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Executive Summary

In order to continue as al eading public university, Binghamton University must retain
students with strong academic records. In order to identify these students, the University uses an
index system and identifies students with an index of 90 or above as its prospective students with

the strongest academic recordS. In 2009, 29% of departed students had an index of 90 or above.

To assist the University in identifying causes for these strong acad emic performers’
departure, telephone interviews were conducted with students who had an index of 90 or above
and entered Bingham ton University in fall 2008, fall 2009, and fall 2011 but left after their
freshman year. From these interviews, this report identifies six primary findings. The first is that
many students received a transfer option to another institution. Second, Binghamton University’s
location influenced students’ decision to not only enroll but to leave. Third, the students did not
find Binghamton University academically challenging. Fourth, other institutions provide better
networking opportunities for stude nts. Fifth, students chose Bi nghamton University for its
affordable price. Finally, despite the fact that they left, all students seemed genuinely satisfied

with their time spent at Binghamton University.

Based on these findings, I have made four recommendations. These recommendations are
increasing communications with students who are obtaining a 3.3 GPA or above in their first
semester, helping find ways to academ ically challenge high-performing students, improving
opportunities for students who stay, and developi ng evaluation tools for both current students
and students who have left the ins titution. Binghamton University as well as oth er institutions
can use these recommendation s to reduce not only the departure of acade mically-desired

students, but all students.
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Problem Definition

Binghamton University isam  id-sized higher education institution that was
established in 1946 and is located in the Town of Vestal, a small town in the Southern Tier of
New York State. As one of the four resear ch universities among 64 campuses in the State
University of New Yo rk (SUNY) system, Binghamton University is recognized as “the
premier public university in the Northeast” (Fiske Guide to Colleges, 2010). In the fall of
2011, the university had 11, 787 undergraduate students enrolled, including 2,429 freshm an,

and 3,108 graduate students were enrolled (Binghamton University, 2011).

Over the last decade, Binghamton University has positioned itself as a leading public
university and seeks to becom ¢ notonly a nationally but an inter nationally renowned
institution (Binghamton University, 2011). In order to do so, the university m ust continue to
attract and retain students with  strong academic abilities. Sin ce a hig h-quality student is
difficult to quantify (Meredith, 2004), Binghamton University uses an index or sliding scale
system that is a m athematical computation comprised of 60% Grade Point Average (GPA)
and 40% SAT Reasoning Test scores. This institution considers students with an index of 90
or above, which is a range of an 89 GPA with a 1480 SAT to a 99 GPA with a 1230 SAT, as
its most-desirable prospective students (C. Brown, Special Assistant to Provost for Retention,
Binghamton University, October 2011). In 2008, out of th ¢ 2,437 freshm an, 24% of the
students had an index of 90 or above; in 2009, of the 2,025 freshm an, 34% of the students

had an index of 90 or above.

Although recruiting these high -performing students is a prim ary focus of the
admissions process, retaining those students is just as important. In the 2010-2011 academic

year, Binghamton’s overall retention rate was 91% ; which is close to th e retention rates of
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universities such as Cornell at 96%, Pennsylvania State at 92% and University of California
at Berkeley at 97%. In any given year, the University’s retention rate fluctuates between 90%
and 93%. In 2009, 7% of freshm en did not return for their second year. Of that 7%, 29%
were the most academ ically-desired students w ith an index of 90 or above (C. Brown,
Special Assistant to Provost for Retention, Binghamton University, October 2011). See Table

1 for a clear depiction of the 2008-2009 and 2009-2010 academic years.

Table 1: University Enrollment & Retention of the2008-2009 & 2009-2010 Freshman yr.

Percentage of
Percentage of Percentage of
Freshman Class Total Freshmen Drop-outs
students with indices Freshmen who
Year Freshman Enrolled with indices of 90+
of 90+ Dropped out
2008-2009 2,437 24% 10% 17%
2009-2010 2,025 34% 7% 29%

Even though Binghamton University’s strong academic performers do not appear to
be leaving at a higher rate th an other types of students, re taining those students plays a
pivotal role in meeting expectations since the university is attempting to position itself as an
elite public university. For exam ple, the University’s 2010 Strategic plan aim s to sustain its
excellence by “...distinguish[ing] itself as a stellar institution of hi gher education...with the
best undergraduate programs available at any public university” (p. 2). Thus, retaining as

many of its m ost-desired students as possible is a priority for the university. Since m any
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accreditation agencies use retent ion as a benchm arking tool in assessing the qu ality of an
institution, an increased student satisfaction will lead to an enhanced reputation (Barefoot,

2004; Roberts & Styron, 2010; Budden et. al., 2010).

Currently, the university presumes that these top students transfer to schools that are
perceived as more prestigious after they have achieved a respectable GP A from Binghamton
University in their first year (C. Brown, for mer Special Assistant to Provost for Retention,
Binghamton University, October 13, 2011). However, due to a lack of evidence, Binghamton
University seeks to better understand why these strong academic performers depart from the
institution (C. Brown, Special Assistant to Provost for Re tention, Binghamton University,

October 13, 2011).

Although scholars have frequently reported on student departure, the m ultitude of
theories has ultim ately led to confusion about the true explan ation (Tinto, 1986, p. 133).
Retention has increasingly been a topic of research interest but much of it revolves around
minority and low socio-econom ic status (SES) st udents. Little to no research has been
conducted on the reten tion rates of universitie s’ strong academ ic performers. Ultimately,
retaining these students is im portant not just to Binghamton University but also to public

universities across the entire Unites States.

