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A Brief Overview of Continuation Rates, Graduation Rates, and Time-to-Degree


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 at the same time 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 number of years it took 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.  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.

The CSUSM record in all three of these elements of student success and retention is briefly summarized in the following pages
.


The three-year graduation rate of students entering CSUSM as transfer students exceeds the CSU average, while their time-to-degree is 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 close to that of the CSU as a whole.  Until very recently, the one-year continuation rate for first time freshmen ranged between 60% and 68%.  The rate rose considerably for the Fall 2002 entry cohort (71%), but remains below the CSU average.  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 below the CSU average, the most recent figures available suggest that they may be on the rise.  Overall, the tables and figures presented here suggest that improvement in the one-year continuation rate of first time freshmen remains the only real challenge facing the campus in the area of retention.


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.  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 1-4 present the more detailed figures from which the numbers in the two figures are drawn, with the odd-numbered tables devoted to transfer students and the even-numbered ones devoted to first time freshmen.  Finally, Tables 5 and 6 present available figures on time-to-degree.

Transfer Students


Since 1990, the one-year continuation rates of students entering CSUSM as transfer students has 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.  The apparent decline for the Fall 2000 cohort may simply reflect the currently incomplete graduation figures for this group.


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 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 quite recently, only limited data are currently available on their success in obtaining degrees.  The one-year continuation rate, for which there is now an 8-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%.  Despite this improvement, the one-year continuation rate for first time freshmen remains below the CSU average.  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 approach the CSU average.  It is too early to be certain of this, however.


Time-to-degree has increased during the first three years in which CSUSM granted baccalaureate degrees to first time freshmen (see 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 average.
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Table 1. One-Year Continuation* Rates of Regularly Admitted Transfer Students

by Fall Entry Term
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Cohort

Entry Term

  CSUSM

  CSU

   Graduated

   Enrolled

Enrolled

Size

Fall 1990

69.5

0

178

78

256

Fall 1991

77.0

4

217

66

287

Fall 1992

77.8

3

299

86

388

Fall 1993

73.6

3

318

115

436

Fall 1994

80.0

1

331

83

415

Fall 1995

76.9

6

468

142

616

Fall 1996

68.9

4

470

214

688

Fall 1997

75.9

11

409

133

553

Fall 1998

78.3

82.6

6

571

160

737

Fall 1999

78.1

82.2

9

683

194

886

Fall 2000

78.5

83.5

6

676

187

869

Fall 2001

79.3

11

776

206

993

Fall 2002 

(prelim.)

79.5

6

880

229

1,115

CSUSM Numbers

Continuation Rates


* A one-year continuation rate shows the percentage of an entry cohort that has graduated or is still enrolled at the beginning of the third term after entry.

Sources: CSUSM - retention files maintained by the Office of Analytic Studies; CSUSM

               CSU - data are drawn from figures provided by Analytic Studies, CSU Chancellor's Office.

Table 2. One-Year Continuation* Rates of Regularly Admitted First time Freshmen

by Fall Entry Term

[image: image4.wmf]Not

Cohort

Entry Term

  CSUSM

  CSU

   Graduated

   Enrolled

Enrolled

Size

Fall 1995

67.2

0

180

88

268

Fall 1996

68.0

0

198

93

291

Fall 1997

67.9

0

199

94

293

Fall 1998

62.8

79.1

0

191

113

304

Fall 1999

67.1

77.1

0

257

126

383

Fall 2000

60.9

78.4

0

326

209

535

Fall 2001

62.4

78.4

0

314

189

503

Fall 2002

70.5

79.4

0

553

231

784

Continuation Rates

CSUSM Numbers


* A one-year continuation rate shows the percentage of an entry cohort that is enrolled at the beginning of the third term after entry.

Sources: CSUSM - retention files maintained by the Office of Analytic Studies; CSUSM

               CSU - data are drawn from figures provided by Analytic Studies, CSU Chancellor's Office.

Table 3. Three-Year Graduation Rates* of Regularly Admitted Transfer Students

by Fall Entry Term
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Cohort

Entry Term

  CSUSM

  CSU

   Graduated

   Enrolled

Enrolled

Size

Fall 1990

51.4

93

27

61

181

Fall 1991

58.3

109

30

48

187

Fall 1992

55.7

156

45

79

280

Fall 1993

50.2

132

44

87

263

Fall 1994

47.8

130

42

100

272

Fall 1995

46.6

174

63

136

373

Fall 1996

43.7

47.7

191

78

168

437

Fall 1997

52.7

50.6

156

56

84

296

Fall 1998

58.7

51.1

277

62

133

472

Fall 1999

57.0

335

90

163

588

Fall 2000 

(prelim.)

