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Institutional researchers are increasingly finding themselves called upon to quickly provide answers about student retention questions.  Merging historical and current data structures makes ad hoc reporting cumbersome and time consuming.  This presentation will show that an initial time investment constructing a longitudinal retention file will improve adaptability in the future and will make timely responses to retention queries possible.  The paper discusses the issues faced and methodology utilized in designing and maintaining a database for retention analyses.  The structure of the database and naming conventions for variables is considered.  The database contains historical records for all new students (undergraduate, master’s and doctoral) enrolled for a 10-year period.  A variety of student data files were used to build the database.  Selected variables for each fall and spring semester since the student’s initial enrollment were merged to vuild the database.  The database contains variables such as hours enrolled, degree status, hours transferred and transfer institution, for each semester (fall and spring) during the 10-year period.  The presentation will include a demonstration of the databases capability.

Introduction and Justification

Higher education’s need for accurate and timely data on retention and graduation of students is increasing.  Public universities in Texas are required to report several performance indicators related to retention and graduation.  The Texas Legislature, the University of Texas Board of Regents, and the Commission on Colleges of the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools are more and more interested in accountability, outcomes and assessment data.  The State is also requiring the development of a Recruitment and Retention Plan.  This involves an extensive analysis to determine “why students choose to attend or not attend their institution, and why their students succeed or fail.
  Recent grants from the National Science Foundation call for extensive data on retention and graduation of students.

Calculating retention and graduation rates can be fastidious work.  It seems simple to say, “What is our retention rate?” But, seldom is the question left alone.  It usually brings about a multitude of other inquiries like, how do the part-time students compare to those enrolled full-time; how do the various ethnic categories compare; how do different majors fare; what about test scores, GPAs, transfers, and the list seems endless.  How about the students who started in the summer or how do these compare with the students from the last five semesters, years or whatever.  Stop the madness!  Now technology has the capability to aid us in building a database so that most questions that have relevant data collected, can be answered quickly and easily.

The design of this project drew from a multitude of experiences over the last 20 years or so, mostly in response to analysis performed to answer questions raised about retention and graduation rates.  Another contributor was the Lone Star Project, sponsored by The National Center for Higher Education Management and The Texas Higher Education Board.  This endeavor illustrated the development of a database that tracked entering students progress across each semester.  The University of Texas at Arlington participated in the Lone Star Project for a couple of years, but the database was designed primarily for two-year colleges.  A multitude of the variables in the database dealt with vocational/technical and certification programs that were not relevant.  But, enough time was spent on the project to see how valuable this type of database would be.

Preparing the Files for the Database 

The retention database consists of files for all new entering students, for every semester (fall, spring and summer) for 10 years.  New students include first-time undergraduates, new undergraduate transfer, master’s and doctoral students.  The database contains an extensive first semester record and then subsequent reoccurring records for each spring and fall semester.  The reoccurring record contains about 20 variables that change every semester (i.e., enrollment, hours enrolled and transferred, transfer institution, grade point average, and flags for special program involvement).

Determining the variables to include for the first semester record at UT Arlington was easy.  The Fact Book files, developed in the early 90’s, include a fairly complete set of demographic as well as academic characteristics for all enrolled students.  This file is available for the past 10 fall semesters, six spring semesters and two summer semesters.  Appendix A shows a list of variables included in the fact book database and Appendix B shows the data included in the reoccurring file.  

Files like the fact book had to be developed for all missing semesters.  Building and cleaning these files is a very time consuming and tedious process, dominating the work time of one Research Associate for about six months.  The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (THECB) Student Report (CBM001) file was used to identify new students for semesters missing fact book data. Other needed demographic and academics characteristics were gathered from frozen extracts of the student online data (SOD), test score and degree files.  These files contain records for all students who ever enrolled at UTA, submitted a test score and/or obtained a degree.  Some variables in the fact book files are not readily available elsewhere and are therefore missing in the files we had to build.  (See Appendix A for the missing variables).

The variables for the reoccurring semester files were obtained from the SOD and degree files.  All unneeded variables were deleted.  The only records retained had a successful match to the new student first semester record.  This helped to reduce the overall size of the database.

An obstacle encountered in building this type of database from historical files is the identification number change phenomena.  The ID change file was used to help clean up the file and obtain matching records for all students and all semesters.

Hardware requirements

The UTA Office of Institutional Research and Planning (IRP) maintains (bla bla bla) data mart, web server)  This allows us to store and (bla bla bla). The files needed to develop the retention database were either stored on an IRP office server or downloaded from the UTA mainframe.  The personal computers for most office members are high speed with large hard drives that enable us to manipulate large files quickly.  The UTA SOD file contains approximately 500,000 records with a record length of about 600 characters.  

Software

Proclarity (Brio)

relational database

The Statistical Package for Social Scientist (SPSS) was utilized for downloading and manipulation of files.

Database Design

Conclusion

The administration at UTA provided the IRP Office with the necessary support to complete this complex project.  This included not only money, equipment and personnel, but the desire to have data available for decision making.  

This project was made possible by an extraordinary group of coworkers who communicated and cooperated 

Appendix A

	FB
	CBM001
	SOD
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	Notes
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	yr
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	ssn
	 
	ssn
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	schday
	 
	 
	 
	enhrdcen
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	schnite
	 
	 
	 
	enhrncen
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	Calculation
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	schmast
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	Calculation
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	Use cip
	 
	 
	 
	Table 7
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	Use cip
	 
	 
	 
	Table 7
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	grequan
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	TESTSU01
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	TESTSU01
	 
	 
	 

	gmatquan
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	grorayr
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	FB
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	Recode cip
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	resoracd
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	fsemfres
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	Select
	 
	missing

	gmatwrsc
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	TESTSU01
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	TESTSU01
	 
	

	fte
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	Calculation based on 12/9/9 SCH
	 
	 

	status
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	Calculation based on 12/9/9 SCH
	 
	 

	hsstand
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	FB
	 
	 
	 

	hssize
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	FB
	 
	 
	 

	hspct
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	Calculation
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