Research Questions

1. Why do Binghamton University’s strong academic performers leave the institution?

2. How can Binghamton University better retain its strong academic performers?
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Literature Review

A high percentage of freshm en do not retu rn for their sophomore year (Barefoot,
2004; Kiser & price, 2008; Budden et al., 2010; Tinto, 1993). Thus, retention of
undergraduate students continues to be a critical topic am ong higher education practitioners
and scholars (Dem aris & Kritsonis, 2008; Kuh & Love, 2000). Thei ssue is viewed as
important not only because m any benchmarking tools includeita s anind icator of
institutional success (Barefoot, 2004; Budden et al., 2010; Robe rts & Styron, 2010), but also
because many believe that increas ing the nu mber of college g raduates leadsto m ore
productive and enlightened m embers of soci ety (Kiser & Price, 2008; Roberts & Styron,

2010).

There are two dif ferent types of departure: institutional and sys tem. Institutional
departure happens when a student leaves an  individual institution to attend another, while
system departure happens when a s tudent leaves the system of higher education altogether
(Tinto, 1993). Many studies have found thatth ¢ most vulnerable populations for system
departures are students with low high school or first-year GPAs (Bean, 1984; Budden et. al,
2010; Gross et al.; 2007; Kiser & Price, 2008; Tinto, 1993). The population for this study,
given their exceptional academic performance, is more likely to leave an institu tion rather
than the entire system  of higher educati on. Thus, understanding the m ajor causes for
institutional departure identified by past research is the focus of this literatu re review. Four
key variables that individually or collectively influence institutional departure are distance

from home, finances, institution environment, and intention to leave.
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Distance from Home

The distance between a student’s hom e town and university is a prim ary reason for
institutional departure (Astin, 1993 ; Turley, 2006; Williams & Luo, 2 010). Students who
choose to attend co llege further away from home receive less fam ily support, n ot only
because of the distance but the differences in social, cultural, and environmental experiences
they encounter (Kuh & Love, 2000; Miller, 2 007; Williams & Luo, 2010). This lack of
immediate support and inability to adjust can cau se feelings of loneliness, discom fort, and
depression, and lead s tudents to dep art from a particular ins titution (Eaton & Bean, 1995;

13

Tinto, 1993). Those who are unable to adjust are thought to have never truly “‘arrived’ in the

first place’” (Kuh & Love, 2000, p. 205).

Other rescarchers offer an alternative perspective; they f ind that it is im portant to
have that separation from family in order to fully experience college life (Astin, 1993; Sticha,
2010). In fact, some say enrolling close to home typically increases students’ responsibilities
outside of school work, causing a distraction ~ (Astin, 1993). Research also indicates that
regardless of a student’s academic performance, parents highly influence students’ decisions
about where to attend college (Astin, 1993; Eaton & Bean, 1995; Choy et al, 2000; Jensen,
1981; Kuh & Love, 2000; Miller, 2007; Sticha, 2008; Tinto, 1993; Turley, 2006, Williams &
Luo, 2010) and that a parent’s dependence on a student fo  r childcare and monetary
contributions highly influence a student’s deci sion to enroll at aschool close to hom e.
Overall, researchers have found that going away for college al lows a student to build ne w
relationships with peers and facu lty, easily participate in extracurricular activities, and fully

engage academically (Astin, 1993; Sticha, 2010).
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Finances

Not only does an institution’s distance from home affect student retention, so does a
student’s ability to finance th eir education. Since the early 1990’s, tuition rates in higher
education have increased faster than the inflation rate and income growth in the United States
(Heller, 2002; Cress & Sax, 1998). Also, state appropriations to higher education have
decreased (Chen & John, 2011). Therefore, the burden of paying for school has shifted from
taxpayers to individual students and their families (Chen & John, 2011), i mpacting student
retention rates nationwide. Although the inf luence is moderate in com parison to other
retention factors (Gross et al., 2007), the financial burden of paying for school may still have

a significant impact on individual students.

Multiple studies have found that an increa se in both institutional (i.e., s cholarships)
and non-institutional (i.c., grant aid and loan s) aid im proves the likelihood of  student
retention (Astin, 1993; Eaton & Bean, 1995; Cabrera et al., 1992; Chen & John, 2011; Gross
et al., 2007; Tinto, 1993). This aid impacts students in multiple ways but most importantly it
reduces their need to work outside of school , allowing more free tim ¢ to participate in
extracurricular activities which integrates them further into the cam pus culture (Astin, 1993;
Gross et al., 2007; Sticha, 2010). On-cam pus jobs and financial ai d through “work-study”
programs may have a sim ilar effect, enrichin g a student’s experience because they feel

integrated and important to the institution (Astin, 1993).

Although some literature supports finances as a major factor in institution departure,
Tinto (1993) suggests that stude nts who indicate that finan ces are the reason f or their

departure are only telling part of their story: he argues their reasons ref lect multiple factors
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(i.e., lack of right-fit or academic reasons) and that th ey do notbelievethe b enefits of
continuing outweigh the financia 1 costs of attendance. Thus, offering financial aid is like
“courtship” (Gross et al., 2007) and increases th e likelihood of retaining a student from their
first to second year (Chen & John, 2011; Je nsen, 1981). Ultim ately, a lack of financial
support—either from the institution or fr om a fa milial standpoint—can be the final
determinant of student retentio n and overall satisfaction w ith an institution (Astin, 1993;

Cabrera et al., 1992; Jensen, 1981).

Institution Environment

In addition to an institution’s distance  from a student’s hom etown and financial
factors, campus climate—both academically and socially—may influence student satisfaction
as well. While some authors have separated the social and academ ic environments, many
researchers find that both realms of a college experience are intertwined (Astin, 1993; Eaton
& Bean, 1995; Roberts & Styron, 2010; Shus  hok & Sriram, 2010; Strauss & Volkwein,
2004; Tinto, 1993). Negative experiences with  the institutional envi ronment may lead a
student to believe that that there is a lack of “right-fit” between them and the ins titution

(Tinto, 1993).

