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Origin  of the Retention Task Force 
 

FGCU has been in existence for approximately ten years. The issue of student persistence 

to graduation has been an important consideration of the institution since its inception but 

hard to track because of the relative youth of the university. Nevertheless, the university 

has been gathering data which at times seem volatile and difficult to interpret (Figure 1).  

 

The Retention Task Force was appointed by Provost Bonnie Yegidis in fall 2006 to make 

a more systematic study of the situation than has heretofore been possible. Dr. Yegidis 

asked Associate Provost and Associate Vice President for Planning and Institutional 

Performance, Dr. Paul Snyder, to serve as chair of the university-wide task force that 

comprises administrators and faculty who have important roles to play in student 

retention (Table 1). 

The Task Force met on numerous occasions during the fall of 2006 and spring of 2007.  

In addition, the Task Force sought input from the General Education Council of the 

Faculty Senate and the Deansô Council. This document constitutes the first report of what 

will be an ongoing study of student retention at FGCU.  
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Charge 

 

The Task Force was charged to do the following: 

 Define the problem of first-year student retention 

 Recommend solutions to increase student retention 

 Provide a plan for investigating retention beyond year one 

 

Work Plan 

 

At its inaugural meeting, the task force reviewed and approved a work plan for the year 

designed to address the charge above. The work plan called for the design of a 

retrospective study of variables associated with student retention and attrition at FGCU 

during the fall of 2006. It also included a strategy for gathering information on existing 

FGCU programs intended to attract and retain undergraduates. During the spring of 2007 

the retrospective study of first-year attrition would be completed and a prospective study 

of current students would be conducted based upon the findings of the data analysis. 

Finally, the work plan called for the development of some preliminary recommendations 

to enhance student retention that could be considered by Deansô Council, the Provost, the 

President, and the Vice Presidents for Student Affairs and Administration and Finance. 

 

Retrospective Study 

 

Based on a design developed by Lenore Benefield, Assistant Director of Assessment 

within the Office of Planning and Institutional Performance, the task force approved a set 

of variables for analysis that would identify some of the factors associated with first-year 

student retention (see Fig. 2). 

Among these variables were 

gender, student type, ethnicity, 

college of enrollment, age, 

campus housing, first generation 

status, high school G.P.A., SAT 

scores, ACT Scores, financial 

aid, registration holds, academic 

standing, and ultimately courses 

taken. Data were analyzed using 

the 2005 cohort of students and 

then observing how many of 

them returned in fall of 2006. The 

initial focus of the task force was 

upon first-year, first-time-in-

college students who were 

enrolled in fall 2005 as full-time students.  

 

Overall, student retention of these first-year students improved slightly from the previous 

entering cohort in fall 2004. Rising from 73.4% to 74.4% (see Fig. 1). 
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Males are somewhat more likely to drop out than females and all minority students are 

somewhat more likely to return than white students (see Figs. 3 and 4). First generation 

students are much more likely to return than their counterparts (see Fig. 5) and on-

campus students  are more likely to be retained than commuting students (see Fig. 6).  

These findings concerning minority and first-generation students may reflect the efficacy 

of the programs that have been created to serve them at FGCU.  

For example the student support services program 

specifically targets minority and first-generation 

students for special assistance when they enter 

FGCU. Not surprisingly, students receiving 

financial aid were more likely than those 

receiving no aid to return for their sophomore 

year (see Fig. 7).    

  

Demographic categories of those that tend to leave:  

Male, white, non-first generation, commuters, and those 

receiving no financial aid.  
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Perhaps the most interesting finding concerning the retrospective study was the high 

percentage of students in good academic standing who chose not to return for their 

sophomore year, roughly 20% (see Fig. 8). 

Academically well-prepared 

entering students (i.e. , those with 

combined SAT scores of 1110 or 

higher) were especially unlikely to 

return with approximately 25% 

leaving after their first year at 

FGCU. Indeed, these findings are so 

striking that it appears FGCU 

presents a distinctly bimodal 

distribution of first-year student 

attrition: those who are relatively 

poorly prepared academically (35%) 

and those who are well-prepared 

(25%) (see Fig. 9).  

Students who were in good 

academic standing were nearly twice 

as likely to return for their second year (80%) than were students who were placed on 

academic notice (43%) (see Fig.8).  

 

While the percentage of total freshmen 

who have found themselves in 

academic difficulty has increased in 

recent years by roughly 2 percentage 

points, i.e., from 12.7% in fall 2004 to 

14.9% in fall 2006 (see Fig. 10), the 

absolute number of these students has 

increased (from 190 in fall 2004 to 358 

Students who were in good academic 

standing were nearly twice as likely 

to return for their second year (80%) 

than were students who were placed 

on academic notice (43%). 

FGCU bimodal distribution of first-year 

student attrition: those who are relatively 

poorly prepared academically (35%) and 

those who are well-prepared (25%).  

There has been a trend to a slightly 

higher percentage of first-year students 

who experience academic difficulty. 
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in fall 2006) in line with the growth of the freshman class. This is placing a strain on 

existing student support services and suggests that additional staff support is warranted to 

mitigate any negative impact of future enrollment growth on first-year student retention. 

Indeed, students who have academic registration holds placed on them who subsequently 

do not seek academic advising as a precondition to remove the hold are almost certain not 

to return for the fall term of their sophomore year (see Fig. 11). 

 

Among the students who were in good academic standing, males, those not receiving 

financial aid, and well-prepared students were less likely than other students to return. 

 

The retrospective study also identified those 

courses in which first-year students in academic 

difficulty experienced high rates of poor 

performance. These were distributed across the 

general education curriculum including the 

humanities, science, and mathematics in addition to 

some specialized introductory courses (see Table 2). 

Perhaps the biggest surprise here was the inclusion 

of Western Traditions, Cultural Anthropology, and 

Public Speaking.  

 

Prospective Study 

 

As previously mentioned, the results obtained in the retrospective study suggest we are 

losing students at the lower end of academic preparation for college study and at the 

higher end.  While the university rightly has placed an emphasis upon supporting student 

persistence and achievement among the former group of students with some apparent 

success, relatively little is known about this latter group of better-prepared, first-year 

students. Anecdotal evidence suggests that many students attend FGCU for one or two 

years in anticipation of transferring to another institution within the state university 

system. The Task Force wanted to understand better the reasons why these students 

choose to stay only one or two years at FGCU to see if there were possible ways to 

persuade these students to continue with their studies at FGCU.  

Students on Academic Registration Hold 

status who fail to meet with C.A.A. 

retention specialists almost never return 


