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STUDENT PROGRESSION AND ATTRITION IN COLLEGE:

» - DOES RACE MAKE A DIFFERENCE? .
Erica J. Gosman . ’ Betty A. Dandridge’
Michael T. Nettles . A. Robert Thoeny
. Tennessee Higher Education Commission e
j - Introduction

With the advent of the civil rights ﬁbvﬁhent, increased access to what had

bgen a predominantly white higher education system becag;_a primary coacern for

-

black students seeking a college degree. As the st;uggle for equal educational

opportunity grew in intensity during the late 1960s and early 1970s, d{fferentia}
; ‘ ,

access became a major focus of educational policy and research. Since that time,

> however, black attendance at institutions of higher education has increased dramati-

H

‘cally-frgmls percent of total enrollments in 1966 to.1ll percent in 1979-anq

. 3 . - - ‘ _ X .
. current research shows that by the late 1970s, proportionately as many blacks vere

AY

beginning postsecondary schooling as whites (McPartland; 1978) > 1In, fact, when \\

\ \
A

socioeconomic status and standardized test performance are statistically controllé&,

blacks now have a higher colleée enrollment rate than whites (Thomas, 1981b). .

This has resulted in significant ;hanges in the racial and socioeconomic composition
of college stud;nf bodies, and in a égpgomi;ggt shift*in research focus toward

other aspects of the equal educational opportunity issue. Sgﬁgifieally, the

»

‘iﬂcrease in black student éhrollments and growing recognition that data on combara—
tive enrollment rates do not éer?it gonclusioné "gdhcerg;ng the advantages and
disadvantages that blacks and whitéq expe;ience in Higher'eégéation beyond the
poigt of entry" (Thomas, 1981b, 59) have led to increasing emphusis on the dif-

ferential attrition rates of black and white college students. Research in this

area has shown that the gap in black and white enrollment increases over the

<

{

' £ ~
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college years, because more blacks than whites withdraw from college, particularly
after the first and second years (Allen, 1981, Cross & Astin, 1981; McPartland,

1978; Ramist,:}981' Thouas, 1980). Since the mid 1970s, educational research

has largely centered on the reasons for these differential attrition rates, both !
for black and white students and for college stddents as a whole, and hundreds of
articles hnve been written on the determinants of c011e;é persistence (e.g., seev

Pantnges &'Creédon,.1§78). .

The multitude of research on college attrition has been impartant for efforts

to desegregate hizher education, as it has nnderscored the fact that ensuring
equal access to higher educétion in no way ensures equality of the gducational

experience. Moreover, in recent years increasing attention has been paid to
) -t ¢ . .
the college environment (and stndents’' social and academic integration dnto that

,v

environment), and to how that environment affects students' persistence in

'college (e.g., ‘Jones, 1979; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1979; Pfeifer? 1976).

’

These studies are especially valuable for\understanding'students' experiences in
college and for identifying the problems black stngents have in adjusting to the
™

nonatcommodating environment of predominently white universities (e.g., Mingle,

% ‘

1978). However, by focusing primarily on students who drop out of college in o
comparison to those who remain, even this contextual research has, for the most

N - " ‘ ’ \ .

" part, failed to differentiate the college experi%nces of black and white students

oo .
N in general and identify the effects those experiences have on students' pro-

'gression throughout their college career (however long it may be).

Therefore,‘the purpose of the present research effort is to move heyond

studies of the determinants of differential persistence rates for black and

white: students, and on to the question of whether black students (including
both those who will ultimately withdraw from college and those who will persist
until they graduate) tend to progress at a slower pace than white students, and,,

\ H - - [}

| ' _ 2




i- * ~ — .o
if so, what factors bring abgut'these differential progreésion rates. Only:*

-

by answering those questions willvﬁe be able to fully understand the totalityigf

’

the academic and social experiences offered black and white college students

and the effects those experiences have on students' ability to progreés in ~;
. . . . - - [ ] »
college. o, :
Description of thesPresent Study I - -
’ Y

The present stﬁ&y of the causes and consequences of differential student
progression rates in higher education stems from efforts by one state higher

education system to effectively desegregaté undergrg%hate student enrollments
. \ -t .

» 3 .
. in its state colleges and universities. Because of the paccity of other
research on‘diffe;eﬁtial proérassion rates, the study has been designed tc
address, several facets of the progression issue, in;}uding: .
——(1) what nor&al (or avegage) progreséioﬁ in higher education is;
- . ﬂZ) what facgors ére associated with‘yafious:rates of progression; and

~(3) whether progression rates have any consequences for students' ability

- -

to bbtain'emplpyment in the public and® private sectors or admissions

.

