and
policymakers. According to Lotkowski, Robbins, and Noeth (2004), “globalization
accompanied by socioeconomic, demographic, and technological changes currently has a
significant impact on America’s workforce and postsecondary institutions” (p. 6).
Currently, six out of every ten jobs require some postsecondary education and training,
which emphasizes that individuals with a college degree are essential to economic
stability and growth (Lotkowski et al., 2004). Adams (2011) noted that there are “a large
number of students attend college with the hope of obtaining a college degree which
society says is the new prerequisite for a middle class life” (p. 19).

However, statistics illustrate that only 58% of freshmen entering college in the
United States will graduate from the same college within 6 years (Ventra, 2009). Soen
and Davidovitch (2008) further confirmed that student retention and degree completion
are currently important topics and one in three freshmen fail to complete their degrees.
Heldmen (2008) indicated student retention is an important issue facing higher education

today. According to Wilson (2006), retention is an important educational goal, and when



students do not complete their education, they limit their employment and social
opportunities. Leaving a college or university before degree completion affects the
student, the college or university, and the nation. Students who do not complete their
education cannot add to a productive workforce. College graduates earn higher wages,
which benefits both their families and society.

To improve graduation rates, colleges and universities must develop strategies to
retain students. In this study, | examined the perceptions of social work students who
have graduated with a Bachelor in Social Work (BSW) from a historically Black
university (HBCU) in the South. Specifically, | explored these students’ perceptions of
successful retention strategies. The results highlighted effective retention strategies,
which may assist in reducing the dropout rate in the Department of Social Work. A
literature review will follow in Section 2, which includes current research related to the
factors that influence and result in higher retention rates.

Background

Hossler, Ziskin, and Gross (2009) noted that, due to increased fiscal constraints of
higher education institutions, there are growing pressures from policymakers to improve
student persistence and graduation rates. Jamelske (2009) found a 68% retention rate
among all United States institutions of higher education. According to Jamelske (2009),
“the retention rate at 4-year, private institutions is somewhat higher than 4-year public
institutions” (p. 374). The United States allocates funds to colleges and universities
through federally funded financial aid programs for many students who fail to complete

their education.



3

The amounts of allocated funds are investments from government revenue to help
assure career-ready graduates. The National Center for Education Statistics (2010)
studied first-time bachelor’s degree-seeking students who were enrolled full-time in a
four-year institution in 2001-2002. They reported that only 57% completed a bachelor’s
degree in six years. The American Institute for Research predicted that the nation will
have a difficult time reaching national goals unless there is an increase in the number of
students who return to complete their college degrees (Schneider, 2010).

Factors influencing student retention are complex. Retention is a concern for
universities and the ability to retain students and develop strategies to decrease dropout
rates is a huge national problem (Wilson, 2006). The retention issue impacts the
university selected for this study. The university reports student retention of 39% and the
graduation rate at 26% (Federal Student Aid, 2012). The university’s retention rate is
substantially lower compared to several universities in the state of North Carolina.
Universities that maintain higher retention rates than the identified university include one
university in Greenville, North Carolina with a 79% retention rate and a private
university in Raleigh, North Carolina with 91% (Federal Student Aid, 2012). In addition,
the university’s transfer rate is undeniably higher than the transfer rate of the private
university in Raleigh (17%; Federal Student Aid, 2012).

As of 2010, the freshman retention rate at the university that I selected for this
study was 54.8%, and it had a 14% 4-year graduation rate (Federal Student Aid, 2012).
Based on this information, a first-year undergraduate student attending this HBCU is

strikingly more likely to leave or transfer to another university in order to complete his or



her undergraduate degree. The university is in the process of analyzing data to
understand why students transfer to other universities. This research study supplements
their analysis by exploring the perceptions of social work graduates on retention
strategies that kept them in the university’s Department of Social Work.

According to the university’s Department of Social Work Profile 2011, 23.08% of
new freshmen social work majors separated from the university after their first year,
6.15% after their second year, and 1.54% after their third year. Overall, from 2005 to
2010, the department retained 69% of their majors and 31% of their students dropped out.
Moriarty et al. (2009) suggested that social work education programs tend to emphasize
the importance of the latter part of the social work curriculum, such as field placement,
and neglect the beginning adjustment period for new majors.

Similarly, Roberts and Styron (2010) identified an important factor that often
affects student dropout. They reported students do not feel socially connected to or
integrated with the university and do not persist in their education. This failure to engage
students may affect the students’ ability to connect and successfully become a part of the
university’s community of learning.

The Office of Strategic Planning, Institutional Research, and Effectiveness
(OSPIRE) at the HBCU that I selected for this study realizes the importance of student
success and retention. The university has implemented several strategies to help evaluate
and assess student learning and student success. The OSPIRE office regularly conducts
surveys and polls that measure satisfaction, knowledge, behavior, cognitive and social

development, and programmatic outcomes at an institutional level. However, there is


http://www.shawu.edu/Research/OSPIRE.aspx?id=2438

little to no research at the university level where researchers have explored the
perceptions of graduates about the factors that affect their retention at the university.

Hagedorn (2005) noted difficulty in measuring the retention of students and
reported that currently several colleges and universities are engrossed with figuring out
the retention rates at their institutions. The retention rate is important; however, it does
not explain the reason why students drop out or leave college. Hagedorn (2005) noted
that the term dropout rate and retention rates usually provide a dichotomous measure;
retention is staying in school until completion and dropping out is leaving school
prematurely.

This qualitative research study contributes to the body of knowledge needed to
investigate the problem of identifying and understanding the perceptions of BSW
graduates and the factors that affect retention in the Department of Social Work at the
selected university. The research results offer strategies for improving student retention
within the university and provide information needed to develop a retention plan for the
Department of Social Work. In addition, this study examined social work graduates’
perceptions and provided evidence for analysis, which may be used to improve the
retention rate in higher learning institutions. The outcome of this study adds to the
knowledge of student perceptions on this issue and provides contributions to the field of
education and social work.

The social change implications of this study are to increase retention and decrease
dropout rates. As a result, more students will complete their college degree, which is a

goal of President Obama’s American Graduation Initiative (Russell, 2011). When



students complete their degrees, they will also increase their lifetime economic earning

potential. At the macro level, this will provide the skilled and educated workforce that

President Obama stated is needed to assure the country’s economic stability and growth.
Problem Statement

President Obama, in his American Graduation Initiative (2009), identified the
importance of the United States increasing the number of college graduates. When a
student fails to complete a college degree, it has financial implications for the student,
their family, and for society. It also impacts the economy through the loss of the
individual’s skills, knowledge, and future earning potential (Crosling, Heagney, &
Thomas, 2009). This problem also influences the HBCU identified for this study, which
has had a significant decline in the retention rate of freshmen over the past six years. For
example, a first-year student who entered the university in fall 2011 and did not return for
fall 2012 was 35% (P. F. Denning, personal communication, August 15, 2012). In this
study, specifically I examined the university’s Department of Social Work.

In this study, | addressed the perceptions of BSW graduates regarding the
strategies that helped to retain them at the identified university. In addition, | addressed
the gap in literature on issues with retention that represent the successful graduates’
perception. The results of the study provide the basis for suggestions to help the
Department of Social Work create a retention plan.

Nature of the Study
There are a variety of reasons why students leave higher learning institutions

without completing their degrees. Ventra (2009) noted factors relating to retention rates



were academics, achievement, and family backgrounds. Peltier, Laden, and Matranga
(1999, as cited in Reason, 2009), in the analysis of their research, identified that gender,
race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, high school grade point average, college grade
point average, as well as the interaction between these variables, were related to
persistence in student retention. Longden (2006) noted that students leave college
because they have social, academic, and economic issues, which result in the student
feeling out of place and overwhelmed. In this study, | attempted to contribute to the body
of knowledge relating to retention variables and improving the dropout rate in the
Department of Social Work at a targeted HBCU in the South.

The purpose of this consensual qualitative study was to examine the perceptions
that Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) graduates from a southern HBCU had of their
university’s retention strategies. Creswell (2009) stated, “Qualitative research is a means
for exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to as a social
or human problem” (p. 4). The qualitative strategy that was used in this research was the
consensual qualitative research model, which highlights the use of a researcher who uses
the process of consensus and a systematic way of examining the representativeness of
results. According to Hill et al. (2005), “Consensual design incorporates elements from
the phenomenological (Giorgi, 1985), grounded theory (Strass & Corbin, 1998) and the
comprehensive process analysis (Elliot, 1989)” (p. 2).

The incorporation of these different qualitative research designs lead to the
emphasis on consensus, consistency of data, and collecting data from multiple judges

who seek to form a consensus relating to analyzing the data collected. According to



Rubin and Rubin (2005), “Qualitative interviewing research is especially good at
describing social and political processes, that is, how and why things change” (p. 3).
Interview data helps to explain barriers and unlike survey research, in which the same
question is asked to all participants, qualitative interviews allow the researcher to gain
knowledge by allowing each participant to share what they know about the topic. More
details regarding the study design will be presented in Section 3.
Research Questions
The research questions for this study are:
1. What are the perceptions of BSW graduates regarding factors that helped to
retain them and prevent their dropout at a targeted HBCU?
2. What do BSW graduates perceive as the internal and external factors that
influence college retention in the Department of Social Work at the identified
HBCU?
Purpose of the Study
The primary purpose of this study was to examine and identify the factors leading
to the low retention rate specifically among first-year students in the Department of
Social Work. According to Harrison (2006), the causes and consequences of student
withdrawal from college has grown into a significant issue in higher education over the
last ten years. Berkovitz and O’Quin (2007) noted the concept relating to retention of
college students has received a great deal of attention in the literature and many have

examined variables related to this topic. The significance of the study was to assess
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external and internal factors that contribute to the withdrawal of students, which results in
a retention rate of 48%.

In this study, I investigated the body of knowledge relating to affective retention
strategies designed to reduce the dropout rate. | gathered the data through the consensual
qualitative research method involving interviews and a follow-up questionnaire. The
samples used in this study were graduates from a BSW program.At the university where |
conducted this study, it is important to note that all social work students must go through
a process of applying and being accepted as a member of the program. The Department
of Social Work had an admissions process in which students formally applied to become
a social work major. According to the Department of Social Work Admissions Criteria
from 2013, once potential majors had 45 credit hours, had completed core courses such as
Math 111, English 112, Biology 111, and Introduction to Social Work, and had a grade
point average of 2.25, they had to complete an application to the Social Work Program.
The process was tailored to sophomores and juniors. Students had to be accepted into the
Social Work Program before entering the final degree requirements as a senior that
included the field practicum. According to the Council on Social Work Education, field
placement is the signature pedagogy of social work education (Wayne, Bogo, & Raskin,
2010). Field placement allows students to integrate theory and practice in their final year
of the social work education curriculum.

Theoretical Framework
The theoretical foundation that best supports this research study is the

internationalist theory of college student departure (i.e., Tinto, 1975). The theory is
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based on a basic concept that individual students enter college with a set of characteristics
that affect their retention or departure. Tinto (1986) expanded this theory to include the
fact that students arrive with specific intentions regarding college attendance and degree
completion; he called this the theory of student departure. The origins of Tinto’s theories
began with his collaboration with Cullen in 1973. The collaboration sparked a theoretical
model of attrition and persistence that included areas of discussion relating to pre-entry,
goals, commitments of student institutional experiences, integration goals, and
commitment interventions (Metz, 2004).

Tinto (1975) theorized that students who persist in college have fundamental
characteristics that include family background factors, individual traits, precollege
educational levels, and parental expectations. In his later work, Tinto (1993) recognized
that different groups of students had distinctly different circumstances requiring group-
specific retention, policies, and programs. Tinto (1998) noted that academic integration
was a critical and essential element, which allowed students the opportunity to continue
their education in a college setting. Tinto’s (1998) view of academic integration
suggested that integration should not only occur in the classroom but should also include
faculty interaction.

Interestingly, Berger and Lyon (2005) stated that the first 250 years of higher
education in this country focused on institutional survival rather than on student college
retention. Astin (1970), another theorist, discussed in his early works the model of
student involvement and the student involvement theory. The student involvement model

in higher education focused on developing student talents that were beneficial to both the
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student and the system. Astin also continued his study related to retention and in his later
works suggested that certain variables influenced student persistence, such as financial
aid. Metz (2004) stated that various studies contributed, evolved, and incorporated new
variables in research, which related to the changing dynamics in higher education. The
results of these studies suggested that student departure and the factors which influence it
continue to be a question that researchers investigate. The information gathered in this
study can be used for developing a departmental retention plan for the Department of
Social Work and contributes to the body of knowledge needed to create a retention plan
for the entire university.

Definition of Terms

The necessary terms used in this study are defined as follows:

Attrition rate: The diminution of students in a number resulting from low
retention rates (Hagedorn, 2005).

Department of Social Work at an HBCU in the South: Grounded in a general
liberal arts background, the targeted HBCU’s Social Work Program equips students with
a solid and integrated education with a foundation in social work theories, knowledge,
ethics, values, and skills, and provides students with a supervised, direct field practice
experience. The targeted HBCU’s Social Work Program graduates work within a wide
variety of social work, social welfare settings, and with systems at all levels (University

Catalog, 2010-2012).
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Dropout rate: The rate of students who voluntarily or involuntarily withdraw
from an educational institution. The rate is the percentage of students who leave school
prematurely (Hagedorn, 2005).

Retention rate: The complement of attrition rate; the percentage of entering
students persisting in their studies in an educational institution until graduation
(Hagedorn, 2005).

HBCU in the South: an identified Black college in the South that is church
affiliated and was initially established to educate freed slaves in theology and biblical
interpretation.

Assumptions and Limitations

| designed the research study to have no bias toward any specific organization,
department, or population of students. However, the study can relate to the problem of
student retention that affects the current population of 2,709 students who, according to
the University Undergraduate Catalog from 2011-2012, are enrolled at the identified
HBCU in the South. Therefore, | developed the study to target a population of 8-15
social work students who graduated from the Department of Social Work. Targeting this
population depicted a portion of social work graduates’ perceptions of what works in
retention to decrease the dropout rate.