Although it is beneficial for st udents’ social lives to include extracurricular activities
such as clubs and organizations, scholars be lieve that students’ social connection to
classroom has a stronger influence on student satisfaction (Astin, 1993; Eaton & Bean, 1995;
Roberts & Styron, 2010; Shushuk & Sriram, 2010; Strauss & Volkwein, 2004; Tinto, 1993).
Developing formal and informal relationships with professors, peers, and teaching assistants

make students feel less like a num ber, and these ties often stimulate projects and intellectual
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discussions outside of the classroom (Demaris & Kritsonis, 2008; Pascarella, 1980).
Compared to other students, it m ay actually be easier for strong acad emic performers to
make beneficial connections due to their ten ~ dency to seek ways to be academ  ically
challenged (Eaton and Bean, 2005; Tinto, 1993). U ltimately, if the social connections that
students form in the cla ssroom are positive, the ties will build students’ confidence in their
own academic abilities as well as their self-assurance in making the right institution choice

(Strauss & Wolkwein, 2004; Tinto, 1993).

Intent to Leave

Finally, a student’s intent to leave an institu tion is a sign ificant factor influencing
student retention (Bean, 1982; Tinto 1993). In fact , some students enter an institution with
the explicit intent to dep art, especially if they were not initially admitted to the institution of
their choice (Tinto, 1993). Thus, a student m ay attend an alternate university with the intent
to transfer to their first choice institution (Tinto, 1993). For these reasons, this factor is one of
the hardest to overcome in higher educationa  nd nearly im possible to directly influence

(Bean, 1982).

These themes suggest retention is a difficult issue to  solve because it appearstob ¢
situational, based on a student’s individua 1 needs (Tinto, 1993). W hile there has been
considerable research on student retention, there is a lack of research specifically focusing on
the retention of strong academic performers. As a result, it is unclear if the reasons for these
student departures are different than those of at-risk or “tradi tional” student departures. This

study aims to fill this gap in the literature.
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Research Method

To answer my research questions, I ¢ onducted telephone interviews with students
with an index of 90 or above who entered Bi nghamton University in fall 2008, fall 2009, and
fall 2011 but left after their freshm an year. Fall 2010 was not included in this sam ple. This
method allowed me to learn about the experien ces of students who have left the in stitution
and identify any key patterns within this student population. Since this study involves
working with human subjects, Bing hamton University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB)
needed to approve the study. The confirmation letter from the IRB can be found in Appendix

A.

Data Collection and Analysis

I collected data for this study from March 14, 2012 through March 23, 2012. The
Office of Institutional Research at Binghamton University provided me with the names and
valid emails of 90 departed students. An initial email requesting their participation was sent
to the subjects. This email can be f ound in Appendix B. Phone inte rviews were conducted

with twelve students.

Before any inte rview questions were ask ed, participants were inf ormed that any
information they provided would be kept confid ential and would not be able to be traced to
their name. Since these interviews were not face-to-face, oral consent was given in place of a
written consent form. The typical written cons ent form was waived by the IRB due to the
nature of this study. Theinte rviews were sem i-structured and consisted of five m ain
questions with seven sub-questions as well — as three demographic questions. I sought to

understand what made the student initially choose Bingham ton University as well as why
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they chose to leave the university. The interviews lasted for 10 to 25 minutes. Results from
the interviews were coded and them es were identified. The interv iew script and questions

can be found in Appendix C.

To ensure the confidentiality of the participants, all names were replaced with a coded
number known only to m e. Also, all responses and any identifying inform ation were stored
on a password protected com puter. Finally, all identifying information was destroyed upon

the completion of the study.

Limitations

The small number of interviewees, 12 out of 90, m akes it difficult to apply the
findings to the entire populati on of students who left Bingham ton University in the fall of
2008, 2009, or 2011. In addition, I was unable to contac t all of the departed students with an
index or 90 or above that entered in fall 2008, fall 2009, and fall 2011 because ten students
no longer had valid em ail addresses. Finally, the students entering during these three years
may have experien ced extenuating circumstances that students from other years did not
experience, thus making it difficult to conclude that the factors influencing student departure
identified in this study apply to all students w ith an index of 90 or above who have attended

Binghamton University during a different time period.

Strengths

The strength of doing phone interviews is that it provided a firsthand look at what an
individual experienced in their first year at Binghamton University. It also allowed me to find
out where the students with an index of 90 or ~ above have transferred to as well as their

reasons for choosing that institution. In addi tion, the interviews allo wed me to obtain in-

10
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depth information that a survey or secondary data analysis could not provide m e. Finally, it

gave students an opportunity to have an exit interview.

Findings
After identifying recurrent them es among student responses, six m ain findings
emerged from the data. A table displaying general information about student respondents can
be found in Appendix D and a list of them es accompanied by interviewee quotes can be

found in Appendix E. The findings of this study include:
1. Many students entered Bingham ton with a transfer option to another institution

after completion of their freshman year;

2. Binghamton University’s location influenced students’ decisions to not only enroll
but to leave;

3. The students did not find Binghamton University academically challenging;
4. Other institutions provide better networking opportunities for students;
5. Students chose Binghamton University for its affordable price;

6. Despite the f act that they left, all students seemed genuinely satisfied with their
time spent at Binghamton University.

Finding #1: Many students entered Binghamto n with a transfer option to another
institution after completion of their freshman year.