" into graduate school. ) -

. -

Twenty-four colleges and universitiés in eight Southern and border states

[

have been selected for participation in ‘the study.’ Six institutions were

chosen from each of the four following categories:

N

(1) Large public universities with q’broad_array of degree programs

". through the doctoral level; . 7

-
~ N s

. {2) Historically predominantly black public universities; r
. (3) Regional public universities with limited graduate programs; and

" (4) Private universities with broad degree offerings including graduate

— -

[

and professional programs.




The basic criteria used in selecting" institutions in*each of the categories

were type of degree programs offered, total number of students entolied, and
s

whether there were a sufficient number of black and white students to permit

" analysis of both races -at each universitye

»

Data collectigon for this study'will be conducted in five phases and
utilizing several survey instruments. The first:phase involves the
colléction of group-level data from the institutions involved in the study

I .

-through an Institutional Data Questiomnaire (IDQ). The 1DQ is divided

a

into four sections. The first section pronides information, by race, on total
‘undergraduate enrollmeat; SAT and ACT scores for several cohorts of entering
L2

freshmen; and ‘the actual progression rates for several cohorts of students
(the latter comprise the basis of th s paper and are explained in more detail
in the next section). The second section of the IDQ identifies how many black

and white students receive financial aid (and of what type and amount), and the

»

third section indicates the number of black and white students who live on- and

4
off-campus. Finally, section four congcerns the teaching and administrative

“

persofinel of each university, and asts each university to specify the major

fields of study for their faculty by (race, and the racial composition of the total
1 . ° s

r .

faculty and administrative staff.

vase

lphases two through five of the study will involve the collection of
individual~level data from students and faculty at the sample universities. -
Through a2 mailed questionnaire to approximately 10,000 students, (Phase II) and
personal interviews with a subset of responding students (Phase IV), information
will be collected on students' class level and the length of time it took them to
get to that point; stop-out or transfer behavior; demographic and academic
background; academic motivation, method of financing college; and academic and
social integration .into the college environment. Faculty perceptions of normal
progression and of the characteristics, attitudes, and behaviors that contribute
to success in college will be collected via a mailed questionnaire (Phase III)
and personal interviews (Phase IV). Information will also be collected on the




This paper presents the preliminary findings from our analysis of the =
lnstitutional Data Questionnaire. Because aply one-third of the universities
in-our sample have responded to the questionnaire at this point in time, the

~

analyses presented here are limited to a comparison of the length of time it
took.hlack and white students in our sample tn graduate, and the proportions

_of each group who followed the prescribed class progression.pattern (sophomore

in the second year, junior in the third year, senior in‘the fouyrth year, and
graduate after the fourth year); We alSo compare attrition rates for the tqo
groups~to ensure that.our findings are in line with the results of other _ ' ¥
research studies and to’present a total picture of black and white students’
performance patterns. Finally, we compare the attrition and progression
patterns of black and white students attending predominantly white and - . . ]
:predominantly ﬁlack universities to determine whether overall differences. )
persist when the' type of institutions students attend is taken into account.
As our data collection efforts continue, we will perform analyses that will
enable us to identify.which aSpects of students' backgrounds and .college
environments cggtribute to their differential progression rates and overall |
progression patterns. In addition, later analyses will allow us to more fully
address-the issue of whether black students in‘general (not just those who
eventually graduate) tend to progress more slowly than white students, and

the effects different progression rates have on black and white students'

_ability to obtain employment or admission into graduate school.,

© ’

- A

~

types and amount, of interaction faculty have with different types of students.
_ Finally, college recruiters and graduate admissions officers will be interviewed -
(Phase V) to determine the emphasis they place on college progression rates 1ir
making hiring or admissions decisjons.

’
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. Findings
Many studies have shown that black students in four-year colleges and

" unix ersities experience higher attrition rates than.white students (Allen, 1981;

Ctoés‘& Astin, 198l,.MbPart1and 1978 Ramist, 1981 Thomas, 1980). : ‘Ks

Blacks are also 1ess'1ike1y to persist fu11~time, and consequently have lower

~

. four~year completion rates than whites (As&in, /1973; Cross & Astin, 1981;
McPartland l978 Thomas 1981a). However, some research has shown ,that the

magnitude of the racial difference in college complehion rates décreases some-

-’ N . . . . .