The knowledge of this study will also help this HBCU’s current students to be
able to complete their degree. These study results are limited to the university studied and
the individual students interviewed. Other populations of graduates were not considered

because the intent of this study was to research BSW graduates’ perceptions relating to
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what worked in retention that retained them and decreased the dropout rate. It is
important for BSW graduates to obtain their degree because they work with populations
at risk and help to improve social and economic conditions.

Limitations, which Creswell (1994) defined as “potential weakness of a study” (p.
110), included barriers relating to the time, availability, and contact information of BSW
graduates. | explored the best time to hold interviews and used telephone, Skype, and
email to allow for flexibility of participants who chose to participate in the study.
Furthermore, the research study determined any limitations related to participants
answering questions during the interview in an honest manner as it relates to their
perceptions of internal and external factors influencing their experiences with retention. |
examined the number of assumptions made regarding improving student retention and the
dropout rate at the targeted HBCU in the South. | did not review any earlier assessment
tools developed or implemented by the university in order to avoid researcher bias.

It has become increasingly difficult to ignore the problems with student retention
in higher education. According to Alarcon and Edwards (2013), retention is important to
students and higher learning institutions because of monetary issues. Students need to
complete their educational experience to be able to obtain higher paying wages. Low
retention rates suggest that colleges must replace a student who leaves, which requires
more financial resources that could be used in other areas of education. Researchers, to-
date, have focused on what works in retention from a theoretical viewpoint and have
focused on the university’s perception rather than from successful students’ perceptions

Braxton, Sullivan, & Johnson, 1997; Brower, 1992; Stage, 1989; Tinto, 1986; 1993 (as
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cited in Braxton, Milem & Sullivan, 2000). The findings of this study add to the body of

knowledge in the community of learning in higher education.
Significance of Study

This research study is significant to the body of knowledge of student retention in
higher education. According to Braxton, McKinney, and Reynolds (2006), college
student departure occupies the attention and concerns of institutional practitioners, state
policymakers, and scholars. For more than 70 years, student retention and the factors that
contribute to students leaving higher educational institutions have been a focus of
empirical-based research (Bean, 1980, 1982; Cabrera, Stampen, & Hansen, 1990;
Rootman, 1972; St. John & Noell, 1989). Even though student retention is being
explored, it is also a constant topic on President Obama’s reform agenda. Colleges and
universities continue to struggle with formulating solutions to this problem.

According to Ventra (2009), for each student who leaves a college, there is a loss
of revenue. This loss is not limited to tuition dollars for the college. It also includes loss
in revenue for the student, his or her family, and the country. When a student drops out
instead of earning a college degree, it limits their economic opportunity (Ventra, 2009).

Summary

For this consensual qualitative study, I examined the perceptions of social work
graduates and the factors that affected retention at a historically Black university in the
South. This particular study adds to the body of knowledge on student retention by

investigating participants who have completed their degrees. The data, which I gathered
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through the consensual qualitative research model, may be used to develop a retention
plan for the Department of Social Work.

Tinto’s (1975) internationalist theory of college student departure provides the
theoretical framework for this study. It indicates that various individual characteristics
have a role in the college student’s departure process. I also explored Tinto’s (1986)
theory of student departure, which addresses incoming college students and their specific
intentions regarding college attendance.

This study fills a void in the literature by exploring retention from BSW
graduates’ perception. Few researchers have explored this topic from a student’s
perspective. This research study is organized into five sections. Section 1 included
information regarding the problem, purpose of study, research questions, theoretical
framework, and other related information. In Section 2, I review the scholarly literature
related to the presented problem statement. In Section 3, | describe the methodology,
including research design, data collection procedures, and data analysis. Section 4
includes data analysis and research findings. Section 5 contains an overview of the study,

conclusion, and recommendations for future research.
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Section 2: Literature Review
Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature relating to what works in
student retention. The chapter also discusses the history of retention and the theoretical
framework upon which the research study is based. Literature reviewed for this chapter
included peer-reviewed journals and statistical reports from the proposed university and
other universities that have demonstrated effective retention strategies.

Literature Search Strategy

In conducting my literature review, | used Google Scholar, NC Live, and the
Walden Library. 1 used Academic Search, ERIC, Education Research Complete,
Education from Sage, and ProQuest Central in my search for references for the
theoretical and conceptual basis of my proposed research. First, I researched the
theoretical framework of retention and reviewed the history of different theorists that
Tinto’s (1975) internationalist theory of college student departure related to.

In developing and reviewing concepts by reading peer-reviewed literature, |
constructed my literature review and reviewed key search concepts such as: student
retention, retention from a student’s perception, HBCU retention, and historical
overview of retention, retention, and success of first-year programs. There is a barrier in
current research that relates to students’ perceptions of what works in retention to retain
students and decrease the dropout rate at the targeted HBCU. In addition, I also reviewed
dissertations relating to students’ retentions at HBCU’s. In combination with journal

references, | also reviewed retention reports and statistical reports from the identified
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university. During research review, there was a lack of literature that relates to what
works in retention at HBCUSs. | found literature relating to African American males and
retention issues in higher education. This researcher’s intent is to add to the body of
literature relating to retention and students’ perceptions of what works in retention to
decrease the dropout rate from a BSW graduates’ perceptions.

Introduction to the Literature

According to Reason (2009), students elect to leave college before the completion
of their degree, which has been studied for over 70 years. Astin (1975) identified six
factors that affect the degree completion of a student: residence, campus environment,
employment, financial aid, college characteristics, and student institutional fit. The
attempt of this research examined the cause of student dropout, examined issues, and
developed strategies to reduce the number of students who leave before obtaining their
degree. According to Jones and Braxton (2009), while research has produced literature
regarding retention and dropout rates, statistics indicate that there is very little research
relating to understanding students’ perceptions of retention and the attempt to increase
persistence.

Craig and Ward (2007) noted that finding ways to end the problem of retention
and reduce the dropout rate is very important because of the money invested by both
institutions and individual students. This section reviews the history of social work
education and the identified university’s Social Work Department. In addition, it
highlights the importance of obtaining a social work degree for the profession of social

work, retention theories, and causes to why students drop out. Furthermore, this section
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discusses retention and current strategies relating to what is effective in helping to
improve retention and dropout rates of college students.
Historical Framework of Social Work Education

Reid and Edwards (2006) stated, “Social work as it is practiced in the United
States (US), is a bit over 100 years old, originating in the late 19th century relating to the
Charity Organization Society and Settlement House Movements” (p. 461). The National
Association of Social Workers (1996; as cited in Reid & Edwards, 2006) noted, “The
primary mission of the social work profession is to enhance human well-being and help
meet the basic human needs of all people, with particular attention to the needs and
empowerment of people who are vulnerable, oppressed, and living in poverty” (p. 461).
The Council on Social Work Education (1994; as cited in Reid & Edwards, 2006) stated,
“The profession of social work is committed to the enhancement of human well-being
and to the alleviation of poverty and oppression” (p. 461). The social work profession in
the United States exists due to the comprehensive structure of social work education
represented in the hundreds of colleges and universities and their various social work
programs, departments, and schools (Reid & Edwards, 2006).

First-generation pioneers in social work education included Anna Dawes who was
a community leader in Springfield, Maryland and who stressed her concern for organized
training for charity workers in a paper she presented at the 7th Section of the
International Conference of Charities, Correction, and Philanthropy. According to Reid
and Edwards (2006), Mary Richmond, the general secretary of Baltimore Charity

Organization Society, presented a paper to the National Conference of Charities and
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Correction and stressed the need for a formal training academy "in applied philanthropy,"
based on a program of staff training which she had developed (p. 470). Mary Richmond
emphasized the need for formal training that focused on practical work. According to
Meier (as cited in Reid & Edwards, 2006), in 1898, the New York Charity Organization
Society organized a summer training program for charity workers who were considered
well doers to help with society issues.

Due to the efforts of early pioneers, social work education programs were born in
Boston, New York, and St. Louis. The vision of these social work programs were
described in a report by the National Conference Committee on Training for Social
Workers. Social Work training programs continued to expand throughout the years and
led to the enactment in 1911 of the Association of Training Schools for Professional
Social Work and organization of 17 charter members and two schools in Canada (Reid &
Edwards, 2006). According to Reid and Edwards (2006), in 1919, formal curriculum and
requirements for student admission procedures were developed; several programs
established a 2-year program of study, which moved the social work program from part-
time training for employed social workers.

The beginning of the Great Depression in the 1930s created a rapid expansion of
existing social work education programs and the origin of new programs. According to
Reid & Edwards (2006), in 1930, seven new programs were accredited in private
universities and four in public universities, including the University of Puerto Rico. In
the 1940s and 1950s, 13 new social work education programs were accredited in public

universities and five in private universities; three were in New York City. Ernest Hollis
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and Alice Taylor, senior administrators in the Federal Security Agency in 1948, initiated
a study of social work education discussing the requirements of public social services
relating to administering the public assistance titles of the Social Security Act (Reid &
Edwards, 2006).

The outcome of the study report formulated by Hollis and Taylor in 1951
recommended that accreditation of professional social work education programs be
limited to two-year graduate programs which helped to highlight the social work field as
a profession. The recommendations from the study highlighted social work education
devoting more attention to administration, supervision, teaching, and research. The most
important outcome of the study was the recommendation that graduate schools of social
work, directly with undergraduate academic programs, establish a single undergraduate
educational continuum curriculum. The education continuum curriculum was at a junior
or senior level, where students would enter into a graduate program that would have a
consistent educational base.

Based on the research of Hollis and Taylor, the Council on Social Work
Education (CSWE) was created in 1952 (Reid & Edwards, 2006). CSWE reviews and
accredits those undergraduate and graduate programs in Social Work. CSWE sets
standards for social work education and promotes the quality of education in social work
programs. Zastrow (2009) noted, “Students who attend schools with accredited programs
are assured that the quality of their education meets national standards and generally have
an advantage in securing employment following graduation from accredited programs”

(p. 103). In 1974, accreditation requirements for undergraduate programs were changed
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to highlight professional preparation. CSWE requires that an accredited baccalaureate
program “shall have as its primary stated educational objective preparation for beginning
professional social work practice and preparation of students for graduate professional
education in social work” (Zastrow, 2009, p. 107).

History of Identified University

The historically Black college in the South where | conducted this research was
founded in North Carolina and affiliated with the Baptist church. It is a private,
coeducational, liberal arts university. The university awards undergraduate and graduate
level degrees. Recognizing its diverse population, the university is committed to
providing this population with a solid educational foundation. The university catalog
states its mission is to facilitate student learning, advance knowledge and achievement, to
enhance spiritual, ethical values, and transform a diverse community of learners into
future world leaders.

Historical overview of the identified university. The founder was a native of
Monson, MA, a graduate of Amherst College and Newton Theological Seminary. In
1875, the North Carolina General Assembly granted the university a charter. According
to the Department of Social Work Accreditation benchmark at the university, the initial
charter view was no pupil or pupils should ever be excluded from the benefits arising
therefrom on account of race, color, or previous conditions of servitude. Through the
years, until this present time, the university continues to honor this statement by
providing excellence in educational opportunities for all citizens without regard to race,

creed, religion, or ethnic origin. However, the university fosters special interest in the
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education of minorities who have been denied educational opportunities from mainstream
American education.

The first building erected on the campus was named after a benefactor in 1871. In
1873, the first dormitory for Black females in the United States was created. In 1968, the
building was no longer used as a dormitory; it currently houses offices for the
administrative leadership. The Hall, for which the building is known, is listed in the
National Register of Historic Places. Teaching freedmen the disciplines of biblical
interpretation and theology was the driving focus of the university upon its founding.
However, 15 years later, the institution broadened its vision and the curriculum was
revised and expanded. The university was once home to the following schools: The
School of Medicine, Law, and Pharmacy. The university’s history includes the first four-
year medical school for African Americans in the United States. Although these schools
cease to exist, the university continues to produce African American professionals and
scholars who continuously make abundant contributions for the advancement of
American society. Steeped in liberal arts disciplines since 1921, the university maintains
its status.

The first African American university president was elected in 1931; he served
from 1931 to 1936. The next president, an alumnus of the identified university, was
elected president in 1963; he retained this position from 1963 until 1969. The 12th
university president served from 1987 until 2003, the university witnessed major growth
under his leadership. The slogan, “Strides to Excellence: Why Not the Best,” was coined

and served as the driving focus for the university. According to the 2008 Department of
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Social Work Accreditation Benchmark, the university was recognized for its historical
significance. June 2009 witnessed the first female president of the university, a historical
achievement. In April of 2011, the university was the victim of a devastating tornado,
which contributed to sizeable destruction of many campus buildings (dorms, student
center, and other historical landmarks). The university was forced to end the spring
semester early, as the living and learning environments were no longer safe. However,
the neighboring community, alumni, and the nation came to the aid of the university.
Amazingly, the university was able to repair the damaged structures and re-open in a
timely manner for the fall 2011 academic school year.

The University without Walls Program was established in October 1971. The
concept of learning has no boundaries afforded citizens in select counties an opportunity
to obtain affordable education; therefore, six learning centers were opened. Alarmingly,
the program enlarged beyond the university’s capability to maintain a quality program.
In June 1975, the program was halted. However, the university remained committed to
educating the masses and in January 1976, the university re-established the program and
the concept of delivery of alternative programs of education were developed and the
name was changed to Center for Alternative Programs of Education (CAPE).
Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, CAPE centers sprung up across North Carolina.
According to this university’s Office of Institutional Research in 2011, the university
operated nine centers: Ahoskie, Asheville, Durham, Fayetteville, High Point, Kannapolis,

Raleigh, Rocky Mount (Greenville extension), and Wilmington.