Of the twelve inte rviewees, six were accepted asatr  ansfer student to another
institution (Cornell University ref ers to this as a “transfer option”) contingent on their
academic performance during their freshman year. As indicated in table 2 , of those six, five
received the “transfer o ption” from Cornell University. The rem aining student received a
similar opportunity to transfer to SUNY Gene seo. All six students were inform ed of this

opportunity prior to attending Bingham ton University. Below, in table 2, is a description of

11
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the students who had r eceived a “transfer opti on,” including the institutions prov iding the

offers as well as information on student gender, race, and major course of study.

Table 2: Characteristics of the students who received a transfer option.

Number Respondents

Transfer Institution
Cornell University

SUNY Geneseco 1
Gender

Male 3

Female 3

Race

White

Asian 1

Major Course of
Study

Biology & Society 1

Industrial & Labor 4

Relations

Speech Pathology 1

This finding is consistent with work by Tinto (1993) which argues that some students
enter an in stitution with the exp licit intent to leave, especially if they were not initially
accepted into the institution of their choice. It also supports Cheryl Brown’s (former Special
Assistant to Provost for Retention, B inghamton University) prediction of why students leave
Binghamton University noted in the problem statement. One transfer student’s comments are

representative:

“I was 85% positive the second I stepped foot on Binghamton’s campus that I was
going to be leaving because I was alrea  dy accepted to C ornell the next year...I
actually had a really interesting relationship with a girl that lived across the hall from

me...Her first choice was Cornell and she didn’t get accepted, not even a guaranteed

12
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transfer. I actually ended up convincing her to re-apply to Cornell. She came with me

that next fall. We’re still really good friends now.”

Two students who took these “transfer options” indicated that they chose Binghamton
University for their fres hman year because it was reputab le and affor dable. One student

stated that “BU plays as a good stepping stone to Cornell academically.”

Finding #2: Binghamton University’s location in fluenced students’ decisions to not only

enroll but also to leave the institution.

Consistent with literature (Astin, 1993; Turley, 2006; Williams & Luo, 2010), m any
students’ hometown impacted their decision  on where to attend college. All twelve
respondents were New York State residents and five students expl icitly indicated that they
chose Binghamton University because it was close to their hometown. Also, consistent with
the literature (Astin, 1993; Eaton & Bean, 1995; Choy et al, 2000; Jensen, 1981; Kuh &
Love, 2000; Miller, 200 7; Sticha, 2008; Tinto, 1993; Turley, 2006, W illiams & Luo, 2010),
three of the five students who mentioned that location played a role in their decision also
indicated that their family influenced their decision to stay close to hom ¢ for college. For
example, one student said, “I’m from Syracuse; my parents wanted me to stay within an hour
radius for at least my first year of college.” However, one student indicated that Binghamton
University’s distance from her hom etown actually caused her to leave. T his was clear when
she stated that, “I am from Buffalo and the 5.5 hour drive to and from Binghamton was a lot.
The distance I was from hom ¢ made the size of the campus feel much bigger. Geneseo is

only a 1.5 hour drive for me now, which I like.”

13
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In addition to the eviden ce that an institution’s distance from a student’s hom etown
influences decisions, a new twist to the location of the college cam pus emerged that was not
described in the literature; for many, the location of B inghamton University played a
strategic role in attending and leaving the in stitution. Because of Bi nghamton University’s
close proximity to Cornell Univer sity, some students indicated that they chose to attend
Binghamton University for their first year. One student said “I chose BU over other schools I
was accepted into s imply because it was close to Cornell and I plann ed to transfer there
anyway.” Another participant stated “Binghamton was close to m y hometown,
Poughkeepsie, NY. However, BU played as a good stepping stone to Cornell for m e; maybe

the local environment prepares people for Cornell—there was an ease of transferring.”

Finding #3: The students did not find Binghamton University academically challenging.

Although five of the inte  rviewees mentioned that they attended Bingham  ton
University for its strong academic reputation, six interviewees also indicated that they did not
find Binghamton University to be academ ically challenging once they arrived. One student
described this when she said “I £ elt very unfulfilled in my classes. Th ere were de finite
moments where I felt that I wish this class discussion was more engaged.” Another student
said, “I feel I was a little m ore intellectually vivacious than my classmates. The professors
were teaching, what I considered rudim entary vocabulary for most of the class p eriods.”
Demaris & Kritsonis (2008) and Pas carella (1980) argue that when students make formal or
informal relationships with professors, teaching assistants, and peers, they feel less like a
number. In the group of students I interviewed, six students direc tly stated that they did not
try as hard to m ake as many formal or informal relationships at Bingham ton University as

they did at their current instit ution. One interviewee indicated that “professors didn’t seem
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genuinely interested in the students or that they were passionate about their field. I didn’t try
to speak with them or go to them for help outside of class,” causing a lack of relationship
building. This indicates that, for som e, Binghamton University did not feed their hunger for

learning and that it simply was not rigorous enough.

Finding #4: Students felt tha t their curren t institution provides better netw orking

oppor tunities.

When asked what their current institution offered that Binghamton University did not,
students identified networking as being an im portant trait. Compared to other institutions ,
four interviewees mentioned that Binghamton University did not do a good job of connecting
current students with alum ni or providing opport unities to meet with professionals in their

respective field of study. For example, one student stated that:

“My school, School of Labor Relations, has a really strong alumni network. I have a
first name basis with people of ages 50-70 th at have been incredible m entors for me
in my professional life. Maybe BU could connect freshman to alumni. Maybe have

them come into the Scholars Program and talk about the great things you can do.”

Another student said:

“INYU Stern] is ranked two or three among business schools. They have good
networking. Interviews for jobs are actually done on campus. At BU I had gone to the
career fairs and they were only done in m onths of recruiting or during certain tim es.