‘what if completion subsequent to the prescribed four years is taken into

L)

account (Thomas, 1981a) This is largely due to the fact that blacks engage in
proportionately more part-time and interrupted schooling than whites, and blacks

" who graduate from'college generally take 1onger to do 50. (I S.E.P, 1976;

¢
’

R McPartland 1978 Thomas, 1981a),

The findings presented here confirm the existence of significant differences

<

between black and white students in terms of the proportion who foliow the

<

‘ prescriheu progression pattern, attrition, and mean’ length of time to graduate.

-~
~

Our conclusions are derived from the responses of five predominantly white univer- .

‘sities (three large state universities, one relatively non~se1ective regional

university and onﬁﬁhighly se1ective private university) and three predominantly
black state unive?%ities to the Institutional Dats Questionnaire described earlier; ¢
* ‘.

v
Specifically, all universities in the sample were asked to track three cohorts of

entering freshmen (1525, 1976, and 1977) through the £111 of 1981. For each

cohort of entering students; "the universities provided data on the number of i
students gnrolléd as freshmen, sophouores, juniors, or seniors in the fall of

° their second,- third, fourth, fifth, sixth, (1975 and 1976 cohorts only) and seventh
(1975 cohorts only) years after matriculation. Data were also provided on the
numbers-of\students in each cohort who dropped out (defined to include transfers,

’ 6
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<

N

. . : ] ~ 4 :
voluntary withdrawals and involuntary withdrawals) or‘gradpated during each of
the study years. In addition to providing these data for all students combined i
. N |
|

the universities also tracked black.and white students squrately. Thus, for

each university in the,sample,data are available on six independent cohorts of

’ »

entering students (blacks entering.in 1975, whites entering in 1975, etc.), as
e . « " ﬂ-;hp. . -

2

s . ’
well as on all students matriculating In each of the three study years. :

. o . ’ . o
The results of our analysis of these group-level data are summarized iu’

tables 1-8. . Tables 1-3 present data on our three measures of performance for .
. e - ~

all student; combined, ahd(coupare‘the‘bldcg and white cohorts of students

.
. N S
5

, across all univergities 4n the sample. Tables 4-8 then summarize the same data

for several subgroups of black and white students. Tests of statistical signifi-

cance for between-group differences were performed and are included in the tables”

» a

however, any racial differences revealed in the tables are significant in the
° 3

_context of these eight universities, since entire populations.of entering cohorts .

-

were utilized. .
Table 1 shows the mean percentage of students in all cohorts who followsed the
prescribed colleée progression pattern: 56.1 percent of entering freshmen were//

v « 5

sophomores in the fall of their second year, 42.3 percent were juniors in the A

'y

-}

fall of their third year, 38.2 percent were seniuxs in the faLl of their fourth .

year, and 42:6 percent graduated after 4 years. Another 12.6 percent graduated

-

after their fifth year.' Table 1 also compares the progression patterns of black

and white student cohorts, and shows that white students exhibited a significantly

greater tendency to follow the prescribed progression pattern at all stages of

N\ .
their college career. On the average, white students were 18.4 percent more - @

>

likely than blacks to be sophomores in the fall ofﬁtheir second year, 13.8 perceu://

more likely to be juniors in the fall of their third year, and 13.6 percent more
likely to be seniors in the fall of their fourth year. In terms of graduation

3 7
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: TABLE I~ "~
3 . MEAN PERCENT FOLLOWING PRESCRIBED
P :  PROGRESSION PATTERN (GROUPED DATA) ,
4 . Medh P Who Were: X
o edan Percent Wno Were: All Students Black Studerits White Students
' Sophomores in:Fall T
.of 2nd year . 56.1% 43.0% - 61.4%%
Juniors in Fall of o _ ' .
‘ 3rd year 42.3 - 32,2 - 46.0%
Seniors in Fall of - . ‘ . .
4th year . 38.2 . 28.4 . 42.0x
. . o ] 2
’ Graduated in 4 years 42.6 29,2 46.5% .
_Sraduated in 5 years . . 55.2 33.7 . 60.2% ‘
3 . - ¢ . -

" *White mean significantly greater than black mean at .001 level of
significance using two-tailed Student's t-test.

r~
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N ~

rates, whites were an average\of 17.3 percent more likely to gragduate within’
four years, and 26.5 percent more likely to graduate within five yeats. Alto-

.gether, only one-third of all black students had graddatéd from college five

i N

years after their initial enrollment, in qggpafison to almost two-thirds of the

\

white students. .:~ N ,
. - \ .