24

History of social work program at the identified university. In 1998, social
work was offered as a major at the main campus and at CAPE locations. At that time, the
program was established under the Department of Social Sciences. During this initial
stage, the program was not accredited and included general social work courses with an
optional 128-hour internship. The program was comprised of part-time faculty who
possessed social work degrees and taught most of the courses. The program was
restructured with the goal of obtaining full accreditation through CSWE during the fall
semester, 2000. The first full-time social work faculty was the program director. Under
his leadership, the program was revised for accreditation standards. The social work
faculty continued to flourish; three full-time faculty were added in 2003, and a director of
field education was hired. In spring 2004, the current social work majors were provided
an option of following the old curriculum (field education not mandatory) or changing to
the new curriculum, based on CSWE’s accreditation standards.

This was a time of enormous growth for the program; the Board of Trustees
approved a status change and the program’s degree was changed from a Bachelor of Arts
(BA) to a Bachelor of Social Work (BSW). In 2004, all students entering the program
were required to follow the new curriculum; many courses were deleted from the
curriculum and replaced with newer courses that were more relevant. In February 2005,
the program submitted to CSWE its Letter of Institutional Intent along with other
supporting documentation for accreditation consideration. According to the 2013
Department of Social Work Accreditation Benchmark, in an attempt to better serve the

program and its students, social work was withdrawn as a major from all but five CAPEs;
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the only CAPE sites offering social work as a major are: Ahoskie, Durham, Raleigh,
Fayetteville, and Rocky Mount (Greenville extension).

As the program continued on the course of growth, five full-time faculty were
added in fall 2004 (including faculty for three CAPE locations: Durham, Fayetteville, and
Rocky Mount [Greenville extension]). In January 2005, the program was granted
acceptance to pursue accreditation from CSWE; the Benchmark | document was
approved. In 2006, the program completed Benchmark 11 that included the Field Manual
and the Social Work Standards Handbook. Timely and accurate submission of
Benchmark Il afforded the program another commissioner’s visit. In May 2006, the first
cohort of social work majors who had pursued the new CSWE-approved curriculum
graduated. In October 2006, additional supporting data was submitted to CSWE for
review and consideration; the program was approved for its second year of candidacy in
January 2007. Benchmark 111 was submitted to CSWE in February 2007. By October
2008, the program was granted full accreditation (with no recommendations) by CSWE.
According to the 2013 Department of Social Work Accreditation Benchmark, in
November 2008, the program admitted its first students who underwent an intense, yet
professionally developed admissions process.

After a successful tenure as a great leader and visionary, the first program director
retired after delivering a first-class, fully accredited social work program, effective June
2009. The director of field education was appointed to serve as program director. In
September 2009, the Program’s status changed and is now recognized as the Department

of Social Work and the field director immediately became department chair. The newly
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organized department reports to the dean of the College of Graduate and Professional
Studies. The program would go through reaccreditation within four years; new and
rigorous accreditation standards had to be followed. New syllabi and curriculum had to
be implemented in a short span of time. Unfortunately, the tornado interrupted the
gathering of critical assessment data; therefore, CSWE granted the program an extension
for submitting documentation for reaccreditation. For the past few years, the faculty and
staff have been eagerly compiling necessary documentation for reaccreditation. The
Department of Social Work was reaccredited in 2013 for eight years.

The university realized the importance of an accredited program in social work
education. Gibson (2012) noted that the profession of social work requires professionals
who have an array of knowledge and skills. The importance of social work education
produces such professionals that begin as social work students. There is a need for
competent and confident social work professionals to enter the workforce. Basnett and
Sheffield (2010) suggested that while the majority of students are assessed as competent
and go on to complete their social work degrees, some students who are not considered
competent and fail to complete the requirements for a social work education become a
significant concern for social work education.

Importance of Social Work Education

Social work is a profession that empowers people in the process of helping
individuals (micro), families and groups (macro), and organizations and communities
(macro; Zastrow, 2013). Social workers are educated to be able to understand the

environments of clients and to be able to influence life situations of clients in need. The
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focus of equality and social justice has been the overarching theme for the social work
profession. Social work education has had an increased focus on the concept of human
rights and social change that is also a priority for education at Walden University. The
entry level of the social work profession is called generalist practice (Kirst-Ashman &
Hull, 2011, 2014). A generalist practitioner is involved with the helping profession, such
as assisting a homeless family, a sexually abused child, a pregnant teenager, or an older
adult who is sick and unable to care for herself any longer (Kirst-Ashman & Hull, 2011,
2014).

Generalist social workers are trained to know an array of skills due to the amount
of situations they may encounter. A social worker is expected to be nonjudgmental and
open to any situation they might come across in their practice. Barsky (2006) noted that
“social work is a profession that draws people from a broad range of socioeconomic and
ethno cultural backgrounds” (p. 32). The entry level for the professional social work
practice is the Bachelor of Social Work Degree (BSW). Ambrosino, Heffernan,
Shuttlesworth, and Ambrosino (2008) found social work students entering the social
work profession at this level must complete their educational requirements for an
undergraduate degree accredited by CSWE. Students seek a social work degree with the
vision to practice as a professional social worker. Schools of social work education are
professional institutions, which require that the education process that students receive in
social work follow the standards and guidelines for the profession.

Barsky (2006) noted the entry level of the profession, generalist practice, and

most social work education programs offer an education conducive to intensive and



28

specialized training upon completion. Social work education is linked with professional
social work practice. However, many students who complete social work education
degrees also use their skills and knowledge in other careers and scholarly areas. Social
work education places very high respect for the equality, worth, and dignity of all people
(Ambrosino et al., 2008). The primary focus of social work education is to train social
workers to advance human needs and potential through promotion of social justice and
social functioning (Barsky, 2006).
Resilience of Social Work Undergraduate Social Work Education

Due to the stressful areas of social issues that social workers deal with in the
profession of social work, it is very important to build resilience and well-being in
students during their educational experience. Social work educators are responsible for
developing professionals who are able to cope with the emotional demands of the job.
Resilience in the social work profession begins with the completion of a social work
degree (Grant & Kinman, 2012). According to Grant and Kinman (2012), studies
conducted on the issue found a high level of stress and burnout amongst social workers
(Barak, Nissly, & Levin, 2001; Lloyd, King, & Chenoweth, 2002; Stalker, Mandell,
Frensch, Harvey, & Wright, 2007). Research findings indicated that social work trainees
and staff are exposed to high levels of stress, which is hard for them to disclose to
practice educators (Maidment, 2003; Barlow & Hall, 2007). Grant and Kinman (2012)
conducted a study geared to explore the emotional and social compliance that underline
resilience in trainee social workers and the extent to which resilience is related to

psychological well-being.
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A sample of 290 students who were undergraduate social work degree majors
completed a range of online questionnaires in relationship to the study; 69% were first-
year students, and the remaining were 39% students in their second year. Emotional
intelligence was measured using a 33-item scale developed by Schutte et al. (1997),
reflective ability was assessed by a 23-item scale developed by Aukes et al. (2007) and
empathy was measured using a 21-item scale adapted from a measure developed by
Davis (1983). The results of the data revealed students who were more socially confident
and reflective tend to be more resilient to stress. Social work students who were more
resilient were also more psychologically healthy. The importance of social work
resilience affects social work competence and enhances the well-being of a social work
trainee. Resilience and personal well-being enhances potential personal growth in
performance and retention in the field of social work (Grant & Kinman, 2012).

Further research discusses the resilience of social workers and social work
trainees in the field of social work and social work education. Milner and Criss (2006)
stated that social work students experience multiple stressors that impact their ability to
effectively learn, complete social education, and practice social work. Wilks and Spivey
(2010) noted social work students may perceive more stress during her/his training in
social work education as opposed to a trained social work practitioner during her/his
professional career. During a social work career, a social worker will face several
different stressful situations when it comes to working with different clients. However,
the process of learning social work skills is also stressful because of demanding

coursework and field placements where individuals must practice demonstrating skills
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they have learned during the educational experience. Milner and Criss (2006) explored
retention issues relating to the general population of students compared to the stress for
social work students include finances, relationships, life-stage transitions, time
management, and academia. Several researchers (Hudd et al., 2000; Humphrey &
McCarthy, 1988; Sarafino & Ewing, 1999) examined and found that college students
experience significant levels of stress, which hinders their ability to succeed and
complete their undergraduate studies. These stresses are exacerbated by factors such as
having to obtain outside employment, poor time management skills, and the stress of
acquiring large loans to stay in college.

These stressors affect the completion of the Bachelor of Social Work degree
(Milner & Criss, 2006). There is research, as cited in Tobin and Carson (1994), that has
examined the factors that lead to stress and lack of students completing their degrees;
however, little research examined student stress that might hinder the completion of a
BSW degree. A qualitative study conducted by Milner and Criss (2006) examined
student stress and gathered students’ own stories regarding the way they experienced
stress and the impact it had on their degree completion. The main focus of the study was
to explore students’ perceptions of the primary sources of stress and how it impacted their
academic performance and sense of well-being. Researchers Milner and Criss (2006)
conducted a convenience sample of undergraduate social work students enrolled in two
institutions in the Southeast.

The two institutions included a private liberal arts college with 2,300 students and

the other institution was a large university with about 43,000 students. Social work
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students enrolled from both schools; students ranged from 18-24 years of age, with 6% of
the participants included in the study being male. Students spoke freely about their
perceptions of student-led interviews. Students talked about their stress level and being
overwhelmed in the social work education program. The study’s results outlined
experiences which students discussed relating to sources of stress in their social work
education. Juggling roles, attending school, maintaining their families, financial
pressure, and time management were stated to be overwhelming issues. Students noted
that stress had a negative impact on their academic performance. The perceptions of
these social work majors indicated that stress was a common theme that resonated
throughout the students’ samples. Social work education and the coursework was a
unique stressor and was a harmful effect on their academic performance, their health, and
sense of well-being.

The study also highlighted ways in which students coped with stress that affected
their completion of a social work degree. Students identified several coping strategies
such as using stress management techniques, developing better time management, being
involved with their peers, and connection to family and religious community. The study
also created awareness among the researchers relating to the impact stress had on
students in their lives. The role of faculty as mentors and advisors also helped to improve
student stress, student success, and the presence of such support made a difference
between students persisting in their studies and dropping out of school (Milner & Criss,

2006).
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Historical Framework of Retention

Kiser and Price (2008) reviewed over 50 years of literature generated in the area
of college student persistence and retention. Reason (2008) found early researchers,
Astin, 1964; Bayer, 1968; and Vaughan, 1968 explored the area of retention and student
persistence predating 1970. According to Caison (2005), “Tinto‘s theory of student
integration is the most widely cited research regarding literature on student retention” (p.
427). Caison (2005) stated that Tinto’s research platform grew out of the study of
Durkheim (1951) on suicidal behavior and his view that suicidal behavior was the result
of the inability to integrate socially and intellectually into society. Tinto (1975) related
the withdrawal of students to the view of Durkheim (1951) and noted that students who
leave school had traits of suicide that related to student’s attrition and the inadequate
social and academic integration into the culture of the university.

According to Metz (2004), Van Gennep’s (1960) rites of passage theory which
discussed the significances of transitional stages in one’s life provided a foundation for
Tinto’s (1975) student departure theory, noting that a person moves from one place or
stage to another by going through certain rites of passage which are celebrated as socially
significant events. The celebrated event(s) that a person is a part of helps the person to
integrate into social settings, which can serve as evidence of accomplishment and
acceptance. Another early influence of Tinto’s theoretical development was Spady
(1970), who also adapted a theory of student retention departure from the works of
Durkheim’s suicide theory (Metz, 2004, p. 192). William Spady’s 1970 model stated that

a student’s personal attributes interact with environmental influences. His model was
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from a sociological approach based on student interaction including environmental
influences. Spady’s theory of student retention suggested that students have certain
characteristics and goals, which relate to their academic performance in college and these
influence students’ behavior. Spady was one of the first sociologists to develop a theory
of student persistence model.

According to McQueen (2009), “Durkheim’s application of societal model of
suicide used statistical evidence to prove that suicide rates vary by social groups and
infers the cause as the collective relationship of a group to society in terms of high or low
integration” (p. 76). Durkheim identified four types of suicide: egoistic, anomic,
altruistic, and fatalistic. Egoistic suicide occurs when solidarity and integration are low.
Anomic suicide occurs more under solidarity conditions that arise from a lack of
regulation rather than integration. Altruistic and fatalistic suicides involved high
solidarity arising from high integration or regulations. Tinto’s views of student
engagement arose from the research of Durkheim’s application of the suicide model and
related dropping out for some people as a form of altruistic suicide, a result of high
solidarity and high integration into pre-existing social niche. The applications of student
engagement and the suicide model analogy relate to the theory that students self-destruct
by leaving a university and in effect have no future. Astin (1970) completed one of the
earliest studies related to his model of student involvement theory. His student
involvement theory suggests that students become involved in college and their levels of
involvement in the institution’s environment affects the student’s potential and drive to

persist in college.
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Students tend to learn by becoming involved. Astin (1975) advanced his research
by identifying six factors that may affect the retention of students such as residence,
campus environment, employment, financial aid, college characteristics, and student
institutional fit. Several retention theories have been developed and established to
explain the attrition, persistence, and retention of college students. Retention theories
have concerned themselves with such factors as the institutions’ policies on student
commitment, campus climate, and student involvement with peer and faculty (Kiser &
Price, 2008, p. 422). Furthermore, Kiser and Price (2008) suggest Tinto is noted for his
research relating to student persistence and theory of student integration. His 1975
interactionist theory stated that students have an individual set of traits that determine
their commitment to the college or university and their commitment to completing their
degree. These traits and their level of commitment relate to their social and academic
integration within their institution. Tinto (2007) noted student retention became an issue
in higher education 50 years ago and the issue was viewed through the discipline of
psychology.

