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In mid-2003, the CSU Chancellor’s Office asked all campuses to develop plans to improve graduation rates.  During preparation of CSUSM’s report, staff in the Office of Analytic Studies developed a detailed summary of the campus’s multiple retention rates in the years since its founding.  The following pages and tables update this initial report in the hope of highlighting the areas of retention most in need of strengthening as the CSU Board of Trustees once again calls upon campuses to take a series of concrete steps to improve degree completion.


A university’s success in educating its undergraduate students is generally understood to revolve around retention.  What constitutes “retention”, however, is complicated, since the concept is a multi-faceted one, encompassing at least three distinct elements.



( One-year continuation rates indicate whether students persist beyond their first year of college.  This is an important indicator of success because students who enroll for a second year of study immediately after finishing their first are far more likely than those who do not to complete their baccalaureate degrees.



( Graduation rates measure the percentage of students entering in the same term who have completed their degrees within a specified period of time.  The most recent CSU convention is to calculate six-year graduation rates for first time freshmen and three-year graduation rates for transfer students entering as juniors.



( Time-to-degree indicates the average number of years taken by students graduating in the same year to complete their degrees.  Generally, this figure measures the elapsed time between a student’s entry and exit, and thus, may encompass terms in which students are not enrolled for various, often non-academic, reasons. 

The CSUSM record in all three of these elements of student success and retention is briefly summarized in the following pages.  One remaining aspect of student success is not considered: generally labeled “retention” in CSU publications, this aspect of success focuses on the percentage of students in an entry cohort likely to graduate eventually.  They constitute those students who have graduated or are still enrolled after a fixed number of years since entry (three years for junior transfer students and six years for first time freshmen).  Although retention rates of this sort are not presented here, the tables detailing graduation rates allow their calculation by showing, not only the number of graduates, but also the number of students still enrolled three or six years after entry.

In addition to presenting figures for all undergraduates entering as transfer students or first time freshmen, figures have been compiled for subgroups differing by three characteristics: disciplinary grouping of students’ majors, gender, and racial and ethnic background.  Although some subgroup differences emerge, they are remarkably limited, with only differences by gender displaying any consistent pattern (women tend to enjoy more success than men).  Such uniformity in persistence and retention is unusual.


Overall, the tables and figures presented here suggest that improvement in the one-year continuation rate of our entering students, particularly first time freshmen, remains the greatest challenge facing the campus in the area of retention.  This suggests that initiatives aimed at improving this rate are likely to provide the most fruitful means for Cal State San Marcos to increase degree completion on our campus.  Insofar as freshmen persist beyond the first year, they appear to be finishing their degrees in a timely manner.  Although the six-year graduation rates of the San Marcos first time freshmen were initially well below the CSU average, the most recent figures available are higher and beginning to approach the system average.  The three-year graduation rate of students entering CSUSM as transfer students exceeds the CSU average, while their time-to-degree is well below the CSU average.  The one-year continuation rate of these students has hovered between 78% and 80% in recent years, a figure that is relatively close to that of the CSU as a whole.

Overall Retention and Success


Figures 1 and 2 summarize the average continuation and graduation rates of those first time freshmen and transfer students who have entered Cal State San Marcos since the campus first opened, while 

Figure 3 summarizes the time-to-degree figures for all graduates.  For the sake of simplicity, only Fall term entrants are considered for the continuation and graduation rates.  In addition, in keeping with CSU practice, these rates have been calculated for regularly admitted students only.  Tables 1-6 present the more detailed figures from which the numbers in the three figures are drawn, with the odd-numbered tables devoted to transfer students and the even-numbered ones devoted to first time freshmen.

Transfer Students


Since 1990, the one-year continuation rates of undergraduates entering CSUSM as transfer students have ranged between 70% and 80% (see Figure 1 and Table 1).  Since 1997, the rate has gradually risen from 76% to 80%.  Available comparison figures suggest that such continuation rates are somewhat below the average for the CSU as a whole.  

Like the continuation rates, the three-year graduation rates for transfer students have tended to increase since the late 1990s (see Figure 2 and Table 3).  With the exception of the cohorts entering in the mid-1990s, the rate has consistently exceeded 50% and exceeded the CSU graduation rate during the 1997-98 period.


During the 1991-96 period, graduates’ time-to-degree increased fairly steadily from 1.9 years of elapsed time between entry and exit to 2.7 years (see Figure 3 and Table 5).  Such an increase is inevitable at a new university, however, since the earliest graduates had much less time to complete their degrees at Cal State San Marcos than students graduating in later years.  Time-to-degree appears to have stabilized in the mid-1990s and has hovered around 2.75 years ever since.  During this period 56%-62% of graduates have completed their degrees in 2.5 years or less.  Despite the increases of the early 1990s, the mean time-to-degree in recent years has remained well below the comparable CSU averages.

First Time Freshmen


Since Cal State San Marcos began enrolling first time freshmen relatively recently, only limited data are currently available on their success in obtaining degrees.  The one-year continuation rate, for which there is now a 9-year record, has tended to hover in the mid-60s (see Figure 1 and Table 2).  After two years of quite low continuation rates, the figure for the Fall 2002 cohort jumped to 71% and remained at this level for the following year’s cohort.  Despite this improvement, our one-year continuation rate for first time freshmen remains well below the system average and, according to other data, is one of the lowest in the CSU.


Like the continuation rate, the graduation rate of the campus’s first time freshmen started out low (see Figure 2 and Table 4).  The most recent figures show considerable growth, however, suggesting that, once a few more cohorts have had time to complete their studies, the six-year graduation rate may level off in the low forties, within striking distance of the CSU average.  It is too early to be certain of this, however.  Moreover, initiatives designed to increase the one-year continuation rate of first time freshmen are likely to also have a positive impact on their six-year graduation rate.