< y : \ ;

t As Table 2 shows, these differences in class progression and graduation -

rates are at 1ea§t partiélly due to Qlack students’ significant&y grgater tendency

to drop out of college. An average of 16.5 percent .of the white studesdts had

dropped out by the end of thei: first year, but 26.6 percent of the black students

dropped ou£ during the samengime period. By the end of the fifth year,.tﬁe white

‘hnd blgcg attricion Egtqs'hadnépcreased to.38.0 agd 58.8 percent, respectively.
Not only were black students mofe/iikeiy to drop c«ut of school than their

| *

white counterparts, but those who_did graduate took significantly longer to do

so. Table 3 shows that, for s:&dengs who graduated w;thin five years, blacks
took an average of.4:31 years to graduat. ic comparison 133 4.21 years for . .
whites. The difference is even laréer wheé we look at six-yeér’g:aduation
rates: blécké who graduatéa within six ye;rs took an average of 4.45 years,

whereas whites took an average of gnly 4,27 9ears.' .

The data in tables 1-3 show gﬁat there<;ré, in fact, significant diféerences
_'between black and whité student; in ‘terms of their attriti&n and progression
_patterns in college. In an attempt to determine whevrher these diffelbnces persist

in different types of institutional settings, we computed the-seme comparative '

. =R 4
S

progression and attrition. rates for students attending predominantly white
(Table 4) and_predominaﬁfly ﬁlack (Table 5) universities. Inte;esfingly, we
found that overall racial di{}erénees do not persist consistently in either
predomihantly white or predom nantly black univgrsities. Table 4 shows thau

at predoq;nantly white unigg;gi;iés, vhites were more likely than blacks to follow

9
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’ SE o " TABLE 2 ' -

N D : . . FMEAN DROPGUT RATES (GROUPED DATA) " . -
. ) v ’ T, B
) Mean Percent Who: All Students “Black Students White Students
) Dropped Out \by’End Lo .
v of 1st year A 18.9% T 26.6% " 16.5%%
- Dropped .Out by End i . o
S ‘ of 2nd 'year ©30.4 39.4 . 27.6% e
T .. -~ v
e -~ ° .. Dropped Out by End . - .o
o : of hth year 38.2 50.3 34.4%
Dropped Out by End . e, . v
.of 5th year 4%.5 ‘ 56.8 - 38.0%
- N . 4 ) < . T A )
* " *White mean significantly less than black mean at .00l level of .
s:lgn:lf:lcahce\gsing two-tailed Student's t-test.
4 \‘ b‘ “1
1 ’ '
. 3
i . ,
h) - ,
N s
o []
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", T ' TABLE 3

_ MEAN PROGRESSION RATES.
(YEARS TO GRADUATE) (GROUPED DATA)

-

El

Mean Years to Graduate for: All Students Black Students White Students

Students Who Graduated ) -
Within 5 Years. (1975 and .
{ 1976 Cohorts) 4,23 4,31 . 4.21%

Students Who Graduated
Within 6 Years (1975 o . ’

£

*White mean significanfly less than black mean at .00l level of significance
using two-tailed Student's t-test. .

- - * «> <

[}




* .TABLE 4
COMPARISON OF BLACK AND WHITE STUDENTS
ATTENDING PREDOMINANTLY WHITE- :
INSTITUTIONS (GROUPED DATA) .

. . Blacks at Whites at
- - ., o N : White White . - -
Performance Variable Institutions . Institutions
T . - : 7z 4 * |
Prescribed Progression Pattern
.Hean % Who Weré‘Sophomores in Fall of _ nd Year 52.6% 62.1%
7 :_Mean % Who Were Juniors in Fall of 3rd Year » 43.2 . 46.6
- Mean X Who Were Seniors in Fall of.4th Year 37.0. 42.8 -
. * HMean ¥ Who Graduated in 4 Years 38.8 47 .0%% .
- Mean ¥ Who Graduated in 5 Years * 50.0 60.8%% . R
F : . N :
. Dropout Rates o _ . ’ -
Mean % Who Dropped Out by End of 1st Year: v 16.7% 15.8%
Mgan Z Who Dropped Out By End of 2nd Year 26.4 26.9 )
Mean Z Who Dropped Out by End of 4th Year 43.0%% ° 33.7
,Mean Z Who Dropped Out by End of 5th Year 43.4%% 33.7.
, ‘Progression Rates >
'Mean Yéars to Graduate for Students Who
“ Graduated Within 5 Years (1975 and 1976 Cohorts) 4.19 o 4.21
'Auban Years to Graduate for Students Who ) ‘ .