Retention was viewed as a problem of students lacking individual characteristics
of motivation, skills, and attributes. In addition, overall academic and social integration
increases the level of the students’ commitments to complete their degrees. Students who
chose not to pursue their degree were seen as failing themselves, not the institution
failing them as students. Tinto’s student departure theory originated with his
collaboration with Cullen’s student attrition. The collaboration produced a theoretical

model of attrition and persistence that highlighted the following areas:
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Pre-entry attributes which relates to prior schooling and family background,

goals/commitment noting student aspirations and institutional goals, institutional

experience, academic faculty interaction, co-curricular involvement, peer group

interaction, integration academic and social goals/commitment intentions,

external commitments, outcome departure decision, transfer, and dropout. (Metz,

2004, p. 192)

Tinto’s collaboration with Cullen spearheaded his 1975 student departure theory,
which incorporated the six components devised from his collaboration. Tinto’s 1975
student departure theory discussed that students arrive at college with certain
expectations and aspirations. Furthermore, when students are not integrated into the
college environment, degree completion can be affected. In addition, institutional factors
such as faculty-student, peer group, and extracurricular involvement help to shape a
student’s progression through college. Tinto (1997) found that academic involvement led
to increased social integration. When academic and social interaction increases, a
student’s persistence to complete college increases. A student’s decision to graduate or
to drop out is influenced by their level of persistence. Theorists continued to develop
theories relating to retention. Bean and Metzner (1985) “developed the academic
integration model that included the following: student’s background, money, and finance,
grades and academic performance, social factors, institutional fit and commitment, and
intentions” (p. 10).

The most important factor for students when it relates to student retention is

institutional commitment. According to Metz (2004), John Bean developed a casual
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model theory related to organizational behavior, the reasons for student persistence, and
attrition that reviewed a student’s background and environment inside the institution and
outside of the institution and identified five areas that affect a student’s decision to leave
or persist: background, organizational, environment, intention to leave attitudinal, and
outcome variables. In addition, in the 1980s, several other researchers such as Ernest
Pascarella and Patrick Terenzini investigated the influences on student attrition and
student persistence. They also reviewed the student involvement theory from the
perspective of student interaction with faculty and peers.

According to Metz (2004), Pasacarella and Terenzini researched and
recommended that future studies relating to student persistence include race and gender
as important factors. They also suggested that further research should focus on the
interrelationship between social and academic integration and how it relates to retention,
persistence, and goal attainment. Metz (2004) stated that Pasacarella and Terenzini
moved beyond Tinto’s single institution model and began to focus on interaction between
faculty and students and suggested that the amount of time that faculty spent with
students in and out of the classroom encouraged student intent and persistence. Student
retention continues to be an important area of study in higher education. Tinto (2007)
noted there has also been a great deal of work regarding theoretical models that have
developed a position in the research world of retention. The research reviewed has even
developed a sophisticated understanding of the complex realities that affect students
leaving or persisting in their academic studies. Cadet (2008) noted student retention and

persistence is associated with merit and other factors which makes it an extremely
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important area relating to the reason why African American students leave college before
earning a degree, a significant research area.
Historical Overview of HBCUs

Historically Black colleges and universities (HBCU) are distinct and are a sense
of pride for African American people. Prior to the Civil War, there were no universities
with the mission to educate and train Black people. Lincoln and Cheyney Universities in
Pennsylvania and Wilberforce University in Ohio were the only options for freed Black
men and women to obtain a college education (Gasman & Tudico, 2008). Churches and
missionary associations for educating Blacks regarding religious education and training
(Albritton, 2012) initiated many HBCUs. HBCUs were not founded just for educating
Blacks as a tool to obtain jobs; they also played a huge part in improving social liberation
and discrimination for Blacks. Toldson (2013) found 103 historically Black colleges and
universities (HBCUs) educating 135,722 male and 238,685 female students across the
United States from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (Institute of
Education Sciences & National Center for Education Statistics, 2012). HBCUs have
played a major role in developing educational opportunities for underrepresented groups.
African Americans have been able to make significant contributions to the economic,
intellectual, and cultural aspects due to their education at an HBCU.

Today, research has demonstrated that HBCU graduates enjoy greater financial
success in their careers (Price, Spriggs, & Swinton, 2011), and U.S. rankings consistently
show that HBCUs are among the top producers of students who persist through graduate

and professional schools (Fletcher, 2013). Jawando (2010) noted President Obama
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signed an executive order to continue the White House Initiative on Historically Black
Colleges and Universities and the role he needed them to play in order to help him to
achieve his goal of having the United States lead the world among college graduates by
2020. He also discussed his commitment to HBCUs by announcing his plan to increase
spending on HBCUs by $850 million over the next 10 years. William Jawando, of the
White House Office of Public Engagement, also noted that President Obama'’s 2011
budget called for an annual increase in spending on Pell Grants; important because 50%
of HBCU students qualify for Pell Grants (Jawando, 2010).

President Obama in his second term has vowed to allow federal actions to help
HBCUs strengthen their efforts to recruit, retain, and graduate larger numbers of students
(Toldson, 2013). In order for this projected goal to work, the White House Initiative on
HBCUs will have to work closely with the new White House Initiative on Educational
Excellence for African Americans to bolster efforts to prepare the 8,550,344 Black
children currently enrolled in kindergarten through 12th grade in the United States
(Institute of Education Sciences & National Center for Education Statistics, 2012).

HBCU Retention Issues
Johnson (2013) suggested that HBCUs have also seen low graduation rates, a
challenge for their success. Many students who attend HBCUs come from low-income
families and a number of them are first-generation college students. These students are
at-risk for dropping out of college not only because of academics, but also for the lack of
financial resources (Johnson, 2013). African American students have a unique need and

experience when it comes to retention and carrying out the academic responsibilities of
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degree completion. Gilliam and Kritsonis (2006) noted that retention is a major factor in
an institution’s financial stability and it is extremely important when it comes to the lack
of African American students’ degree completion. African American students complete
college at the lowest rate compared to other ethnic sub groups (Gilliam & Kritsonis,
2006, p. 2). As cited by Seidman (2005), Schwartz and Washington (2002) state that
African American women face many obstacles in the completion of their college degree
such as low levels of parental support, limited resources to pay for college, low self-
esteem, and low social expectations for going to college and completing a college degree.
Many African American students are first generation college students who come from
low-income families and cannot afford to pay to stay in college. Financial aid plays an
important part in recruitment, retaining, and graduating minority students.

Seidman (2005) noted Landry (2002) explained that an administrator at HBCUs
stated that the main reason that students leave college is financial issues. When students
do not have the ability to acquire assistance or support or services needed to overcome
the obstacles of college, their survival rate is affected. These students may drop out and
obtain employment or enroll in a college on a part-time basis. Landry (2002) stated to
overcome these problems mentoring programs were developed where faculty met with
small groups of students to help them deal with institutional barriers and degree
completion. Furthermore, Flowers (2004) noted the importance of pre-entry and
precollege characteristics of African American students have been reviewed in the body
of literature that has researched African American students’ retention issues. Several

research studies (Flowers, 2003; Flowers & Pascarella, 1999, 2003; Hood, 1992; Kobrak,
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1992; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Schwartz & Washington, 2002) examined African

American students’ background and variables relating to pre-entry attributes, goals and
commitments, and institutional experiences in direct correlation to retention. Several
measures (Flowers, 2004) were used to explore and understand African American
students’ background and variables relating to pre-entry attributes, goals and
commitments, and institutional experiences. Some examples are the College Student
Experiences Questionnaire (CSEQ) to assess educational outcome and student
involvement, the five CSEQ Likert scales that consisted of the Understanding Arts and
Humanities scale, the Personal and Social Development scale, the Understanding Science
Technology scale, the Thinking and Writing scale, and the VVocational Preparation scale.
In addition, the author also explored measuring student involvement using an eight CSEQ
Likert scale including the library Experience with Faculty scale, the Course Learning
scale, the Art, Music, and Theater scale, the Personal Experience scale, the Student Union
scale, the Athletic and Recreation Facilities scale, and the Clubs and Organization scale.
The results of the study showed that in-class and out-of-class experiences have a positive
impact on the development and educational outcomes of African American students.
According to Flowers (2004), Schwartz and Washington conducted a study in
2002 of 229 African American freshmen who attended a historically Black college in the
Southeastern region and researched how the extent of precollege factors and college
experiences influenced student retention and academic performance. The study measured
the degree to which students stay in college until the second semester of their first year.

Furthermore, Schwartz and Washington (2002) found that students’ high school rank and
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students’ perception of their social adjustment on campus were strong indicators of
retention. Flowers (2004) stated, “Students whose high school ranks were lower and
students who felt that they were a part of the social fabric of the institution were more
likely to return the spring semester” (p. 28).

Gilliam and Kritsonis (2006) suggested that historically Black college and
universities (HBCUSs) lack research relating to student persistence and retention.
Historical retention theories lack the understanding of several factors that influence the
levels of retention for African American students. According to Gilliam and Kritsonis
(2006), enrollment, retention, student development, and graduation of African American
students is contingent on six factors: active recruitment, flexibility of admission
requirements, availability of sound financial aid packages, favorable institutional climate,
mentoring programs, and attitudes of African American students. Factors that influence
African American retention according to Strayhorn and Terrell (2007) relate to having a
mentor. These researchers noted:

Mentoring facilitates students’ academic and social involvement. Thus, it is

reasonable to hypothesize that mentoring may influence an individual satisfaction

with college. To the extent that this is true, mentoring would directly or
indirectly influence a student’s intentions and, consequently, persistence retention

decisions. (p. 73)

The research of Strayhorn and Terrell (2007) analyzed the relationship between
mentoring and African American students’ satisfaction from a research-focused

relationship versus personal-professional relationships. The results showed that research
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focused relationships with a faculty member had a positive effect on satisfaction with
college students as opposed to the personal based relationship; it did not have a positive
effect on student satisfaction of college itself. In conclusion, for African American
students financial issues, academic preparation, and the responsibility of being the first
one in their family to attend college are factors that affect student retention (Seidman,
2005, p. 17).

Student Perceptions Relating to Retention and Success

Student success and persistence relate to various areas that help to retain students
in college. In addition, retention has been studied as stated in the literature review for
several years. However, there is a barrier in literature from the student’s perception,
which discusses what students feel helped to retain them in college. According to Zepke,
Leach, and Butler (2011), researched literature focuses on what and how higher education
institutions contribute to student success and retention. There is a substantial amount of
literature that relates to what students feel helps in their success and retention.

In the study by Zepke et al. (2011), a number of case studies involving nine
higher education institutions and the literature reviewed suggested that researching
student success requires gathering more than one source of data. The study used teachers
and students’ interviews. The survey used a forced choice questionnaire and examined
students’ perceptions relating to success. The researcher in each case-study institution
distributed the survey to first-time enrolled students. The researchers received 1,246
responses. The conclusion of the study suggested that students who integrate academic

cultures, adapting institutional cultures to the diversity of students enrolled, assisted them
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to develop the necessary skills to succeed (Zepke et al., 2011, p. 239). When students are

also affected by stressors such as health, family, work or financial issues, students engage
less in their studies, which has a negative effect with their studies. The study highlighted
internal and external factors that educators need to review, for example, there was a
confirmation that success is affected by noninstitutional factors and subpopulations are
affected in different ways.
What Works In Retention

Retention Among Freshman Students

Ventra (2009) noted that only 58% of entering freshman follow through with
degree completion from the same college within six years. Strategies from colleges and
universities that help retain students in their first year include student support activities
such as advising, tutoring, and mentoring. The end of the first year of college is affected
by the interaction of administration, faculty, and other students at college. Several other
factors such as classroom experiences, dormitory living experiences, engagement with
faculty and other students, and extracurricular activities help to increase student retention.
Students make a retention decision relating to four levels: return to the same college,
leave this college and transfer to another college in the same university, leave this college
and transfer to another university, and drop out of college (Ventra, 2009, p. 19).

The first year represents a stressful transition for college students who have to
cope with a new environment and emotional stressors in college. Some students cannot
handle the transition and decide to leave higher education during or at the end of their

first year. Morrow and Ackermann (2012) conducted a study of 960 first-year
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undergraduates that completed an online survey relating to their experience in their first
year of college. The Sense of Belonging scale and the Academic Attitudes scale were
used to test the students’ persistence and retention. Students who reported more support
from faculty expressed a sense of belonging and a desire to persist in the university.

Copeland and Levesque-Bristol (2011) conducted a study that included
administering a survey to 390 first-year programs at Missouri State University. Students
enrolled in the university and enrolled in the university’s Introduction to University Life
and Introduction to Psychology took part in the study. Students were asked to participate
in an online questionnaire, which consisted of 33 yes/no, and open-ended items, which
they created and 82-scaled items, which came from five validated measures. The study
aimed to examine how the university might increase student success and improve
retention. The data collected was qualitative and several suggestions were made on how
universities might improve the needs of student learning outcomes, success, and
retention.

Brown (2012) conducted a study that consisted of a survey to examine retention
issues from a freshmen orientation period. The purpose of the study was to develop the
Freshman Orientation Survey for the College of Education and Health Professions. The
survey items were based on Tinto’s Student Integration Model (1975), postsecondary task
force reports, existing survey instruments, and significant variables listed in the peer-
reviewed literature. Family issues such as financial and environmental commitment were
a part of the issues relating to retention. Students revealed that financial situations were a

problem when they had to work, go to school, and keep up a certain grade point average
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to keep a merit scholarship. Parental involvement was another issue that affected the
retention of freshmen. Students who have controlling parent issues and parents who were
involved in college decisions affected the completion of degree requirements (Brown,
2012). Institutional pressures such as students having to take education requirements
which they felt were not conductive to their educational programs had a less positive
perception on the learning climate and environment for the student. Clear expectations of
what the university experience would be like helped to create a learning environment that
was positive. Students influenced by an inspiring teacher increased the perception of a
positive learning climate and increased a student’s view of the university.
Recommendations and outcomes of the Brown (2012) study suggest that one way
a university can reduce the financial pressures for students is to offer more on-campus
work programs which allow students to work in exchange for tuition reimbursement or
stipends. Parents who exert external control by making decisions can really hinder the
educational experience. The study suggests that universities can combat the influence of
external pressures on students by spending time in orientation seminars or introductory
letters to educate parents about the negative effects of control. When institutions relate
course material to individual students’ interests, students feel that the assigned course is
beneficial to their course of study during the duration of their education (Brown, 2012).
Universities can also help to reduce this form of external pressure on students by
reviewing with parents in orientation the negative effect that control can have on student
retention. The study outcome also suggested that universities could improve perceptions

of the learning climate and retention by establishing clear expectations with students.
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In addition, findings suggested that students could benefit if universities would
encourage some of their most passionate and patient instructors to teach introductory
level courses and thus help to engage freshman. Students who feel encouraged rather
than pressured, who are offered choices, who have fulfilling relationships, and who feel
competent in their roles as students have increased motivation to succeed and are more
likely to take responsibility to complete their degrees (Brown, 2012). First-year
programs have become the level of intervention for several universities and colleges
when it relates to retaining students.