At NYU the [firm] presence is always there.”
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This finding is also consistent with the lite rature (Astin, 1993; Eaton & Bean, 1995; Roberts
& Styron, 2010; Shushok & Sriram , 2010; St rauss & Volkwein, 2004; Tinto, 1993)

supporting the importance of forming relationships inside and outside the classroom.

Finding #5: Students chose Binghamton University for its affordable price.

Four of the interview ees mentioned that they chose to enroll at Bingha mton
University for its affordable price. According to one of these students, “My Dad lost his job
in 2004 and I have two older brot hers who were also in college. I did not want to add any
more financial burdens on my parents.” The other students simply indicated that Ivy Leagues
and private institutions were incredibly expensive. Interestingly, two of the four students who
blatantly identified private schools as too expensive actually e nded up transferring to private
institutions. These two students mentioned that after they attended a public school they felt it

was worth the extra money to pay for a private institution.

Finding #6: Despite the fact that they had left Binghamton University, all students were
genuinely satisfied with their time spent at Binghamton University, but wished to obtain

a degree from more renowned institutions.

Although these students have left Bingham ton University, all indicated that they still
hold high opinions of the institution, but sim ply wanted to obtain degrees from universities
that are viewed as more prestigious. For instance, one interviewee commented: “Binghamton
is a great school but I w ouldn’t have been satisfied unless I tran sferred to a more prestigious
school.” Echoing this sam e sentiment, another interviewee stated, “I had my heart set on
getting my degree from an Ivy League.” Not a single student holds unf avorable opinions of

Binghamton University. Many students, especially those who attend Cornel 1, said that they
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frequently visit and maintain relationships with friends they made freshman year. A student

even mentioned wanting to make a financial contribution to Binghamton University one day:

“I still go back to visit every two or three m onths. SUNY Binghamton is aname |
have come to truly respect, since I am from Syracuse [and know about the school]. I
think it’s a great institution. Honestly, if I have enough m oney when I a m older I

would still donate to BU.”

Finally, many students did not see m uch hope for Binghamton University to change the

minds of students who transfer out despite their immense respect for the institution. This was
affirmed when one interviewee stated that “I don’t think there is anything that BU could have
done as an institution because I am not sure with offers like m[y] [transfer option] whether or

not students’ minds can be changed.”

Recommendations

Although it may seem that many of the above findings are circumstances over which
administrators at Binghamton University have much influence, I believe that it is feasible to
address finding #3, students not feeling academ ically challenged, and #4, students feeling
they have few networking opportunities. I have identified four possible m easures that the
University can take to increas ¢ the probability of retaining the students with the s trongest
academic recordsas  wellas  improving remaining students’ experience. These
recommendations are not directed at the Undergraduate Admissions alone and are not
realistic without the collabora tion and cooperation of offices, departments, and individuals

campus-wide. I specifically recommend that Binghamton University:

17
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1. Increase communications with students who are obtaining a 3.3 GPA or above
during their first year;
2. Find new ways to academically challenge high performing students;

3. Take measures to improve Bingham ton University for students who decide to
stay;

4. Develop evaluations tools for both current students and students who have left the
institution.

Recommendation #1: Increase co mmunications with students who are obtaining a 3.3

GPA or above after their first semester.

Many students receive “transfer options” to other institutions. Since most schools that
offer “transfer options” require a certain GPA to remain eligible for admission, Binghamton
University could increase communications with students who obtain a certain GPA during
their first semester. Choosing a 3.3 GPA as the 1 ndicator makes sense because it is Cornell’s
required GPA to remain in consideration for a transfer. These communications should make
the students feel that th ey are highly-valued—because they are! The co mmunications could
be sentviae mail and contain infor mation such as research, alum ni and professional
networking, and scholarship opportunities. Th ¢ university currently sends sim ilar email

communications but this study has offered a more specific group that should be targeted.

Recommendation #2: Help find new ways to academically challenge high-performing

students.

As noted, students interviewed indicated that they did not feel academ  ically
challenged while at Bingham ton University. I propose thatth ¢ institution take m ultiple
approaches to address this stud ent-identified problem. First, since it is one of the four
rescarch universities in the SUNY syst em, Binghamton University has m any resecarch

opportunities that already exist fo r students in various m ajors or fields. Thus, administrators
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could work closely with faculty to more clea rly advertise and recruit for these opportunities
around campus. Again, these opportunities can ~ be sent through em ail communications

similar to the ones mentioned in recommendation #1.

Second, since these students do not feel engaged in the classroom  , the University
could conduct workshops for facu Ity on how to facilitate in-c lass discussions. For example,
the University currently has a prog ram called the Institute for Student-Centered Learning
(ISCL) that encourag es faculty tom ake teachings tudent-focused. The ISCL could
incorporate a particular workshop on how to be tter challenge students academically. Perhaps
the University could consider mandating the faculty to attend suc h events ¢ very few
semesters. Another suggestion w ould beto incorporate these typ es of sem inars and
workshops into orientations for new faculty. These sem inars can be given by fellow
professors or hired professionals to educate the institution’s faculty on the consequences of

students’ classroom experiences.

Finally, professors should be encourag ed toim plement discussion-sparking
components into their courses. More specifically, all faculty should be encouraged to teach
service-learning courses or field-relevant service components. Such opportunities would
provide in-depth, hands-on appl ications of coursework for students and allow for deeper
conversations that go beyond “rudim entary” vocabulary. Students often feel a stronger
connection to the class material and their classmates because of their s imilar experiences in
the field. Also, students m ight begin to perceive professors as more passionate about and
connected to their resp ective fields. These pe rceptions might make faculty appear m ore

approachable, which would also address concer ns identified by som ¢ interviewees. These
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experiences benefit all partie s involved butm ost importantly provide students with

meaningful experiential learning opportunities that can enrich the classroom environment.