Graduated Within 6 Years (1975 Tohorts Only) 4,28 : 4.28

.

L NOTIE: Some large between-group differences fa}l to attain significance
because of the large standard deviations involved.

**Significantly greater at .05 level of significance using two-tailed Student s
- t-test.

3
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the prescribed progression pattern throughout their college career; however, the

differences between black and white students were much smaller than those shown in

'ngle 1. S;milariy, while white students were sigpificantly less likely to have
’droppea out yy the end of their fourth er fifth year, their first an second

year attrition pette'rns ere almost‘:ldent:lcal to t!‘.sse of black students. Most

- surprisingly, shite and black students gfaduating from predominantly white
institutions showed almost identical progression ratées. In fact, for student$

who graduated within five years, blacks tended to graduate in a slightly shorter -

L.

period of time than whites;
ndst of the relationships are reversed fot students attending predominantly

black univetsities.(Table 5). At predoﬁinant}y black institutions, black students

>

-were mueh less likély to drop out than white students (the wLite students showed
a very high attrition rate), and were more likely to follow the prescribed
progressien pattern. _Black students also graduated at a higher rate than white
students, but “oth groups_showed far lower graduation rates than students at
predominantly white institutions. Interestinglx,xhowevet, white students at
black universities actually showed faster progression rates than tﬁeir black
counter;atts. In other words, white‘stedents at preaog;nantly black universities
who managed to persist until graduation actually performed favorablylcompared

L]

.to black students at the same institutions.

In conclusion to this point, latge apperent racial diffe:énces in
students' prqgfessioﬁ and attrition patterns diminish or reverse_in direction
when the racial composition of the schools thiey attend is taken into account.
To determine the overall impect of schodl racial composition on student perfoi-
' nahce, and whether’sqbool racial composition differentially affects the perfor-

mance of black and white students, we also compared the progression and attrition

13
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TABLE 5
COMPARISON OF BLACK AND WHITE STUDENTS
ATTENDING PREDOMINANTLY BLACK : .
INSTITUTIONS (GROUPED DATA) ..

. ) A

X .
‘ > - ~
Blacks at Whites at
. . Black Black. o
Performance Variable . Institutions Institutions -

.

Prescribed Prqg;ession Pattern

Mean ¥ Who Were Sophomores in Fall of 2nd Year 41.8% 36.1%

Mean X Who Were Juniors in Fall of 3rd Year . 30.8 - 26.5

Mean X Who Were Seniors in Fall of 4th Year 27.4 14.9

Mean £ Who .Graduated Jdn 4 Years : 27.0 18.7

Mean X Who Graduated in 5 Years 28.6 _ 25.9
Dropout Rates . . ‘ . ‘ e
Mean X Who Dropped Out by End of lst Year - 28.9% .- 54.8%

"'Mean % Who Dropped Out by End of 2nd Year - Y 2V S 67.4

Mean Z Who. Dropped Out by End of 4th Year 52.0 77.3

61.0 Not Available

Mean Z Who Dropped Out by End of ‘5th Year

Progression Rates ‘ ,

Mean Yeirs to Graduafe for Students Who .
Graduated Within 5 Years (1975 and 1976 Cohorts) 4.35 4,28

Mean Years to Graduate for Students'Who . ) '
. Graduated Within 6‘Years (1975 Cohorts.-0Only) 4 .53% 4,25

*
-

*NOTE? Several.very large between-group differences fail to attain significance’
because of thg small N's and large standard deviations involvedf

r*sighificancly greater at .00l level of significance using two-tailed Student's
t-’testo ) /“

-
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, Patterns of students attending predominantly black and white institutions. Table 6.

-

compares all students attending black univé%sities vith all students attending

+ white universities, and tables 7 and 8 compare whites (Table 7) and blacks (Table 8)
¥ , L
attending the two types of instututions. '

Table 6 shous-that. overall, students attending predominantly black univer-
sities were less likely to follow the prescribed progression pattern than students

attending predominantly white universities. §tudents at black universities also

» [

had significantly higher attrition rates and slower progression rates than students
at white universities. Only onerfourth of the students at bldck universities .
graduated within four years, in comparison to almost ene-half of the students at

white universities. The propertions increased to 28.6 percent and 60.0 percent,

»

respectively, by the end of five years. Conversely, over one-half of the students

at black institutions had dropped out by the end of their fourth year, in compari-

4

son to only one~third of the students at white institutions. And students at

predominantly black universities took, on the average, almost a*quarter of a
year longer to graduate than students at predominantly white universities.