Ward and Commander (2012) suggested that first-year programs focus on issues
such as adjustment to college, instruction in learning techniques, and interactions among
students and faculty leading to student success. Initiatives for encouraging first-year
student persistence included extended welcome weeks, orientation programs, freshman
seminars, expanded residential life program, workshops, tutorials, and peer advisement
and/or mentoring (Ward & Commander, 2012, p. 64). Freshman Learning Communities
(FLC) is a retention effort that several academic learning communities have installed on
more and more campuses. Ward and Commander (2012) found that there are four
common models of learning communities: linked or clustered courses, cohorts in large
courses of FIGs (Freshman Interest Groups), team-taught or coordinated studies
programs, and residence-based learning communities that link to residential programs.

Ward and Commander (2012) conducted a study to examine the qualities of
learning communities at a large public institution in the Southeast using quantitative and

qualitative data. The study also used triangulation and multiple methodologies to explore
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a strong research base. The learning community examined used a cluster model, which
they hoped would strengthen a student’ connections to their teachers and subject matter.
Groups of 25 students enrolled in blocks of five courses and four content areas
participated in three-hour new orientation courses. The study found that there was strong
faculty participation and the program has experienced steady growth for 11 freshman-
learning communities with 225 students in 1999 to 60 FLCs with 1,500 students in 2008.

Ward and Commander (2012) reported that after collecting quantitative data that
related to the national findings on the impact of freshman learning communities and
comparing FLC cohorts of students beginning in 1999 to non-FLC students each semester
through 2007, there was an improvement and effective long-term results relating to
academic achievement, retention, and graduation rates. The fall 2006 FLC cohort had a
retention rate of 84.26% compared to 79.4% for non-FLC students. The trend continued
in the fall 2000 cohort and the fall 2001 cohort. The overarching results of the study
reported from the Office of Institutional Research noted that there was an increase of
academic achievement, retention, and graduation rates for freshman learning cohorts.
The quantitative and qualitative findings from the study supported the value and
importance of learning communities and improving student retention.

According to Crockett (2011), “Nearly 95% of incoming freshmen express a
strong desire to finish a college degree; however, chances are, about half won’t make it”
(p. 7). The 2012 National Freshman Attitudes Report is an annual national research study
that explores the attitudes that influence student success. The report studied about 94

first-year college students at 315 colleges and universities throughout the nation that
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surveyed students during the academic year of 2011-2012. The attitudinal survey
consisted of 100 questions that students completed online or using a traditional paper-
and-pencil. The survey instrument used in the study was the College Student Inventory
Form B (CSI-B), which is a part of the Retention Management System Plus from Noel-
Levitz, an enrollment management-consulting firm.

The motivational assessment reviews barriers and opportunities for students as
they transition to college. Of the survey participants, 45.4% came from four-year private
institutions, 32.1% from four-year public institutions, and 22.6 % from two-year
institutions (Noel-Levitz, 2012, p. 3). The average age of the student was 20.4 and
58.5% were Caucasian, 20.2% African American, 12.2% Hispanic, 3.8%Asian, 1.1%
American Indian, and 3.8% multiethnic (Noel-Levitz, 2012, p. 3). The annual study
suggested that freshman attitudes and motivation are an important part of the college
completion rate and retention. The study revealed that identifying differences in attitudes
and persistence by subgroups on campus could help institutions to create an
individualized retention plan rather than a “one size fits all” approach. This information
can also help develop targeted interventions to focus on influencing negative student
attitudes and behaviors toward goal attainment in college.

In addition, the importance of student engagement in first-year programs can raise
the tolerance in attitude toward college from the first to second term. In first-year
programs, students are encouraged to engage with their instructors and fellow students
inside and outside of the classroom. The study also offered participating institutions data

that identified patterns of student motivation and gave insight about the belief systems
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and behaviors students brought to their college early. These beliefs of tolerance such as
previous experiences at home can have an effect on students’ emotional attitudes and
retention. To help students reach completion and graduation, it is critical to meet the
holistic needs of all types of students through a measured, plan-filled, and data-informed
approach.
Effective Strategies to Combat Retention

Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon (2004) noted that retention affects the entire
community of learning on campus. Members of the college communities need to be
committed to the welfare of the student and have a stake in the success of policies and
practices that reduce student departure. Several college institutions have committed to
researching ways to combat the problem of student retention. Noel-Levitz is a higher
education consulting firm that focuses on enrollment and student success. For over 40
years, the agency has been committed to helping institutions meet their goals for
enrollment and student success. The Noel-Levitz Student Retention and College
Completion Practices Report (2013) conducted a study and an electronic poll of campus
officials at four-year and two-year institutions, private and public, in the spring of 2013.
The findings of the study were that academic support programs, first-year student
programs, honor programs, and mandatory advising emerged as the top-ranked, most
effective strategies and tactics across higher education (Noel-Levitz, 2013). Programs
that were targeted and designed for students of color were rated in the top practice in

2013 for two-year public institutions. In conclusion, less than half of respondents across
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institution types reported having a current, written plan for student retention and college
completion that they felt good about (Noel-Levitz, 2013).

Noel-Levitz worked in conjunction with several schools and formulated case
studies to highlight what the institutions did to combat retention issues. Delaware State
University (DSU) is a four-year, historically Black public university and was ranked 15th
among colleges in US News and World Report. In 2005, the university began
restructuring enrollment strategies for recruitment and retention of students because of a
serious decline in enrollment. Delaware State worked with Noel-Levitz Enrollment
Management Council (EMC) to create teams and committees and implemented goals and
initiatives. In 2010, the university began to implement predictive modeling to help
improve the recruited student population. The data for the predictive modeling tool was
an instrument for the DSU’s tele-counseling team in prioritizing 9,000 applicants who
received follow-up calls and targeted 3,900 admits that were more likely to enroll. DSU
conducted a “price elasticity” study kept the cost of tuition in 2008, 2009, 2010 the same,
with little increase for tuition. The university also reviewed a new strategy in the
financial aid area and targeted students’ financial aid packages being submitted earlier.

According to Noel-Levitz, DSU also implemented several other strategies to help
combat enrollment and retention:

« Overhauled new student orientation to include transfer days and parent tracks;

« Created Hornet Days that bus in students to the campus from primary territories;

* Used predictive modeling tools and strategic financial aid research to influence

yield, identify students more likely to persist, and to bolster more qualified
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student leads at the top of the funnel;

* Incorporated more sophisticated financial aid leveraging each year;

* Connected privately raised funds to retention and enrollment needs;

* Instituted online web applications and payment systems;

* Created innovative Facebook-like concept for admitted students within the

University’s website;

* Created a predictive model for enrollment goals; and

» Worked with the Delaware Legislature to pass the Inspire scholarship bill that

corrected an inequity and provided qualified Delaware residents $3,000 in-state

per year towards tuition to DSU.

DSU proceeds to annually evaluate admissions, financial aid processes, and
customer service to improve retention. The university also continues to utilize its
comprehensive data information management model that incorporates recruitment goals,
financial aid leveraging, creative marketing, and effective retention strategies. Results
from DSU strategies have had a long-term effect and outstanding results for the
university. Results for DSU included:

« After utilizing predictive modeling for one year, grew the applicant pool by 10%

and the admit pool by 14%;

* Increased yield by 27%;

« Increased net tuition revenue by $4 million;

* Increased the mean total reading and math SAT scores by 25; and
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* Increased the retention rate for new freshmen from 64% in 2007 to the present

70.5%. (Noel-Levitz, n.d.)

Delaware State University has been able to increase overall enrollment from
3,000 students to a record enrollment of retained students of 4,178 in 2011-2012.
Fayetteville State University (FSU) is a historically Black university in North Carolina
founded in 1867 and state supported in 1877. The university had a one-year retention
rate increase of 6 to 17% over a five-year period utilizing the Cheer Scholarship Program.
The program is a summer bridge teaching community that was created to assist students
who are not prepared for college and come from low-income and underserved
backgrounds. The program is a five day a week curricular and cocurricular program
intervention that engages with students 12 hours a day. The goals of the program were to
strengthen academic preparation, help students adjust to campus life, and develop habits
for college life. The rationale for the Cheer Program was that students who are engaged
earn better grades and are more likely to persist.

Students are assigned to a community of 20 students who attend class together,
participate in weekly, required tutoring sessions, and attend “Wise Choice” workshops
that take place in the evenings and weekends and address cocurricular areas relating to
students such as ethics, health, wellness, and goal settings. The program increased the
retention rate for a Cheer Scholar from 6 to 17% higher than a student who was not a part
of the program. During 2005 to 2007, HBCUs averaged a 62% retention rate compared
to a 71% rate for Fayetteville State’s Cheer Scholars Program (Noel-Levitz, n.d). In

addition, the Cheer Model has been designated as an example for the state system in
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which FSU was asked to advise three other institutions in creating similar summer bridge
programs. FSU also received money from the state higher education system for the
Cheer Scholars Program. Due to retention improvement and the student success efforts,
FSU received the Lee Noel and Randi Levitz Retention Excellence Award in 2010.
Southwestern Adventist University increased retention 5% in one year by
collaborating with Noel-Levitz’s retention consulting firm in developing an effective
retention strategy. Southwestern Adventist University in Texas gathered data and
developed assessment tools and training for members of the university. The university
tripled its goals of improving retention with first-year students who came back in their
second year from 58% to 74%, increasing 16%. The interventions of Noel-Levitz helped
the university to accelerate the learning curve and improved the university’s performance
(Noel-Levitz, n.d.). Georgia College and State University also collaborated with Noel-
Levitz retention consulting firm to form a retention committee. The committee
conducted a student satisfaction research study, evaluated academic advising, and
performed a critical analysis of annual return rates of students. The university developed
a campus-wide retention plan that addressed barriers to re-enrollment and attrition
through active interventions like advisor training, supplementary instruction, and
academic support in upper level courses. The university increased its first-year to
second-year retention rate and the retention committee formulated a system-wide

retention plan as proactive issues that led to negative retention issues.
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Financial Issues Relating To Retention

The cost to attend college has increased over the past decade from the 1996-1997
to the 2006-2007 school year increased an average of $216 per year, an increase of 4.4%
after adjusting for inflation (Robb, Moody, & Abdel-Ghany, 2011, p. 432). According to
a study conducted by Robb et al. (2011), data was collected from two universities (one in
the Midwest and one in the Southeast). Surveys were emailed to approximately 47,000
participants at both universities. Over 3,000 surveys were obtained for a response rate of
6%. Each respondent completed an 83-question survey covering questions relating to
personal and financial issues. The data collected revealed that financial factors play a
significant role in student persistence behavior as well as in student perceptions of debt.
The data also revealed that students tend not to persist in their education due to the
psychological burden of student loans and debt. In conclusion, students with more
responsible financial behavior were more likely to persist in their education.

Financial aid issues also affected the institution that students attended when it
came to money spent for students who dropout. Institutions invest money through tuition
discounts and grants, thus the university loses money when students depart before
completing their degrees (Habley, Bloom, Robbins, & Robbins, 2012, p. 88). When
students leave an institution between the first and second year, assuming the discount,
grants account for 50% of annual tuition, and a percentage of 68% are receiving financial
aid. There is a first-to-second year loss of revenue of about $123,480 (Habley et al.,
2012). Suggestions have been made that institutions use some reallocations of funds to

help with retention programs and program initiatives.
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In addition, retention issues can also affect the ranking of a university and the
amount of funding the university might be allocated. Ranking in higher education is a
conversation held by the politicians of today (Hazelkorn, 2013). Politicians refer to
ranking as a measure of their nation’s economic strength and the goals of universities.
Universities use ranking to help set targets relating to their performance such as
reputation, status, and retention (Hazelkorn, 2013). Universities are being held
accountable to heighten the completion of high-achieving students, emphasizing value-
for-money education for their customers. Ranking of higher education institutions have
an effect on the global, national, and institutional level of education. The idea of ranking
institutions is still being researched and it has raised the question about how to measure
and meaningfully demonstrate the quality and performance of the institution (Hazelkorn,
2013).

In addition, a study conducted by Kelly, LaVergne, Boone, and Boone (2012),
also addressed student perceptions of factors that influence success. The underlying
research that relates to influences on college persistence has been well documented and
the one aspect of student retention lies in the commitment of integrating students into the
social communities of an institution (Rosenthal, 1995; Tinto, 1993). The purpose of the
study conducted by Kelly et al. (2012) was to examine college students’ perceptions of
selected social factors that influence student persistence. The methodology used was
descriptive survey research that used the Delphi technique (Dalkey & Helmer, 1963).

Purposeful sampling was used to select the members and the target population

from all of the students enrolled in the spring semester 2010 at Northeast University. The
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researchers implemented a questionnaire using a series of emails while using
Zoomerang.com as the host website. Descriptive statistics were used to calculate and to
analyze data. The findings of the study were based on responses of 280 college students.
Kelly et al. (2012) found that positive relationships with professors, social involvement,
and being connected to the university were major social factors that encouraged students
to persist in their education. The overall theme in the data collected suggested that
students that are connected to a wide range of social factors help them to matriculate
through the institution (Kelly et al., 2012, p. 662).

In order to matriculate through a university, a student must be in-tune with their
personal attributes. According to Mkumbo and Amani (2012), the process of assigning
causes to our or other people’s behavior is called attribution (p. 247). Attributes are
related to a person’s success and failures and can explain the differences in motivation
between high and low achievers (Batool, Arif & Ud-Din, 2010). The attribution theory,
according to Weiner (1985), relates to three areas in an academic task in three sets of
characteristics. People may succeed or fail because of internal and external factors. The
cause of success or failure may be either stable or unstable. The causes of success or
failure may be either controllable or uncontrollable. In order to understand the
Attribution Theory, Mkumbo and Amani (2012) conducted a study of 260 undergraduate
students from the University of Dar es Salaam in Sub-Saharan Africa.