Time-to-degree has increased during the first four years in which CSUSM granted baccalaureate degrees to first time freshmen (see Figure 3 and Table 6).  As was the case with the transfer students, however, the rate may be beginning to stabilize at about 5 years, a figure that is below the comparable CSU figure.

Subgroup Differences in Retention and Success


Tables 7-15 show differences in the continuation rates, graduation rates, and time-to-degree among groups of students differing by the disciplinary grouping of their majors, gender, and race and ethnic background.  Tables 16-22 present similar figures for students entering CSUSM as first time freshmen.  Because of the relatively small numbers of students in various entry and graduation cohorts, especially among first time freshmen, several have been combined in these tables, so that, in most cases, individual subgroups are sufficiently large to generate meaningful rates and averages.  In addition, distinctions by disciplinary grouping and college are based on students’ declared majors at entry for the continuation and graduation rates, but on their major at graduation for time-to-degree.  Reliance on major at entry for the graduation rate figures is less than ideal, but the only feasible option, given that information on final major choices is unavailable for students who do not persist in their studies.

Transfer Students


The three groups of entry and graduation cohorts shown in Tables 7-15 include students entering or exiting during two to five consecutive fall terms or academic years.  They are designed to highlight the changes through time outlined in the last section.  The figures in the first section of Table 7 indicate that one-year continuation rates among transfer students entering in 2000 or later are somewhat higher than those for the two earlier groupings of entrants.  A similar pattern is evident for the three-year graduation rates, as the top section of Table 8 indicates: students entering more recently have somewhat higher rates of completion than students entering in earlier years.  Finally, time-to-degree rose somewhat from the early to the mid-nineties, but has held steady since then (see top section of Table 9).  Similar patterns are evident for most of the disciplinary groupings shown in Tables 7-9.  Majors in natural science and mathematics display somewhat lower continuation and graduation rates than other groupings, though both have gone up among the most recent entry cohorts.  Time-to-degree has been somewhat above the university average for students in these majors since the mid-1990s.  Among students in Business, a similar pattern prevails, though their one-year continuation rates are typical.  These differences may well reflect differences in the requirements for various majors.


Tables 10-15 display differences by the gender and racial and ethnic background of transfer students.  The first three tables indicate that the one-year continuation and graduation rates of women are somewhat higher than those of men.  Time-to-degree does not differ by gender, however.  Tables 13-15 reveal few differences in the persistence of different racial and ethnic groups.  Some differences in graduation rates are evident (see Table 14), with minority students displaying somewhat lower rates than whites.  In large part, these differences are due to the disproportionately low graduation rates of non-Latino minority students, especially in the transfer cohorts entering in 1995 or later.  Although students of Native American background who persist beyond the first year appear to be succeeding at CSUSM, especially in the most recent cohorts, their one-continuation rates have been particularly low since 1995.  Their numbers are too small to permit firm conclusions, however.  In the light of their small presence on our campus, the further decline in their numbers since 2000 is unfortunate (see the last section and column of Table 13).

First Time Freshmen


Tables 16-22 present continuation rates, graduation rates, and time-to-degree figures for the same subgroups examined among transfer students.  Given the smaller numbers involved, only two entry and exit groupings are shown for the continuation rates and time-to-degree figures.  None are shown for the graduation rates because, at present, these six-year rates are available for only four, relatively small cohorts of students.  The top sections of Tables 16 and 18 reveal that one-year continuation rates have hovered around 66%, while the average six-year graduation rate is 35%.  Average time-to-degree rose by approximately half a year between the 1998-2001 and 2001-04 periods (see first section of Table 19).  Similar patterns are evident for entrants and graduates pursuing majors in each of the two colleges with undergraduate majors.
  The only discernable difference appears in the one-year continuation rates; during the 1995-99 period, these were somewhat lower for Business than for Arts and Sciences students.


Differences by gender are similar to those observed for transfer students.  One-year continuation rates and graduation rates are somewhat higher for women than for men, while time-to-degree is somewhat lower (see Tables 17, 18, and 20).  Differences by racial and ethnic background are somewhat more extensive among first time freshmen than among transfer students.  Although graduation rates are uniform (see Table 18), 
  one-year continuation rates are somewhat lower among minority students than among white students in the most recent cohorts (see Table 21); the latter are lowest among Native American students. Their numbers are small, however, rendering definitive conclusions difficult.  Among recent graduation cohorts, some differences in time-to-degree are also evident, with Latino/a and Native American students taking somewhat longer, on average, to complete their degrees than white students (see Table 22).
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	� Time-to-degree can also measure the number of terms or years in which a student was actually enrolled and taking classes, though appropriate data are often not available for such an approach.  This measure was calculated for the initial report, but has not been updated because it differed too little from the entry-exit time-to-degree measure.


	� See B.J. Huber, “A Comparison of CSU and Cal State San Marcos Performance on Selected Accountability Indicators,” unpublished report, October 2004.


	� Students declaring no major at entry have been excluded from the continuation and graduation rates shown in the second and third sections of Table 16 and in the second section of Table 18.


	� African American students appear to have atypically low six-year graduation rates.  It is hard to draw any firm conclusions, however, because of the small numbers of first time freshmen involved.





The California State University

Bakersfield • Channel Islands • Chico • Dominguez Hills • Fresno • Fullerton • Hayward • Humboldt • Long Beach • Los Angeles • Maritime Academy • Monterey Bay • Northridge •

Pomona •Sacramento • San Bernardino • San Diego • San Francisco • San Jose • San Luis Obispo • San Marcos • Sonoma • Stanislaus