The college "fit" theory states that the greater the congruence between

students goals, values an- attitudes and those of the colleges they attend,

N

" the more likely they are to perforn successfully in terms of petSié%énce;and
; S

academic achievement (Allen, '1981; Pantages & Creedon, 1978); According‘to this
theory, which appears to be supported by much of the attrition research perforned
to date, we ;ould expéct to find that whites perform better at prédominantly

white universities and blacks perform.better at predominantly black universities.‘
Table 7 shows that white students at predominantly white institutions do, in fact,v

perform better than whites at predominantly black institutions in terms of both

reiative attrition rates and the proportion who feollow the prescribed progressior.

% .
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_TABLE 6 . ‘ . ,

COMPARISON OF -ALL ‘STUDENTS ATTENDING PREDOMINANTLY T
" "BLACK AND PREDOMINANTLY WHITE INSTITUTIONS _ ,
L (GROUPED DATA) )

. ) Students at  Students at
\ . . Black White -
Performance Variable ‘ © Institutions ° Institutions

5

Y -
[P —a & > N . ~

fPrescribed Progression Pattern

D

Mean Z Who Were Sophomores in Fall of 2nd Year 41.7%2 61.7%%

Mean X Who Were Juniors in Fall of 3rd Year 30.9 : 46.6% .
Mean 2 Who Were:Seniors in Fall of Ath Year 26.4 - 42, 6% *
‘Mean X Who Graduated in 4 Years - '26.8 T 46.4*%

Mean X Who Graduated in 5 Years 28.6 60.0% B

~Dropout Rates

Mean % Who Dropped Out_.by End of 1lst Year 30. 8%* - 15.9%
 Mean Z Who Dropped -Out by End of 2nd Year 44, 0* ’ 26.9
Mean Z Who Dropped Out by End of 4th Year . 54. 7f ) 34.3
Mean % Who Dropped Out by End of. 5th Year Not Avaijable 34.4
’ 1)
Pr_gression Rates et :
Mean Years to Graduate for Students Who . ‘ ,
'~ Graduated Within 5 Years (1975 aﬁd~191§\fohorts). 4.34% R 4,21
Mean Years. to Graduate for Students Who . . ! ) Te
Graduated Within 6 Years (1975 Cohorts Only) 4.49% 404,28
'l N ' . . L ) ) } j:\
.%Significantly greater at .00l level of significance using two-tailed Student's )
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. ' _ TABLE 7
COMPARISON OF WHITE STUDENTS ATTENDING PREDOMINANTLY
BLACK AND PREDOMINANTLY WHITE INSTITUTIONS

- (GROUPED DATA) .
Whites at Whites at"
; . Black White
Performance Variable . ‘ - Institutions - Institutions
o . \ R -
Prescribed Proéression Pattern
Mean z Who Were Sophomores in Fall of 2nd Year' 36.1% 62.1% °
Mean % Who Were Juniors in Fall of 3rd Year 26.5 - 46.6
Mean % Who Were Seniors in Fall of 4th Year © 14,8 N 42,8%%
Mean Z Who Graduated in 4 Years . - 18.7 47.0
Mean X Who.Graduated in 5 Years - 25.9 60.8
Dropout Rates - ] s . cr
Mean % Who Dropped. Out by End of 1st Year S s4.8% . 15.8%
Mean X Who Dropped Out by End of 2nd Year ) 67. 4%* °26.9
. Mean X Who Dropped Out by End of 4th Year 77.3 33.7
‘ Mean 2- Who Dropped Out by End of 5th Year Unavailable 33.7
o Prog;ession Rates . . -
Hean Years«to, Graduate for Students Who . .
Graduated Within 5 Years (1975 and 1976 Cohorts) ~  4.28 4,21
“Mean Years to Graduate for Students Who ) -
Graduated Within 6 Years (1975 Cohorts Only) 4,25 4.27

-

NOTE: Severa1 very large between-group differences fail to attain significance
because of the large standard deviations involved.

**Significantly greater at .05 level of significance us%ng two-tailed Student s
t-test. , o




K
*

pattern. (As noted earlier, whites at black institutions do extremely poorly
on these measures of pé}formance.) White progression rates, on the other hand,
do not vary by type of institution, suggeéﬁing that whites who do graduate are

consistent in the length of time they take to do so. However, our findings

-

. . . . ]
concerning black students-do not appear to support the college fit theory, and

contradict other studies which show that'predominantly black universities tend to

~

retain and graduate a- higher proﬁortion.of black students than predominantly

>\\ white universities (Thomas, 19805. It is clear from Table 8 that in our study,
: . . 4

blacks attending predominantly white universities were far more Ilkely to follow
the prescribed progression pattern, persist in college, and graduate promptly

than blacks attending‘predominanély biack unive;sities:

.