The purpose of the study was to assess the variation in attributes of academic
achievement between high-performing and low-performing university students. A

questionnaire was used to collect data in three different areas such as demographic
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characteristics, sex, age, and academic performance. The results supported the
predication of the Attribution Theory that emphasized success is always related to
internal factors and failure is related to external factors. In addition, the study’s findings
suggested that students should accept that much of what happens to them is a result of
what they do (Mkumbo & Amani, 2012, p. 254).
Present Issues in Higher Education

Effective quality education is declining and colleges and universities are not
preparing students to be marketable in a changing society (Driscoll, Comm, & Mathaisel,
2013, p. 253). Education is a human right and higher education needs to prepare students
who are going to be able to succeed in the global challenge. Higher education is a broken
system and needs an overhaul in order to make a change in the future of America (Taylor,
2013). Furthermore, the value of education has increased, and in the Pew Research
Center poll (2011) of 2,142 adults, to 75% of American graduates state that education is
too expensive and college does not prepare them for jobs in society (Driscoll et al., 2013).
In addition, financial assets for universities are the way many institutions survive today.
Without the financial assets and sufficient funds there will be staggering debt for private
institutions like the proposed university for this study (Driscoll et al., 2013). Colleges
who received government money are based on students who are enrolled and not student
graduation rates. Twelve billion dollars will be allocated to help improve the educational
system in higher education; however, some of this money should be used to improve the

graduation rate in colleges and universities (Driscoll et al., 2013).
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Overall, financial aspects that universities seem to face can affect the retention of
students based on the literature reviewed. In order to address these issues, one must
review what researchers have found will help retain students to improve the retention
rates today. Studies like Errey and Wood (2011) provided an Australian perspective that
discussed class structure and nature of assignments, institutional factors, and personal
factors as key elements that increased or decreased engagement. In the study,
universities who enhanced student engagement led to greater student satisfaction and
success. In the study of Noble and Henderson (2011), they found that students who
engaged in quality engagement with peers and academic staff in informal relationships
were most likely to advance in academic success. Students who are involved in these
relationships feel valued and report having a bond that will allow students to seek help,
which will enhance success. Furthermore, a study by Clarke, Kift, and Creagh (2011), at
Queensland University of Technology stated that first-year experience leads to success in
retention given an “intentional first-year curriculum design that carefully mediates and
supports first-year learning” (p. 11). Clarke et al. (2011) argued that success and
retention could work when professional and academic staff work together to support
students in their first year. This is a possible lesson from other countries.

Retention improves when professional and academic staff work together to
support students and where cocurricular supports, such as peer mentors, dovetail with the
educational framework of students' first year. If university leaders and policymakers
want to improve retention and the dropout rate, they must commit to the needed efforts to

ensure that students are experiencing a productive environment. According to Roberts
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and Styron (2010), an important factor that affects student success is not feeling socially
connected or integrated to the college or university. This is an aspect that higher
education needs to address from a student’s perspective.
Summary

In the review of literature, I reviewed the history of social work, history of the
identified university, history of the Department of Social Work, the importance of social
work education, the undergraduate social work student, retention issues, HBCU retention,
what works in retention, and case studies relating to successful retention strategies. The
review of literature | covered provided the foundation for this qualitative research study,
which examined the perceptions of BSW graduates regarding the factors that helped to
retain them, and to increase the retention rate in general, at a historically Black university
in the South. While the literature review highlighted empirically based research and
successful strategies to improve retention, the literature review suggested a gap in
literature in terms of the students’ perception of what works in retention. Section 3

describes the research design, with a focus on data collection and analysis.
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Section 3: Research Method

Introduction

The primary purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the perceptions of
BSW graduates and the factors that helped to retain them at the selected university.
Qualitative research involves the exploration and comprehension of existing relationships
between people and problem solving (Creswell, 2012). According to Tovar-Blank
(2009), the purpose of qualitative research is to understand the concept of interest from
the participant’s viewpoint. To capture and organize BSW graduates’ perceptions and
the factors that helped to retain them at the selected university, the consensual qualitative
research (CQR) method of qualitative inquiry was used in this study (Hill, Williams, &
Thompson, 1997; Hill et al., 2005).

CQR was introduced to the field in 1997 by C. E. Hill, B. J. Thompson, and E. N.
Williams as a way to balance the strength of qualitative methodology with the rigor of
quantitative methodology (Hill et al., 2005). CQR is constructivist in its approach to the
nature of reality in that it recognizes the multiple, equally valid, and socially-constructed
realities of participants. The interviewer’s role is one of an honest reporter trying to
uncover what the participants truly believe rather than someone engaging with
participants to construct one’s own meaning. CQR also aims to identify themes across
participants with “hopes to generalize, at least to some degree, to the population” (Hill et
al., 2005, p. 197).

The perceptions of BSW graduates and the factors that helped to retain them at

the selected historically Black university focused on the concept from an individual
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meaning and the importance of rendering the complexity of the situation through
qualitative research. Student retention is an issue that has been examined for many years
(Hewitt & Rose-Adams, 2013).

Student retention concepts should also help universities and colleges explain why
students leave college and what factors decrease the dropout rate from a graduate’s
perception. The significance of this study was to assess factors that potentially decreased
the dropout rate and improved the retention rate at the identified university. According to
OSPIRE, the fall-to-fall retention rate for the entire university in 2007 was 58%, in 2008
52%, in 2009 55%, in 2010 49%, and in 2011 38%. The identified university’s Six-year
graduation rate ranged from 30% in 2003 to 58% in 2007.

The university’s internal reporting system uncovered information regarding
conferred BSW degrees and the percentage of total degree completion. Results indicated
that 41 social work students graduated in 2008-2009, which represented 10.4% of the
university’s total graduates. In 2009-2010, there were 26 social work graduates, 7.6% of
the university’s total. In 2010-2011, 48 social work graduates were 12.2% of the
university’s total. In 2011- 2012, 58 social work students graduated compared to the
16.8% university’s total. In 2012- 2013, 49 social work students graduated, which was
17.63% of the university’s total graduates. As of fall 2013, the retention rate at the
university is 53.2%.

There are currently 215 students in the social work program at the university, and
a number of these students attend tutorial services from the Academic Success Center to

help increase degree obtainment. The Academic Success Center (ASC) provides
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academic support to a diverse community of learners by making available extensive
academic intervention for probationers, those with a GPA of 2.0 and below, those who
need special academic assistance, or those simply seeking to excel academically. By
integrating the Center of Student Success tutorial services into their routine, the
university hopes to engage students with the confidence to achieve academic success and
pursue degree completion.

The university’s internal reporting system disclosed that during the 2012-2013
academic year, the university’s total undergraduate student enrollment was 2,212, of
whom 560 students utilized the ASC center. In addition, out of 225 social work majors,
64 students used the center during the 2012-2013 academic years. OSPIRE (2013) noted
there were 184 social work students who had a grade point average of 2.25 or above
(68.77%) and 84 social work students who had a grade point average under 2.25
(31.23%). According to Osman (2007), “leaders and administrators across the nation
recommend strengthening student academic support through the use of remedial tutorial
services which may increase student achievement and skill proficiency” (p. 8).

A goal of the study I developed was to assemble data to inform stakeholders
regarding the BSW graduates’ perceptions of what helped to improve the dropout and
retention issues in the Department of Social Work. The purpose of this research study
was also to supply knowledge and provide considerable contributions toward positive
social change by decreasing the dropout rate at a historically Black institution of higher
learning. The information gathered may be used to develop retention strategies for the

Department of Social Work and the university.
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Research Design
Methodological Approach

According to Tovar-Blank (2009), “Research regarding student persistence
typically utilizes a quantitative approach to examine the psyche-sociocultural factors that
may play a role in an individual’s decision to persist” (p. 62). The quantitative research
approach has been effective in establishing the foundation for academic persistence;
however, qualitative methods of investigation can enhance the understanding of academic
persistence. | considered quantitative descriptive research for this study. However, it
was ruled out because most quantitative data techniques are data condensers. This
method condenses data in order to see the big picture and analyze the data.

According to Rubin and Rubin (2005), by using qualitative interviews,
researchers can explore important personal issues. Furthermore, interviewers engaged in
theory-elaboration research choose a specific problem that is examined and from that,
develop themes that have some broader significance. Qualitative methods, by contrast,
are best understood as data enhancers; it is possible to see key aspects of cases more
clearly (Neuman, 1997, pp. 14-15 as cited in Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2004).

| also considered the grounded research design because this design uses multiple
stages of data collection and constant comparison of categories from the data (Creswell,
2009). The Grounded theory is used to find a general abstract through the process of
interaction with participants grounded in a study. The process also involves using
multiple stages of collection, refinement, and interrelationship of categories of

information. According to Creswell (2012), the main characteristics of this design are the
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constant comparison of data of different groups to maximize the similarities and
differences of information. In this study, there was a group of participants that had the
same characteristics relating to being BSW graduates and their perceptions of retention at
a HBCU. This study did not maximize the similarities and differences of the various
groups to gather information.

I ruled out the phenomenological model because according to Creswell (2012),
the phenomenological design is a strategy of inquiry in which the researcher identifies the
essence of the human experience about a phenomenon as described by participants. In
this study, students did not go through an experience nor tried to observe an experience.
The subjects through an extensive and prolonged engagement developed patterns.

The design of this study was Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR), which
captured and organized participants’ experiences of being retained at the identified
university by identifying and examining Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) graduates’
perception of what factors helped to retain them at a historically Black college or
university in the South. Furthermore, the study explored what BSW graduates perceived
as the internal and external factors that influenced college retention in the Department of
Social Work. The CRQ (Hill et al., 2005) method of qualitative inquiry was used in this
study.

Consensual Qualitative Research

According to Tovar-Blank (2009), “Hill, Thompson, and Williams in (1997), as a

way to balance the strengths of qualitative methodology (i.e., relativist ontology and

transactional epistemology) with the rigor of quantitative methodology (in terms of
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axiology, rhetorical structure, and methodology), developed consensual Qualitative
Research (CQR)” (p. 209). During the 1990s, founders of the CQR research model
wanted to conduct qualitative research, and they explored several different approaches.
The existing qualitative approaches had a number of valuable features; however, the
descriptions were vague and difficult to understand. In search of a research model that
would integrate the best features of the existing qualitative methods, would have a format
of rigor, and could be easy to teach, Hill, Thompson, and Williams created the CQR
method.

Several areas of the CQR research method resemble other qualitative methods,
but the CQR methods have unique components. The initial process relates to using open-
ended questions to collect data obtained from the true perspective of participants in the
study. A small number of cases are studied to allow the researcher the ability to review
the data collected intensively.

The context of the data is used to understand the views of the participants and
words are used to explain the particular experience. The researcher gathers data through
interviews, a questionnaire, and a consensus team of two to three identified members.
Members of the CQR team made judgments and formulated a consensus to acquire the
best format of the data. Another member was selected outside of the team to become an
auditor, who checked the consensus judgments to ensure that the primary team did not
overlook important data. The ending plan of the research process allowed the primary
team to review the raw data to make sure the results and conclusions were accurate based

on the data.
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The CQR process involves three major steps. First, the responses from the data
that incorporates the open-ended questions from questionnaires or interviews for each
individual interview are divided into domains. ldeas are developed and constructed for
all the material within those domains. Finally, a cross analysis is formulated and
developed into categories to describe consistencies in the core ideas with domains across
cases. According to Hill and Knox (2009), the initial steps for the CQR research method
begin with the researcher developing the questions, choosing and structuring a team, and
selecting a targeted population. The researcher must recruit participants, design the pilot
questionnaire or interview, and collect data. The team must complete and check the
transcripts after reviewing the data so it can be sent to the researcher for correction.

According to Hill and Knox (2009), relating to the analysis of the data, the team
will code the domains and develop a consensus relating to the common themes. The
auditor, who is outside of the team, reviews the data and revises the domains and core
ideas developed. A cross analysis allows the researcher to review the data and develop
categories across cases. Once again, the team comes to a consensus regarding the cross
analysis of the data collected. The final steps in the consensual qualitative research
method relate to developing a narrative across all cases, writing up and presenting the
results, gathering feedback from participants and colleagues, rewriting the results, and
when possible, publishing the results of the data.

The qualitative consensual research method was warranted for this research study
because it allowed information to unfold naturally and the semistructured interview

format allowed the data from participants to emerge freely. Stein (2007) suggested the
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consensual qualitative research method allows the researcher to explore the participant’s
subjective experience. Another advantage of using the consensual qualitative research
method is that it allows the researcher to draw theories about data from the ground up,
with several prescribed steps. According to Fuertes, Mueller, Chauhan, Walker, and
Ladany (2002), the CQR method employs numerous features such as including the
consensus on core ideas, categories, and representativeness of findings across cases that
enhance the reliability and validity of the findings.
The primary research questions in this study were:
1. What are the perceptions of BSW graduates regarding factors that helped to
retain them and prevent their dropout at a HBCU?
2. What do BSW graduates perceive as the internal and external factors that
influence college retention in the Department of Social Work at the identified
HBCU?
Population and Sample
In this study I focused on identifying and examining BSW graduates’ perceptions
of factors affecting retention at the targeted HBCU in the South and to decrease the
dropout rate in the Department of Social Work. During the academic years from 2008 to
2013, 225 students graduated with a BSW. The theoretical foundation that supported the
research was Tinto’s (1975) internationalist theory of college student departure. Tinto’s
theory states that students enter college with various individual characteristics, which

play a role in the college student departure process.
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Participants

A HBCU in the South was the institution used in this study. The target population
included 225 social work students that graduated from the university with a BSW from
2008-2013. Sixteen participants were interviewed for this study. First, a pilot study
interview was conducted, which is an important component of the research process in a
consensual qualitative method (Hill, 2011). Hill et al. (1997) suggested that researchers
select participants randomly from a homogeneous group who are knowledgeable about
the issue under study. They recommended that a sample size for studies using the CQR
research method should be eight to 15 participants. In a CQR study, researchers
Brinkman, Gibson, and Presnell (2013) used a sample size of 15 women and two men
from a range of academic majors and from freshmen to seniors, who participated in their
study.