Recommendation #3: Take measures to im prove Binghamton University for students

who decide to stay.

Based on the findings of this study, Binghamton University has little control over that
fact that they will lose many students in this demographic to institutions perceived as more
prestigious. Since netwo rking has been found to be an importan t puzzle piece to student
satisfaction as indicated in finding #4, I propose that the Binghamton Scholars Program at the
University re-evaluate its pr ograms to ensure they are pr oviding Binghamton University’s
strong academic performers with the best opportunities possible. The Scholars Program could
regularly invite graduates of Bi nghamton University and this sp ecific program to talk with
students about their personal ex periences as well as potentia 1 opportunities av ailable after

graduation.

Moreover, all students regardle ss if they have an index of 90 or above also deserve
the best opportunities the in stitution can provide. Bingham ton University remains a young
institution with lots of growing room . Focusing on reputation alone can offer a flat and
unfulfilling experience for students once they a ctually arrive. Improving the experience and
opportunities that Bingham ton University provides all students will na turally increase the

reputation of the institution.

Thus, I encourage the institution to begin to bridge the gap between alumni and all
current students. Individual departments should be encouraged to invite alumni to speak with

students about how their education from Binghamton University has benefited them. Also,
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the University Alumni Relations departm ent should consider better prom otion of the B-

connected database, an online foru m where students and alumni can connect. This tactic is

three-fold. First, it would give students insight into what kinds of positions they can obtain
with their degree. Second, it w ould increase opportunities to netw ork on an individual basis.
Third, it would help alum ni remain connected to the university. It is these types of

connections that create a continued and undying pride for their alma-mater.

Finally, providing more professional networking opportunities through events such as
career and internship fairs as well as general conferences about career path opportunities are
helpful to the overall development of students. Eventually, a large web of networks would
spread the word about Bingham ton University that fosters the evolution of a natural and

genuine reputation.

Recommendation #4: Develop evaluations to ols for both current students and students

who have left the institution.

This study alone does not provide the University with enough infor mation or
evidence to address all aspects of the probl em. Thus, I suggest that evaluations be
implemented for not only current students but those who have left the University. Current
students can be surveyed or be asked to part  icipate in focus groups to find out areas of
improvement as well as where the U niversity is providing exceptional services. In addition,
the University should consider providing optional exit interviews or surveys for all students
who have left the ins  titution. Not only could this prov  ide valuable information for
administration but it may present a potential oppor tunity to improve a student’s view of the

university.
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Conclusion

Retaining Binghamton University’s strong academic performers will not be an eas y
or quick task to acco mplish; however, the findings and recommendations of this study
provide insight on the causes and possible action s that can be taken to begin the process.
Other universities—particularly state institutions—may also find this study useful to address

similar problems.
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Appendix A
IRB Approval Letter
Date: March 12, 2012
To: Lauren Wilbur, DPA
From: Anne M. Casclla, CIP Administrator

Human Subjects Research Review Committee

Subject: Human Subjects Research Approval
Protocol Number: 1937-12
Protocol title: Retaining Binghamton University's Highest Caliber Students

Your project identified above was reviewed by the HSRRC and has received an expedited
approval pursuant to the Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) regulations, 45
CFR 46.110(7). The Informed Consent document has been approved — for a period of one
year — with the following Waivers: 46.116 (4) Waiver alternate treatment, 46.116 (6)
Waiver of requiring whether medical treatments are available if injury occurs

An expedited status requires that you will be required to submit a Continuing Review
application annually as outlined by Federal Guidelines: 46.109 (e) An IRB shall conduct
continuing review of research covered by this policy at intervals appropriate to the degree of
risk, but not less than once per year, and shall have authority to observe or have a third
party observe the consent process and the research.

If your project undergoes any changes these changes must be reported to our office prior to
implementation, using the form listed
below: http://humansubjects.binghamton.edu/2009_Forms/012_Modification%20Form.rtf

Principal Investigators or any individual involved in the research must report any problems
involving the conduct of the study or subject participation. Any problems involving the
recruitment and consent processes or any deviations from the approved protocol should be
reported in writing within five (5) business days as outlined in Binghamton University —
Human Subjects Research Review Office - Policy and procedures IX.F.1 Unanticipated
problems/adverse event/complaints. We also require that the following form be

submitted. http:/humansubjects.binghamton.edu/Forms/Forms/Adverse%20Event%20Form.r
tf

University policy requires you to maintain as a part of your records, any documents
pertaining to the use of human subjects in your research. This includes any information or
materials conveyed to, and received from, the subjects, as well as any executed consent
forms, data and analysis results. These records must be maintained for at least six years after
project completion or termination. If this is a funded project, you should be aware that these
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records are subject to inspection and review by authorized representative of the University,
State and Federal governments.

Please notify this office when your project is complete by completing and forwarding to our
office the following

form: http://humansubjects.binghamton.edu/Forms/Forms/Protocol%20Closure%20Form.rtf
Upon notification we will close the above referenced file. Any reactivation of the project
will require a new application.

This documentation is being provided to you via email. A hard copy will not be mailed
unless you request us to do so.

Thank you for your cooperation, I wish you success in your research, and please do not
hesitate to contact our office if you have any questions or require further assistance.

cc: file

Diane Bulizak, Secretary

Human Subjects Research Review Olffice
Biotechnology Building, Room 2205

85 Murray Hill Rd.

Vestal, NY 13850
dbulizak@binghamton.edu

Telephone: (607) 777-3818

Fax: (607) 777-5025
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Appendix B

Request for Participation Email

Dear [NAME],

My name is Lauren Wilbur and I am a graduate student in the Public Administration program
at Binghamton University. I am writing to you today to request your assistance in completing
a project in conjunction with the Undergraduate Admissions Office. According to the
University records, you were considered one of the top students among your entering class.
The University seeks to understand why you decided to leave the institution in hopes to
better serve students of your quality in the future.