51.2

289

93

183

565

CSUSM Numbers

Graduation Rates


* In the CSU, graduation rates are calculated at three years from entry for transfer students and restricted to transfer students entering CSUSM as juniors.

Sources:

   CSUSM: retention files maintained by Analyic Studies, CSUSM.

   CSU: drawn from figures provided by Analytic Studies, CSU Chancellor's Office.

Table 4. Six-Year Graduation Rates* of Regularly Admitted First-time Freshmen

by Fall Entry Term
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Cohort

Entry Term

  CSUSM

  CSU

   Graduated

   Enrolled

Enrolled

Size

Fall 1995

34.0

42.0

91

20

157

268

Fall 1996

34.7

101

16

174

291

Fall 1997 

(prelim.)

38.6

113

19

161

293

CSUSM Numbers

Graduation Rates


* In the CSU, graduation rates are calculated at six years from entry for first time freshmen.

Sources:

  CSUSM: retention files maintained by Analyic Studies, CSUSM.

  CSU: drawn from figures provided by Analytic Studies, CSU Chancellor's Office.

Table 5. Average Time-to-Degree* for CSUSM Baccalaureate Degree Recipients Entering 
as Transfer Students by Graduation Year (1991-2003)
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Percentage 

Year

CSU

Interquartile

  (No. of

graduating within

Mean

Mean

Median

range**

graduates)

2.5 years 

(CSUSM)

1991-92

1.9

2.0

2.0 - 2.0

(99)

100.0

1992-93

2.3

2.5

2.0 - 2.5

(318)

81.4

1993-94

2.5

2.5

2.0 - 3.0

(479)

71.0

1994-95

2.6

2.5

2.0 - 3.0

(642)

64.0

1995-96

3.7

2.7

2.5

2.0 - 3.0

(641)

58.7

1996-97

3.6

2.7

2.5

2.0 - 3.0

(729)

62.4

1997-98

3.6

2.7

2.5

2.0 - 3.0

(757)

60.0

1998-99

2.8

2.5

2.0 - 3.0

(857)

56.1

1999-00

2.8

2.5

2.0 - 3.5

(945)

57.2

2000-01

2.8

2.5

2.0 - 3.0

(1,020)

62.3

2001-02

3.5

2.8

2.5

2.0 - 3.0

(979)

58.1

2002-03

 (prelim.)

2.8

2.5

2.0 - 3.0

(1,022)

59.6

All graduates

2.7

2.5

2.0 - 3.0

(8,488)

61.6

CSUSM Numbers


* The time-to-degree figures measure the elapsed time in years between initial matriculation and graduation (graduates may not have been enrolled continuously throughout the period).

** The interquartile range shows the upper and lower limits on one quarter of the values located on either side of the midpoint of the time-to-degree distribution.  Thus, for example, it indicates that half of the 1993-94 graduates entering as transfer students took two to three years to complete their degrees.

Source: Office of Analytic Studies Degree File; CSUSM

Table 6. Average Time-to-Degree* for CSUSM Baccalaureate Degree Recipients Entering 
as First-time Freshmen by Graduation Year (1998-2003)
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Percentage 

Year

CSU

Interquartile

  (No. of

graduating within

Mean

Mean

Median

range**

graduates)

five years

1998-99

3.9

4.0

4.0 - 4.0 

(29)

100.0

1999-00

4.4

4.5

4.0 - 5.0

(80)

100.0

2000-01

4.6

5.0

4.0 - 5.0

(116)

81.0

2001-02

5.5

5.0

5.0

4.0 - 5.5

(121)

71.1

2002-03

 (prelim.)

4.9

5.0

4.0 - 5.0

(135)

75.6

All graduates

4.7

5.0

4.0 - 5.0

(481)

81.3

CSUSM Numbers


* The time-to-degree figures measure the elapsed time in years between initial matriculation and graduation (graduates may not have been enrolled continuously throughout the period).

** The interquartile range shows the upper and lower limits on one quarter of the values located on either side of the midpoint of the time-to-degree distribution.  Thus, for example, it indicates that half of the 2000-01 graduates entering as first time freshmen took four to five years to complete their degrees.

Source: Office of Analytic Studies Degree File; CSUSM
California State University San Marcos  □  San Marcos, California  92096-0001  □  USA








	� The only aspect of student success not considered in any detail, is what is generally labeled “retention” in CSU publications: 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 do show the number of students still enrolled three or six years after entry.