The participants included in this study were 14 females and two males, who were
African American BSW graduates from the identified university. Sixteen interviews
were conducted, one pilot interview and 15 interviews for the study out of 35 participants
who expressed interest in participating. Decisions for interview selection were based
primarily on the correct email and contact information, availability of participants, and
the researcher responses from the initial email to alumni informing them about the study.
Limitations for using this population relates to graduates’ contact information being

outdated.
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Recruitment

The Walden University Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved the
application for the study entitled, "Factors Influencing Bachelor of Social Work (BSW)
Graduates’ Perceptions of Retention at a HBCU Consensual Qualitative Study.” The
approval number is 05-01-14-0133860.

Participants in this Consensual Qualitative Research study were selected to
participate in this research study from the Department of Social Work’s graduation list
for the past five years. The five-year graduation list was obtained from the chair of the
Social Work Department. The list was then reviewed and the names on the list were
numbered. Every fourth participant on the list was invited to participate and was sent an
email to inform them of the study and their interest about the research being conducted
(see Appendix A). A systematic approach was used to help determine the viability of the
research study. The goal of this approach was to help identify efficient means to generate
consistent, optimum results.

However, due to the graduation list ranging from 2008 through 2013, several of
the emails and contact information were outdated. This was a limitation for using this
population in this study. | received several correspondence emails noting undeliverable
messages to potential participants due to contact information being outdated. The
systematic sampling method of selecting every fourth participant was modified and when
| received an undeliverable email, the next participant on the list was emailed. |

continued to use a systematic approach by selecting the next fourth person on the list.
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Fifty BSW graduates were emailed and invited to take part in the research study
and to contact the researcher if they were interested in learning more about the study and
their potential involvement. The recruitment email informed the potential participants of
researcher’s identity and the requirements of participants. As the researcher, | asked for
direct contact from potential participants to learn more about the study and their possible
involvement. | suggested a response date to all potential participants. The first 15
participants that responded to my research were forwarded the participant informed
consent form (Appendix B), the demographic form (Appendix C), and the interview
guide that contained the research questions (Appendix F).

Participant Characteristics

The recruitment process secured 20 interested participants, however according to
Hill et al. (1997), the recommended sample for a Consensual Qualitative Research
method (CRT) are 8-15 participants. | completed 16 interviews, including one pilot
interview; 15 interviews were conducted and used for data analysis. My research
involved calling five participants to thank them for their interest in the research study and
to explain that the Consensual Qualitative Research method being used in this study
recommends using a sample of 8-15 interviews. The extra five participants were thanked
for their time and interest.

Participants Analysis

| conducted 16 interviews and 15 of them were used for data analysis for the

study. There were 13 females and two males who were a part of the study. The age

range of the participants was from 23-58 years old (Median = 32.9; Mean = 25 years).
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Regarding cultural background, 15 participants self-identified as African American on
the demographic profile. Seven students reported that they were first-generation college
students and reported that they took advantage of the Academic Success Center during
their educational career at the identified university used in this study. Ten participants
reported that they are employed in the social work field presently and 13 students have
pursued graduate level education. Alumni who graduated from 2009-2013 data were

used in this study. Table 1 gives a pictorial view of participants in the study.
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Participant Demographics and Goals
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Participant

12

Total

Male

Female

Age

First
Generation
College (Y/N)
Year
Graduated
Academic
Success Center
(Y/N)
Employed in
Social Work
Field (Y/N)
Self-
Identification
Black/African-
American
(Y/N)
Pursuing
Graduation
Level
Education
(Y/N)

25

13

24

13

43

12

25

13

13

10

15

13

Note. X = Participant’s number. Y = Yes. N=No
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Instrumentation

Interview development. Hill et al. (2005) recommends that researchers ask a
few scripted questions (i.e., 8-10) in one hour. Too many questions may lead to “thin
questionnaire-like data rather than a rich understanding of the individual’s experiences”
(Hill et al., 2005, p. 199). The primary focus for the scripted questions is to allow
participants the opportunity to ensure consistent information and thoroughly explore the
iSsue.

There was also a recommendation that researchers conduct a pilot interview with
people from the targeted population to help in refining the interview protocol. The pilot
interview allows the researchers to revise questions, and practice using the protocol in an
interview setting. The interview protocol for this study was developed by the researcher
(Appendix: D Interview Transcript and Guide, Appendix E: Pilot Study Interview
Questionnaire, and Appendix F: Interview Guide). The interview questions and guide
were reviewed during the proposal for this study by the primary researcher and two
members of the doctoral committee. There were 12 interview questions from the Pilot
Study Interview Questionnaire and Interview guide with a number of probes. The self-
created interview instrument (Appendix E: Pilot Study Interview) was used in the study.
The pilot study interview guide involved the following questions:

1. Why did you decide to go to college?

2. What factors led you to choose to attend the identified university?

Probe: What led you to major in social work?
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3. In your experiences, why do some students decide to leave or drop out of the
university before graduating?

Probe: Do you think the reason is financial, campus life, or not being prepared for
the academic rigor?

4. Did you have a classmate who dropped out of the university? Why did this
student decide to drop out and not complete their degree?

Probe: Please explain any other factors you think might be important.

5. Did you ever think about discontinuing your education at the university and at
what point in your educational process did this occur?

Probe: Please explain why you wanted to discontinue your education and what
made you decide to stay. Was there anything specific that made you change
your mind?

6. What were your perceptions of the internal/external factors that affected the
dropout and retention rate at the identified university during your enrollment
period?

Probe: Internal factors relate to issue(s) at the proposed university; for example,
relationships with professors.

Probe: External factors relate to issue(s) such as family support.

7. What are your ideas about ways to help students complete their degrees? What
do you feel works in retaining students? And in the Department of Social

Work?
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8. During your four years at the university, were you aware of any programs the
university used to keep students in school and to help them be successful?

9. What ideas do you think might be worth considering for implementation at the
university to improve the retention and dropout rate?

10. What recommendations do you have, as a graduate of the university’s social
work program, you think would keep students in school?

11. Did you use the Academic Success Center. If yes, did you find it helpful?

Probe: Please explain and give an example.

12. What are your perceptions of what alumni can do to help improve the
probability of students staying in school and graduating from the Department
of Social Work?

After IRB approval, 12 questions from the Pilot Study Interview Questionnaire
(Appendix E) were used to guide the pilot interview. The pilot interview participant was
selected from the graduation list obtained from the chair of the Social Work Department.
The first participant on the list was selected to participate in the pilot study. The pilot
participant was a 52-year-old African American female who graduated from the selected
university in 2013 with a Bachelor of Social Work degree. A pilot interview was
conducted face to face with the pilot participant transcribed, member checked, and
reviewed with the pilot participant to see if any changes needed to take place with the
interview process or instrument used. According to Hill et al. (2005), researchers should
complete a pilot interview with people from the target population to help refine the

interview protocol.
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As the researcher, | transcribed the interview and forwarded the transcription to
the pilot participant for member checking. The pilot participant was emailed the
Interview Follow-Up Questions (Appendix K) to determine if the pilot participant wanted
to elaborate regarding her responses during the interview. The pilot participant stated, “I
do not want to add anything to the interview” and signed the confirmation form that the
researcher obtained face to face. Based on the response from the pilot participant, who
stated, “I felt comfortable answering the questions and also during the interview process,”
| did not modify the questions in the interview protocol. However, | did incorporate the
use of two audio recording devices due to problems with the audio recording device used
during the pilot interview. | then proceeded with the research study.

Procedures

As the researcher, | selected participants to participate in the study by reviewing
the Department of Social Work’s graduation list for the past five years. The graduation
list was obtained from the chair of the Social Work Department. The participants’
criteria were Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) graduates from the identified university
who graduated during the years 2001-2013. The graduation list for the last five years was
reviewed and the names on the list were numbered 1 through 4. Each fourth participant
on the list was emailed (Appendix A: Recruitment Email #1) to invite them to take part in
a research study. According to Hill et al. (2005), one method of selecting participants is
to send a letter to members of the targeted population followed-up by a phone call with

important information about the study and what is being asked of participants.
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Participants were asked to email to find out more about the research study and to
inquire whether they were willing to share their experience regarding what retained them
at the HBCU and in the Department of Social Work by a certain date. | then began to
receive responses and returned emails that stated the email was no longer valid. The
systematic sampling method of selecting every fourth participant was modified, and if |
received an undeliverable email, the next participant on the list was emailed. The
continual systematic approach was used. Fifty confirmations were received from the
email result host indicating email delivery.

Fifteen participants responded and wanted to receive more information about the
research study and were emailed the participant informed consent form (Appendix B) and
the demographic form (Appendix C). The number of participants interviewed was based
on the research method being used in this study’s recommendation of using a sample of
8-15 interviews. A self-created interview instrument (Appendix F) was used.

| personally compiled the forms through email and began to set up interview
times that were conducive to the participants’ schedules. Each participant determined
what mode of interview contact he or she wanted to take part in. Twelve out of 15
participants selected to engage in face-to-face interviews. Three participants preferred
phone interviews because they resided out of town.

Hill et al. (2005) notes that the “interviewer’s role is typically as a trustworthy
reporter trying to uncover what the participants truly believe, rather than as someone who
engages with the participant in a deeply relational way to construct meaning” (p. 197).

All interviews were audiotaped. Interviews took place in the community, at the identified
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university, and over the telephone. Interviews varied in length from 25-60 minutes. |
conducted interviews with the participants who completed the demographic profile
(Appendix C). Ithen transcribed the interviews and forwarded the transcription to
participants for member checking. Participants were also forwarded Interview Follow-
Up Questions (Appendix K) to inquire if the participant wanted to elaborate regarding
their responses during the interview.
Gathering of Data

| personally formulated a research log notebook with CQR meeting notes, audio
recordings of consensual team meetings, and a log for interviews and participants’
correspondence. All forms were kept in a research log notebook that was secured in the
office of the researcher within a locked storage cabinet. In addition, all participants’
interviews were secured on an external hard drive and stored in a locked file cabinet in
the researcher’s office. All research information was treated with the upmost
confidentiality and support. All guidelines for conducting research were adhered to and
followed regarding Walden University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB).
Data Analysis

Research team. Hill et al. (1997) stated that “members of the CQR research
team need to get along, respect each other, be able to resolve inherent power differences,
feel free to challenge each other and have the ability to negotiate and resolve differences”
(p. 528). It is also important that members of the CQR team have been trained and
experienced in qualitative methodology. There are different models of team

compositions related to studies that have been researched in the past. In the studies,



79
Hayes et al. (1996), Hill et al. (1997), and Rhodes, Hill, Thompson, and Elliott (1994),

researchers used the model of three people that served on the primary team and one
outside auditor who had minimal interaction with the primary team. Hill et al. (2005)
“suggest that the auditor’s role was to check whether the raw data is in the correct domain
and that all important material has been faithfully represented in the core ideas, that the
wording of the core ideas succinctly captures the essence of the raw data, and that the
cross-analysis honestly and faithfully represents the data” (p. 13).

The CQR research team consisted of me, two professionals, one who has a
Masters in Social Work (MSW), and another who has a Masters in Human Services
(MHS). Both of these members of the team had conducted their own graduate-level
qualitative research. A third professional on the team, holding a Doctorate in
Organizational Psychology, conducted her own qualitative study. The fourth team
member was a graduate student who is presently a research assistant. The auditor holds a
Doctorate in Education (PhD) and also has experience in qualitative research. Each
member of the team was asked to sign a Consensual Team Information and Participant
Form (Appendix G).

In addition, team members were asked to sign a confidentiality agreement.
According to Hill et al. (1997), the essential components of CQR are the use of (a) open-
ended questions in semi-structured data collection techniques (typically in interviews),
which allow for the collection of consistent data across individuals as well as a more in-
depth examination of individual experiences; (b) several judges throughout the data

analysis process to foster multiple perspectives; (c) consensus to arrive at judgments
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about the meaning of the data; (d) at least one auditor to check the work of the primary
team of judges and minimize the effects of group thinking in the primary team; and (e)
domains, core ideas, and cross-analyses in the data analysis.

The CQR team met four times face to face and corresponded by telephone and
through email. Each CQR member was asked to review articles on CQR, specifically
Hill et al. (2005) and Hill et al. (1997) before the first meeting. Hill et al. (2005)
“suggested that the team members read articles on CQR research and become well versed
in the terminology (e.g., domains, core ideas etc.) and the procedures used” (p. 79).
There is also a suggestion that the team also read the updated article Hill et al. (2005) on
CQR to understand and incorporate the authors’ recommendations for modifications to
the method. During the first CQR meeting, the researcher discussed the role of the CQR
team and had the members discuss any biases relating to the population that was used in
the study. The research team discussed their experience with HBCUs. The research team
felt that no one on the team had any bias about HBCUs that would hinder the validity of
the research study. By discussing and naming potential biases initially experienced by
the research team, the researcher could then interpret the reliability and validity of the
data within the context of the research team. Hill et al. (1997) noted that team members
need to be committed to the process, respect one another, and be willing to disagree and
work to reach a consensual agreement. An atmosphere needs to be developed where
everyone feels safe to talk.

Preliminary analysis of data. The intended purpose of this study was to examine

and identify the factors leading to the low retention rate specifically among first-year
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students in the Department of Social Work. The process enabled the researcher to
develop a plan for organizing and analyzing data, to review data from various viewpoints,
and to obtain an understanding and interpretation (Creswell, 2009). According to Hill et
al. (2005):

Data analysis involves three central steps: Domains (i.e., topics used to group or

cluster data) are used to segment interview data. Core ideas (i.e., summaries of the

data that capture the essence of what was said in fewer words and with greater

clarity) are used to abstract the interview data within domains. Finally, a cross-

analysis is used to construct common themes across participants (i.e., developing

categories that describe the common themes reflected in the core ideas within

domains across cases). (p. 10)

Hill et al. (1997) offered a step-by-step method for examining qualitative data.
First, the interviews were transcribed, coded, and then forwarded to the members of the
primary research by the researcher. Coding was used to analyze collected data from
participants and helped the researcher formulate common domains from the data.
According to Rubin and Rubin (2005), coding is a process of systematical labeling of
concepts, themes, events, or topical markers. Coding helped in this study and with the
research consensual model to formulate common domains from gathered data (Hill et al.,
2005).