If you would like to share your story through a short 15-20 minute phone interview with me,
please respond to this email with your name, email address, phone number, and availability
to set up a time to talk. Please know that any information you share will remain confidential.

If you have any initial questions or concerns please feel free to email me at
lwilburl @binghamton.edu.

Your participation will be of great benefit to the University and future students like you.
Thank you for your time and consideration.

Sincerely,

Lauren Wilbur

MPA Candidate, <12
Binghamton University
Binghamton, NY 14902
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Appendix C
Interview Script

Hi, [Name]. Thank you so much for taking the time to be interviewed for my research. As |
have indicated in pervious communi cations, Binghamton University considered you to be a
highly sought-after student. BU is interested to know why students lik ¢ you choose to leave.
Your responses will be useful to the University to better se rve its most sought after students
in the future. Once again I’d like to remind you that this information will be kept confidential
and none of your personal information will be revealed to anyone but me. If at any time you
wish the stop the interview or do not want to answer a question, please say so.

Do you have any questions for me before we get started?
Do you wish to participate in this interview?  YES ~ NO

1. What year did you enter BU?
2. Why did attend BU?
3. Why did you leave Binghamton University?
a. If they indicate m ore than 1 reason- Could you rank these by degree of
influence on your decision to leave? 1 being the most important.
4. What, if any, support could BU have provide d to you as a freshm an that might have
changed your decision?
5. Is there anything you would have done differently at BU?  It’s ok to say that there
wasn’t anything.
6. Did you transfer to another institution?
a. Ifyes:
1. Where did you transfer to?
ii. Why did you choose this University?
iii. What, if any, does University offer something that BU does not?
b. Ifno:
1. Do you plan to complete a college degree later on?
ii. What kinds of institution are you interested in attending?

Demographic Information:

1. Hometown & State-

2. Major course of study

3. What level of education did your parent(s) complete?
a. Less than a High School
b. High School
c. Some college
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d. Received an Associate’s Degree
¢. Received a Bachelor’s Degree
f. Other

4. Race

5. Gender

30
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Appendix D

General Information of Interview Respondents

Response Count

Gender

Male 6
Female 6
Race
Caucasian 9
Asian 3

Binghamton University Entry

Year

2008 7
2009 3
2011 1

Currently Enrolled in Higher

Education

Yes 11
No** 1

Current Institution in Higher

Education*
Broome Community College 1
Cornell University 5
NYU Stern 1
SUNY Geneseo 2
Swarthmore College 1
University of Virginia 1
Major Course of Study*
Biology 2
English Literature 1
Finance 1
Industrial & Labor Relations 4
Speech Pathology 1
Paramedics 1
Politics, Philosophy, Literature 1
Hometown Region

Long Island 1
New York City 2
Upstate New York 9

**This student entered the U.S. Military through the MAVNI program that allowed noncitizens to gain
citizenship after 4 years of service.
*Response count does not include the single student who left Higher Education system altogether.
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Appendix E

Quotes from Participants Related to Each Identified Theme

Theme 1: Binghamton University’s location influenced students’ decision to attend but
for some it also influenced their decision to leave the institution.

Quote 1: “T originally chose Binghamton because it was close to my hometown in New York
City. It was much closer than my second choice school in Michigan...but while I was there |

become homesick. I was born and raised in  New York and the City of Bingha mton didn’t
provide enough for me to explore. I missed the city life”

Quote 2: “Binghamton was close to my hometown, Poughkeepsie, NY. However, BU played
as a good stepping stone to Cornell for me; maybe the local environment prepares people for
Cornell. There was an ease of transferring.”

Quote 3: “I am from Buffalo and the 5.5 hour drive to and from Binghamton was a lot. The
distance I was from home made the size of th e campus feel much bigger. Geneseo is only a
1.5 hour drive for me now, which I like.”

Quote 4: “I chose BU o ver other schools I was accepted into simply because it was close to
Cornell and I planned to transfer there anyway.”

Theme 2: Many students received a guaranteed transfer to other institutions.

Quote 1: “[Cornell] gave m ¢ a guaranteed transfer...actually now I think they call it a
transfer option because you aren’t technically guaranteed to get the transfer. You have to, or
at least I had to, get a 3.3 GPA my freshm  an year to get into th ¢ Industrial and Labor
relations program there. I immediately knew I was going to attend Bingham ton as well as
leave it.”

Quote 2: “I was accep ted into all the schools I had applied to, except for Cornell which was
my first choice. I had gotten a guaranteed transfer there though as long as I m aintained a 3.3
GPA my freshman year.”

Quote 3: “T was waitlisted at Geneseo...well...I don’t know what they call it but I had the
opportunity to transfer to Geneseo in January of my freshman year. I ended up waiting until
the next Fall to go but I obviously chose Binghamton for my first year.”

Quote 4: “I was 85% po sitive the second I stepped foot on Binghamton’s campus that I was
going to be leaving because I was already accepted to Cornell the next year...I actually had a
really interesting relationship with a girl that lived across the hall from me...Her first choice
was Cornell and she didn’t get accepted, not ev en a guaranteed transfer. I actually ended up
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convincing her to reapply to Cornell. She came with me that next fall. We’re still really good
friends now.”

Quote 5: “These are rough num bers but I know of at least 26 people that had a guaranteed
transfer to Cornell that I we nt to BU with. Of that I co uld list 13 people who actually
accepted the offer and transferred.”

Quote 6: “I transferred with 15 students from BU to Cornell.”
Theme 3: Binghamton University plays a great stepping stone for students.

