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Research on Retention: 

College Counseling Center’s Contribution

Introduction:

Colleges and Universities are under pressure to be financially responsible and accountable.  Key variables assessed by those making budget decisions are the factors that influence student attrition and retention.  Counseling Centers are already challenged to meet the increased demands for clinical services making it difficult to devote time and resources toward capturing data that will demonstrate that counseling services are a deterrent to student attrition.  Nonetheless, some interesting data is available.

Facts:

Early studies demonstrate a positive correlation between academic success and counseling (Campbell, 1965) and counseling and higher graduation rates (Frank and Kirk 1975). The problem with these early studies is that counseling  often included career and academic counseling in addition to personal counseling.

In 1997 Illovsky did a comparison study of retention rates for students who received counseling and the general population of students and found that those receiving counseling had a retention rate of 75%  whereas the general population had a rate of 68%.  His data indicates that most students were receiving counseling for personal concerns but his data also includes career and academic support.

In another 1997 study, Wilson, Mason and Ewing divided their subjects into four groups: a wait list and no-show, those with 1-7 sessions, those with 8 to 12  sessions, and those with 13 or more sessions.  Their data indicate that retention rates were higher for those who received counseling than for those who requested counseling but did not receive it.  The amount of counseling was not a significant factor.  Of the students who received 1 to 7 counseling sessions 79% were still enrolled or had graduated two years later as compared to 65% of students who did not receive counseling.

Turner and Berry (2000) studied retention rates for cohort groups over a six year period (1991-92 through 1995-96).  They found that overall students who received counseling had a retention rate of 85% compared to 74% for the general student body.

On average 70% of university students seeking counseling center services reported that their personal problems were affecting their academic progress.  Nearly 1 in 5 reported that they were considering withdrawing from the university due to personal problems.  Over 60 % reported that their counseling was helpful in maintaining or improving their academics.  Nearly half reported it helped them decide to continue their enrollment.  (Turner and Berry 2000).

Considerations for Retention Research:

Counseling Center data is subject to HIPAA regulations.  All clients must sign a release of information to use their data in a research study.  It is challenging to get data from institutional research on retention without providing names and ID numbers to Institutional Research.  If the project is kept in the counseling center time has to be provided for counseling center staff to access institutional data.

Counseling Center’s should consider including a consent for research with the consent for treatment.

Data can sometimes be collected for “program evaluation” but that data can not be presented or shared without specific consent forms.  It is likely that this is a primary reason counseling centers do not do retention research.
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