Discussicn -

4 - “

Qur findings spow that, on the whole, white Students performed better

than black students, in tprms of their college attrition rates, their tendency

v

to follow the prescribed progression pattern, and the length of time they

took to graduate. However, these relationships changed significantly when the

racial composition of the colleges the students attended was taken into account:

at predominantly white universities, white students peéforyed better than

b}ack students on two of our three pgrformance.meaéures (attrition and progres-
sion'pattern), but did not graduate in a‘significantly shorter period of tiue.

At predominantly black institutions, onj:he other- hand, black students sho#éd

a greater tendency to persist and follow the presc;ibed progression pattern

than whites. Again; howeﬁer, the comparativeyproéression rates were not as
expected, with those whites who graduated from black institutions actually

taking a shorter mean length of time to"do so than blacks at the saﬁe institutions.

In spite of this apparent interaction effect between type of institution

L
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, TABLE 8 .

COMPARISON OF BLACK STUDENTS ATTENDING PREDOMINANTLY

- BLACK AND PREDOMINANTLY WHITE INSTITUTICNS
(GROUPED DATA).

| . e
. )

T Blacks at Blacks at
© Black - White
Performance Variable > Institutions Institutions

-
X N ‘« .

Prescribed Progression Pattern . ‘ -

[N

Mean X Who Were Sophomores in Fall of 2nd Year 41.8% .52.6z

Mean X Who Were Juniors in Fall of 3rd' Year . “30:8 ) 43,2
"Mean % Who Were Seniors in Fall of 4th Year 274 37.0
" Mean X Who Graduated in & Years 27.0 . 38.8%%

Mean % Who Graduated in 5 Years . 28.6 - 50.0%

Dropoit Rates

Mean 2 Who Dropped Out by End of 1st Year : 28.9%*% 16.7%

. Mean ¥ Who Dropped Out by End of 2nd Year . L2, 4% 26.4
Mean I Who Dropped Out by End of 4th Year 52, 0%% 43.0

Mean 7 Who Dropped Out by gnd of 5th Year 61.0% 43.4 -

Progression Rates

- (
Mean Years to-Graduate for Students Who :
' Graduated Within 5 Years (1975 and 1976 Cohorts) 4.35% 4.19

Mean Years to Graduate for Students Who
Graduated Within 6 Years (1975 Cohorts Only) 4. 53%% 4. 2%

(Y

L)

Y

NOTE: 'Several very large between-group differences fail to attain significance
_ because of the large standard deviations involved. '

*Significantly greater at .001 level of significance using two-tailed Student's
t-test. - . .

f*Significantlfr greater at .05 level of significance.
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(i.e., racial composition) and racg, both black and vhite students tended to
N ) ; :

perform better at predominantly white institutions than at ptedominantly black

~

institutions. . . -t . )

) There are & number of factors Ehat‘probably explain the apparent differences °

.

between black and white students', attrition and progression patterns. Specifically,

the literature consistently shows that academic factors, including high school N

-

grade point average high school class rank, and scholastié aptitude, are among .

the mos; significant predictors of college.performance (Astin & C}oss, 1981;

o

Beal & Noel, 1980; Cross & Astin, 1981; Pantages & Creedon, 1978; Pfeifer, 1976;

Ramist, 198i). Mo 'over, studies generally £ind no differences in the attrition h
rates of black and white §tudeﬂts (progression studies are.viftually nonexistent)
when their academic backérounds and scholastic ability are statistically controlled
" (Astin, 1973; Ramist, 1981; Selby, 1973)l Black ‘students are also more likely
than wvhites to come from social and economic backgrounds that may contribute to

a lack of success in college (Cross & AsFin, 1981; Jones, 1979; Ramist, 1981; ‘
Selby, 1933). Most importantly, tés-thirds of all black students attend predominantly
white colleges, ﬁhere they are likely to experience_racial prejudice and lack !
of academic and sociig integretion, which recent research has found’ to be
significantly related to performance even with the e;;écts of academic and back~
gfound factors statistically controlled (Jones, 1979;_faScarella & Terenzini,
1979; Pfeifer, 1975).‘ Mingle (1978) found that the majority of faculty members

at predominantly white universities have made no special response to the dramatic

increase in black dhdergraduate enrollment since the late 1960s in terms of their

* time allocation, manner of teaching, or curriculum, and most admit that they
I//

interact less with their black students than their white students. 1In short,

20 !
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. i : $ ; |
+seblack student academic achievements suffer .because cf the difficulties = |

they experience adjusting to the foreign environments presented by white
- éolleges...the colleges in question experience commensurate difficulties

adjusting their norms, structurcs, and practices to incorporate black-
N K
students. A major premise derived from this set of assumptions is that a ;

pooxr fit exists between black students ?nd predominantly white colleges
. . 4 L4

P

. f;u or universities (Allen, 1981, 127). ' .