Quote 1: “BU gave m e the opportunity to fulfill a freshm an year of college without staying
home for an affordable price.”

Quote 2: “BU plays as a good stepping stone to Cornell academically.”

Quote 3: “Binghamton in put in the unfortunate position of being the best SUNY and thus
becomes a stepping stone for Cornell.”

Theme 4: These students did not find Binghamton University academically challenging

Quote 1: “I was really disappoin ted with the academ ic rigor at BU so I wanted to study
abroad in E ngland so I applied to Oxford and transferred there for a year-long visiting
student instead of doing an exchange through BU.”

Quote 2: “I feel I was alittle more inte  llectually vivacious than my classm ates. The
professors were teaching, what I considered rudimentary vocabulary for most of the class.”

Quote 3: “I felt very unfulfilled in my classes. There were definite moments where I felt that
‘I wish this class discussion was more engaged.”

Quote 4: “Professors didn’t seem  genuinely inte rested in the students or that they were
passionate about their fields.”

Quote 5: “The student body—which I'm sure is common at all sc hools—but there was a
group that didn’t care about learning. They just wanted to get the degree.”

Quote 6: “I wasn’t challenged enough at BU. I had this im pression that if I went to Cornell 1
would have more work and need to challeng e myself. Come to find out, I find I have the
same amount of homework as my friends that still go to BU. But somehow I still feel more
challenged here.”

Quote 7: “I think right now all that I have experienced would be that I am experiencing a lot
more demand from my professors here [at Gene seo]. I’'m not sure if th at’s because I was
talking gen eds at BU or what.”
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Quote 8: “I wasn’t academically challenged. I was only putting in 10 hours of work in a week
and I felt like I had better opportunities at other schools.”

Quote 9: “I think it [UVA] has a much better social scene for m ¢ in terms of talking about
things I am interested in like why the stars are the way they are...you know...astronomy and
stuff. BU had a social scene but not one wh  ere I could continue the conversations from
class.”

Theme 5: Other institutions provide better networking opportunities for students.

Quote 1: “My school, School of Labor Relations, has a really strong alumni network. I have a
first name basis with people of ages 50-70 that have been incredible mentors for me in my
professional life. Maybe BU could connect freshman to alumni. Maybe have them come into
the scholars and talk about the great things you can do.”

Quote 2: “UVA is more renowned. BU isn’t ve ry recognized in the medical field. UVA has
provided me with m ore and better opportunities to meet people and get inform ation about
grad school.”

Quote 3: “[NYU Stern] is ranked 2 or 3 among business schools. They have good
networking. Interviews for jobs are actually done on campus. At BU I had gone to the carcer
fairs and they were only done in m onths of recruiting or certain times. At NYU the fir ms’]
presence is always there.”

Quote 4: “The alumni network at C ornell is stronger. You are being compared to Harvard
students instead of Geneseo students. I guess it’s like if a professional hockey team played a
pee-wee team.”

Quote 5: “T actually called up some law firms and asked them if I had a better chance getting
a job there if  had a 3.9 from  Binghamton or a 3.3 from Cornell. Th ey responded that it
depended on how I network. I felt that Cornell had better alumni networking.”

Theme 6: Binghamton University is a great education for An affordable price.

Quote 1: “My Dad was forceful with me about the quality of education I’d get at BU for such
a great price.”

Quote 2: “The main reasons I chose Binghamton in the first place were financial reasons. My
Dad lost his job in 2004 and I had two older br others in college. I wanted a good education
but I didn’t want to put a huge financial burden on my family.”

Quote 3: “A lot of schools were out of my league financially.”

Quote 4: “I origin ally got accepted into BU and Ithaca College. I chose BU because it was
cheaper and a better school.”

34
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Theme 7: Students’ parents play a large role in their decisions about college.

Quote 1: “I was actually going to stay [at BU] up until the last minute. I had already signed a
lease in CIW. But m y parents told me I was crazy to stay because I got into an Ivy League
school. They said ‘why would you pass that up?”

Quote 2:“My Dad was forceful with me about the quality of education I’d get at BU for such
a great price.”

Quote 3: “I’'m from Syracuse; my parents wanted me to stay within an hour radius for at least
my first year of college.”

Quote 4: “T have a lot of respect for BU but  ...I’ll blame this on my parents but I had the
perception that I needed to go to a more prestigious school.”

Theme 8: Students want to earn a degree from a more prestigious institution.
Quote 1: “I had my heart set on getting my degree from an Ivy League.”

Quote 2: “Although I say I would re-apply to Binghamton after the military, I really would
like to aim a little higher if I get accepted els ewhere.” (NOTE: This student entered the U.S.
Military through the MAVNI progr am that allowed noncitizens to gain citizenship after 4
years of service.)

Quote 3: “Yeah Bingham ton is a great school but I wouldn’t have been satisfied unless |
transferred to a more prestigious school.”

Theme 9: Despite the fact that they left, many students still think fondly of Binghamton
University

Quote 1: “I made a lot of effort to make friends and get involved. I still go back to visit every
2 or 3 m onths. SUNY Binghamton is a nam ¢ I have come to truly respect BU since I am
from Syracuse and I think it’s a great institutio n. Honestly, if I have enough m oney when I
am older I would still donate to BU.”

Quote 2: “I had areally great freshman year. I still go back to visit my friends. It also helps
that I am from Binghamton.”

Quote 3: “When I am out of the military I will definitely consider re-applying to Binghamton
University.”



MAXIMIZING RETENTION

Quote 4: “L ooking back, I really did enjoy m y time there. I'm just more of a city girl I
guess.”

Quote 5: “I learn ed a lot and the pr ofessors were interesting. It just wa sn’t the right fit for

2

me.
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