The audio recording of each participant and transcriptions were also sent to the
research team to review for accuracy. Each member was asked to review the

transcriptions and began to think about initial themes for the data in preparation for the
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first consensual meeting. During the initial meeting the primary research team met to
discuss their initial ideas. One team member proposed that the team elaborate more on
the core ideas and begin modeling the problem. The CQR team brainstormed some ideas.
However, in discussing the overall goal of the group, they agreed that in order to begin
the process of domain determination, they should refer to the interview questions
answered by the research participants and list all questions and the responses for each
participant under the question.

During the first meeting, the team brainstormed possible core ideas for the
domains and agreed upon four domains: justification for college attendance, reason for
institution choice/social work major, opinions regarding university attrition, and
retention. The team agreed the fourth domain of retention would merge interview
questions 4-12 since these questions discussed similar themes. This section would also
provide a great opportunity to look at trends and common themes within the participants’
responses. The team felt the researcher could provide data such as percentages of the
participants whose responses supported a specific finding such as “A majority of the
research participants stated that” during the results chapter. The team felt it was a great
opportunity to provide a critical analysis of supporting research and how the research
findings support or dispute the current research.

The team also agreed upon seven core ideas: external pressure, modeling/replicate
behavior, location, HBCU, external influences, improvement, and parental factors. The
team also agreed upon 13 subcategories: family, career, institution, scheduling flexibility,

finances (financial aid), course offerings, recruitment, alumni interaction, altruistic
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desires, unplanned pregnancy, unpreparedness for college, beliefs regarding reasons for
low attrition, and knowledge of available resources. The team stated they would review
what they had discussed and set a time for the next meeting. The researcher forwarded
meeting notes and the list of beginning domains, core ideas, and categories to the external
auditor for preliminary review.

During the second meeting of the CQR team, the researcher asked the team to
review the proposed organization of the participants’ responses into the correct domains,
core ideas, and subcategories, which were highlighted at the first meeting for accuracy
regarding what the team agreed upon. The researcher and CQR team recognized there
were some errors and made corrections, such as moving a number of participant
responses from one domain to another that best described the participants’ responses.
The CQR team made a decision to merge the core idea of external pressures and the
subcategory of career choices and renamed the core idea modeling/replicating behavior.
After another review of the domains, the team discussed and came to a consensus that
there were only four domains. Each domain represented one of the interview questions.
Domain 1 related to Interview Question 1, Domain 2 related to Interview Question 2,
Domain 3 related to Interview Question 3 and Domain 4 related to Interview Questions 4-
12 since they repeated similar themes.

The research team organized the research data and the domains, core ideas, and
subcategories established in the first meeting. The team went through the revised draft
and made corrections regarding organizational errors on the data, which was forwarded to

the external auditor for review. The major changes are listed below in Table 2.
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CQR Major Changes/Revisions

Recommendation

Core Idea

1

2

[l

10

Core Idea 3: Parental Factors should read as Subcategory 3: Parental
Factors.

Domain 3: Altruistic Desires should read as Core Idea H: Altruistic
Desires.

Domain 4: Opinions Regarding University Attrition should read as
Domain Opinions Regarding University Attrition.

Subcategory A: Financial should read as Core Idea A: Financial.
Subcategory B: Unplanned Pregnancy should read as Core Idea B:
Unplanned Pregnancy.

Domain 5: Unpreparedness for College should read as Core Idea C:
Unpreparedness for College.

Domain 5: Retention should read as Domain 4: Retention.

Core Idea: Academic Rigor should read as Core Idea A: Contemplation
of Exiting Institution.

Researcher and the CQR added “Academic Rigor” to Domain 4:
Retention, Core Idea A, Subcategory 3.

Domain 6: Beliefs Regarding Reasons for Low Attrition should read as
Core ldea C: Beliefs Regarding Reasons for Low Attrition.

The team members reached consensuses on all of the changes being made. The research

team agreed to organize the domains relating them to the prospective research question.

Domains 1 and 2 related to Research Question 1 and Domains 3 and 4 related to Research

Question 2, as illustrated in Table 3.
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Domains Relating to Research Questions

Domains Researcher Question

Domain 1: Justification for College 1. What are the perceptions of BSW graduates

Attendance regarding factors that helped to retain them and
prevent their dropout at a targeted HBCU?

Domain 2: Reason for Institution 1. What are the perceptions of BSW graduates

Choice/Social Work Major regarding factors that helped to retain them and

prevent their dropout at a targeted HBCU?

Domain 3: Opinions Regarding University 2. What do BSW graduates perceive as the

Attrition internal and external factors that influence
college retention in the Department of Social
Work at the identified HBCU?

Domain 4: Retention 2. What do BSW graduates perceive as the
internal and external factors that influence
college retention in the Department of Social
Work at the identified HBCU?

Note. Column one relates to domains created from research. Column two relates to the research question.
During the third meeting with the CQR team, the researcher presented the
findings from the first two meetings and asked the team to review the product from
previous meetings. | presented the data in a chart to the team and reviewed the chart and
discussed the cross analysis of the data. The domains, core ideas, and categories were
shared with the auditor. The auditor reviewed the domains and core ideas and reviewed
the researcher’s description of the initial categories. The auditor’s feedback was
discussed among the CQR team. The auditor’s role is also to review data and give
detailed feedback at each stage of the analysis process (e.g., creating domains,
constructing core ideas, creating the cross-analysis). My initial results were discussed
with the team and the auditor regarding the cross analysis of the data. During the fourth

meeting, the researcher presented the summary of results to the research team. The final
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analysis of these research questions yielded in four domains, 14 core ideas, and 27
categories (see Table 4).

Data interpretation. The intended purpose of this study was to obtain BSW
graduates’ perceptions regarding strategies in retention and how they can be used to
improve the dropout rate in the Department of Social Work. The process can develop a
plan for organizing and analyzing data, reviewing data from various viewpoints, and
obtaining an understanding and interpretation (Creswell, 2009). According to Hill et al.
(2005):

Data analysis involves three central steps: Domains (i.e., topics used to group or

cluster data) are used to segment interview data. Core ideas (i.e., summaries of

the data that capture the essence of what was said in fewer words and with greater
clarity) are used to abstract the interview data within domains. Finally, a cross-
analysis is used to construct common themes across participants (i.e., developing
categories that describe the common themes reflected in the core ideas within

domains across cases). (p. 10)

Upon analyzing the data gathered, | established themes, patterns, and codes.
Coding was used to analyze collected data from participants and to help the researcher
formulate common domains from the data. According to Rubin and Rubin (2005),
coding is a process of systematical labeling of concepts, themes, events, or topical
markers. Coding helps in the consensual research model when it comes to formulating

common domains from gathered data (Hill et al., 2005).
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According to Hill et al. (2005), noted importance should be placed on core ideas
that relate to the data collected, which helps to eliminate assumptions and interpretations
when data is reviewed and transcribed. Domains and core ideas were constructed
independently for each interview and reviewed by the researcher and the auditor.
According to Tovar-Blank (2009), in a CQR research study, the researcher and the
additional rater separately reviewed paper copies of the transcripts, coded domains, and
made notes on the transcript itself. Once domains were coded, consensus was achieved
between the primary researcher, research team, and external auditor by comparing their
domains and supporting data.

Investigator Triangulation

A critical feature of CQR is the application of investigator triangulation through a
team of researchers and external auditors. Each member on the team engaged in
reviewing the data from the interviews and then came together to highlight relevant
domains and core ideas. The primary goal of the team was to identify categories or
themes that emerged across interviews. The external auditor was a part of the team to
review data for validity and reliability, case analysis, and cross-analysis of participant
interviews. | obtained an external auditor that was not privy to the terms and factors
associated with the concepts of retention and dropout rates from the BSW student’s
perception. The external auditor does not teach in a Social Work Department. According
to Vivino, Thompson, and Hill (2011), the task of the consensual team and outside
auditor was to be open and transparent to discuss themes, procedural changes, and

assumptions/biases. The process of investigator triangulation helped to bring forth the
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best results from the data. The use of these steps helped the researcher use a systematic
process of analyzing the data collected.
Protection of Participants-Ethical Considerations

As the researcher, | considered ethical issues in conducting this research study.
Ethical issues were discussed in the informed consent, which also addressed privacy and
confidentiality. | was in agreement with policies and procedures adopted by Walden
University and the IRB of the university where the research took place. Participants
volunteered and signed an informed consent that described the research study and the
intended use of the study (see Appendix B). The informed consent forms were emailed
and later hand delivered to intended participants. They explained the nature of the study
and the rights of each individual not to participate in the study.

Confidentiality and the protection of each participant was one of the researcher’s
main priorities. Information participants provided was held in complete confidence. The
researcher did not use the information for any purpose outside of the research study. No
names or other identifying information was used in the study. However, because the
consensual research method was used in the study, team members and an outside auditor
signed a consent form regarding confidentiality. According to Creswell (2009), an
informed consent form should be signed before the participants engage in the research
study to ensure that the rights of the participants are being protected during data

collection.
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Role of the Researcher

According to Rubin and Rubin (2009), qualitative research is as a conversation in
which a researcher gently guides a conversational partner in an extended discussion.
Interviews with participants were the main instrument used to collect data in this
qualitative study. In establishing an acceptable research role, the researcher formulated
the study to be sure interviewees understood and accepted their role. As the researcher, |
attempted to eliminate bias in this study by allowing the primary team members to
discuss any bias relating to the study prior to collecting data. Allowing team members to
record expectations and biases allows members to try to set aside bias during the coding
process. Merriam (2002) “suggested there are several possible biases that can result from
the research process when the researcher is also the interviewer and those biases can
affect data finings” (p. 13). In addition, the research team formed the foundation for
CQR because multiple perspectives increase the likelihood of bracketing research bias,
avoiding groupthink, objectively analyzing data, and reaching consensus (Vivino et al.,
2012).

Hill et al. (1997) advised that research teams could include undergraduate,
graduate, postgraduate, and faculty members as long as the above criteria were met and
power dynamics were minimized. The research team for this study included the primary
researcher, primary research team members, and one auditor. The research team was
informed of their expectations as part of the study and was asked to sign a consensual
team information and participant form (Appendix G) and a confidentiality agreement

(Appendix H).
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One auditor was selected to participate as the primary team auditor and the
selection criteria for this member were experience with qualitative research, expertise in
relevant content area, ability to pay attention to detail while seeing the big picture, and
characteristics such as flexibility, openness, organization, punctuality, and willingness to
work independently (Hays & Singh, 2012; Schlosser, Dewey, & Hill, 2012). The auditor
was disconnected from the research team so that he or she could provide a more objective
analysis and offer positive case analysis. The auditor was forwarded all notes from
meetings participants’ transcripts, and articles to be reviewed, specifically Hill et al.
(2005) and Hill et al. (1997).

The auditor made recommendations during the preliminary analysis of data that
required the team to make changes regarding the domains and core ideas. During the
auditor’s review of the final analysis, she made the following recommendations:
Altruistic Desires should have the two core ideas of leading by example and emulating
behavior. In addition, the external auditor made the recommendation to present final
analysis of data in four tables by domain instead of one table presenting all information.
All recommendations were accepted. Questions asked during the interviews used the
same format for each participant. This allowed for a deeper knowledge of the intended
topic of the study.

Summary

Section 3 described the research methodology that was used in this research study

to investigate strategies that are effective in retaining students in universities. This

section discussed the research format, design of study, study population, data collection,
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and ethical considerations. The data of this study are presented and analyzed in Section

4. Section 5 includes a summary, conclusion, recommendations, and commentary.
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Section 4: Presentation and Analysis of Data
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to answer research questions by identifying and

examining Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) graduates’ perception of the factors which
helped to retain them at a HBCU in the South and to study what BSW graduates’
perceived as the internal and external factors that influenced college retention in the
Department of Social Work. The main purpose of the study was to examine this area to
add to the body of knowledge in academia that offers suggestions regarding retention and
dropout at a HBCU. This section presents themes that emerged from guided interviews
from 15 graduates who received Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) degrees. According to
one participant:

Financially, parents might not have the money. Like myself, my parents, didn’t

have the money because my sister was also in Catholic school. You know you

have to pay for that. | really had to take out a whole bunch of loans that I really

didn’t want just to finance my education, so I could be in school, and | could

finish in my four years. (Participant 2 interview)
Data Recorded

Section 4 includes the research findings in an overview of data analysis and
results from the study. As the researcher, | used an interview guide to engage
participants in a discussion relating to their perception of factors that helped to retain
them at a HBCU in the South and to explore what BSW graduates perceive as the internal

and external factors that influenced college retention in the Department of Social Work at
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the identified university. Each interview was audio recorded and field notes were
developed to help the researcher organize data collected. | formatted a research log
notebook with CQR meeting notes. Then | downloaded the log to an external hard drive
and secured the documents within a locked storage cabinet. Furthermore, all forms such
as consents, demographic profiles, and member checking were collected and stored in a
binder under each participant’s number, such as Participant 1, in a locked and secured
cabinet.

As the researcher, | recorded the dates of appointments’ schedules and times of
each interview in a log. With each participant, I transcribed and member checked to
review transcripts for accuracy. Each participant was emailed a transcription of the
interviews. Members of the consensual qualitative research team also received them for
review before the team’s initial meeting. All identifying information was removed and
participants were classified by using numbers one thru 15. With my research log, |
organized participants’ responses to each question asked in the interview. Table 4
highlights a sample summary of responses from participants relating to interview

questions.



Table 4

Summary Research Question 1: Why Did You Decide to Go to College?

Participant Response