\
- A ¢

At the same time, however, we have shown that black students at 5?§a;$sQ3§§1y
wvhite universities perform significantly bette£ thaq black s%udents at predoﬁi-
ﬂantly black uuiversiiies( This may be partially due to differences in the types’
"of black students who attend predominantly white and black universities: studiés
have shown that blacks'attending predominaqtly white universities generally score
'higher on standardized achievement tests and h;§e bettef high school academicl
régords than blacks attending pre@ominantly bléck universities (Astin & Cross,
1981).' Thus, fhére may be an interaction effect betweﬁn typé of student and
school racial composition in their effect on student performancé. In other words,

while our data suggest that there is a statistical advantage to attending a‘yhite

~ university, wg'po not know if this holds -true for all black students, or if it
holés tyrue onlyqfor black students with certain social and'academic backgrounds.
° Moreover, at least for some black students, tﬁ; advantages of attending a white
institution may in large part be mitigated by the.alien and n;haccommodhting

-

college environment. .

P

Unfortunately, with the data at hand we are not able to explore possible
explanations for the racial differeﬁces in attrition and progression patterns

by controlling for differences in students' ability and background. While the

21




number of students on whom we have data is large,)the number of responding -
universities (and, therefore, the number of cohorts for whom data are available)

is’small. We are still in the data collection phase of our research efforts, and
we wili see if racial differences in pe;fsrmance persist, particularly with the a
effects of otpe; tackground ané en&iroﬁmentgl factorxs statistically controlled,

~ vhen the remgiﬁder of the universities in our sample have ;eépondéd to our

-
group-level questionnaire.

- We af%p hope that the remdining group-level data, as yell as'the individual-
* "level data we will be collecting shortly, will shed additional light on our .

findings concerning differential progression rates for black and white students.

To rg;ge}atg, we fognd that white students had faster progression-rates than
. black students overall, and that this relationship persisted at predominantly
\} ’ blgck institutions. But black and white progression rates were virtually 1dentic;1
at predominantly white institutions. In the introduction té tkis paper, we '
emphasized that gifferential progression rates are as important as differential
attrition rates- in understanding the type and quality of college experiences . -
offered black an&'white studen;s. That is, the gquestion that is becoming mgfe
and more crucial for attempts to &esegregate higher education is not whether

blacks are more likely to drop out of college éhan whites (which we know to be \
. the case), but whether those black students who persist have academic and §oc1a1 \
experiences comparable to those of white students. dhile the progression rate ‘ \
..data presented here appear to suggest that may be the case, our”findings must
be 1ntérpreted with some caution because of the manner in which we have measured
progression. S;ecifically, we have data_only for individuals who graduated -
within five or six years (fivé years for most cohorts), and blacks are more

likely than whites to take longer than that to graduate (I.S.E.f., 1976; .

: " 22




. McPartland, 1978; Thomas, 19813).-'Horeover. with progression defined as length

*

of time to graduate, “it necessarily'excludes a majority of black stﬁdents (only

around 30 percent of the Black students in our sample actually graduated) and

.over a third of all white students (Yhites showed a graduation rate of aroqu Y
60 percent). It is highly p;ssible that those black students who are able tot
persist in college uvntil graduation (particularly at white universities) differ
significantly f;om other black students. If so, their experiences in collgge
cannoé be c?nstrhed as reflecting the experiences of black studeits in general.

/
We have mo way of testin] this hypothesis with the group-level data at hand..
i)

Y

However, in our individual-level questionuaire, which will be administereua to
10,000 students at cur sample universities, we will define progression not as the
length of time to graduate, but as the length of time it takes each studert to get

to her or his present class level (sophovmore, junior, or senior) relative to the

time it takes other students in the sample to Téach the same class level. In

thatAway we will be able to derive comparahkle progrecsion rates for all types of 8

-

black and white students, not just those who persist until graduation. This will

enable us to make more definitive conclusions about the totality of experiences

offered black and white students at different types of collegiate institutions.
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