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Abstract 

BENNETT, ELIZABETH, A., Ph.D., April 2017, Higher Education 

The Relationship between First-Year Student Retention and Type of Faculty at a Four-

Year Public Research University: A Profile of Three Academic Colleges 

Director of Dissertation: Laura Harrison 

Institutions of higher education face increased pressure from various constituents 

regarding accountability, transparency, and student success.  College and university 

leaders continuously strive to find new ways to improve the performance of their students 

and to ensure their students achieve academic success.  Increasing the percentage of first-

year students that are retained to the second year is one way higher education institutions 

can demonstrate they are meeting these goals.  There are many factors that could impact 

student retention rates such as race, gender, socioeconomic status, and academic 

preparedness.  Another area that is facing growing concern is the relationship that faculty 

type may have on student retention.  This study used quantitative statistical analyses to 

profile first-year students enrolled within three academic colleges at a large four-year 

public, research university.  Descriptive statistics, percentages, point-biserial correlation 

and logistic regression were used to examine the relationship between faculty type and 

first-to-second year student retention rates.  Results of the research found that many 

complex relationships exist between student characteristics, type of faculty, and first-year 

student retention.  Significant relationships were found between student retention rates 

and type of faculty teaching first-year students, however, faculty type is not a strong 

predictor of student retention.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Introduction 

Every year, thousands of high school graduates fail to successfully navigate the 

difficult transition to a postsecondary institution and leave during their first year of 

college.  Young people who do not graduate college are left without the necessary 

credentials to obtain employment and have caused the United States to fall behind other 

nations in the percentage of citizens with degrees (Ebersole, 2010).  Degree attainment 

rates have been on the rise in almost every industrialized country except for the United 

States where completion rates remained relatively flat from 2000 to 2010 (Auguste, Cota, 

Jayaram, & Laboissiere, 2010).  Colleges and universities have been focused on inputs, 

attracting as many students as possible, instead of outputs, ensuring that students 

successfully complete their education.  Increasing student retention rates and determining 

the underlying factors that lead to attrition has become one of the top priorities for many 

stakeholders at the institutional, state, and federal levels (Hurley, Harnisch, & Parker, 

2014; Marsh, 2014).  Institutional leaders must shift their focus from just getting students 

in the door to devoting resources to making sure that students have the tools they need to 

succeed in college (Blankenship, 2010). 

Classroom experiences and faculty interactions are significant factors that can 

greatly impact students’ college experience, affecting their decision to remain in school 

or not (Grosset, 1991).  The make-up of faculty employed in institutions of higher 

education has changed significantly from 1995 to 2015, with greater numbers of part-

time and non-tenure track faculty teaching courses (Eagan, Jaeger, & Grantham, 2015), 
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and various stakeholders are interested in knowing what impact this may have on 

students.  This study examined the relationship between first-year student retention rates 

and the types of faculty with whom they take their courses. 

First-Year Student Retention 

College and university leaders are coming under increased pressure by 

government leaders and other external constituents to demonstrate institutional 

effectiveness, especially in regards to student completion and degree attainment 

(Devarics, 2009; Tandberg & Hillman, 2014).  At the national level, there has been a call 

to increase the number of citizens who hold an earned degree or certification from a 

postsecondary institution.  Producing more college-educated workers will be a critical 

step to ensure the overall economic growth and prosperity of the United States and to 

secure its position in a global economy (Auguste et al., 2010).  In his first State of the 

Union address, President Obama (2009) set an ambitious goal for the US to have the 

highest proportion of college graduates in the world by the year 2020 and emphasized 

that “a good education is no longer just a pathway to opportunity, it is a prerequisite” 

(para. 61).  Support for this proposal called for investing in college access and retention 

initiatives with an average of $500 million in annual government spending over a five-

year period towards policies and programs that would address access and retention efforts 

in order to help the United States meet its goal (Devarics, 2009). 

Other national organizations and foundations have responded to this call as well.  

Complete College America (CCA) is a non-profit organization established in 2009 in 

order to increase the level of educational attainment in the United States by proposing 
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strategies that place value on outcomes such as credentials awarded or successfully 

completed courses (Walters, 2012).  CCA is an independent initiative that involves the 

participation of 29 states who have agreed to adhere to a comprehensive set of reforms 

such as streamlining curricular offerings and implementing performance funding 

strategies tied to completion rates (Humphreys, 2012).  Several large foundations such as 

the Lumina Foundation for Educators and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation are also 

funding dozens of initiatives that are designed to increase productivity and completion 

rates.  Increased student success can be accomplished through programs and projects 

designed to improve data collection, streamline requirements, increase effectiveness of 

remedial or developmental educational programs, and expand the use of various student 

success strategies (Humphreys, 2012).  The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation has 

invested resources in initiatives such as the College Ready Education program which 

strives to prepare all high school graduates to succeed in college, as well as in the 

Postsecondary Success initiative where the goal is to increase the number of young 

people in the United States who earn a certificate or degree (Bill & Melinda Gates 

Foundation, 2014). 

Many state governments have sought to meet student success and educational 

attainment goals by initiating completion agendas to increase the number of individuals 

in the state earning some type of degree or certification each year. Some states 

incentivize this by tying portions of annual subsidy allocations to success measures such 

as the number of degrees awarded, credit hours completed, or other forms of outcome 

measures.  Several state governors and legislatures have turned to performance-based 
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funding models in order to encourage higher education institutions to make concerted 

efforts to improve the number of students who successfully complete a degree or 

certificate.  States such as Tennessee, Ohio, and Texas have led the way with their 

performance-based funding initiatives (Walters, 2012).  In 2009, the state of Ohio 

switched their subsidy allocation formula to more heavily weight student success 

measures such as course completions and degrees awarded.  Tennessee passed the 

Complete College Act in 2010 that significantly changed the way in which its higher 

education system is funded.  Institutions in Tennessee receive their funding from the state 

based on the number of graduates produced and how well their students progress towards 

their degrees (Kelderman, 2012; Walters, 2012).  Metrics included in the formula that are 

directly tied to the first-year experience include freshman to sophomore retention rates 

and the completion of remedial courses (CCA, 2014; Jones, 2011). 

According to data published by the National Center for Education Statistics 

(2013), 21 percent of first-time, full-time students who enrolled at a four-year degree-

granting institution did not return for their second year.  Student retention rates have 

become important indicators of college enrollment effectiveness and accountability 

measures in higher education (Tinto, 2006; Wild & Ebbers, 2002).  At the institutional 

level, efforts have been made to address student retention by placing greater emphasis on 

improving the first-year experience through the implementation of living/learning 

communities, the creation of advising centers, and the formulation of targeted first-year 

courses and programming (Goodman & Pascarella, 2006; Johnson, 2000; Porter & 

Swing, 2006; Purdie & Rosser, 2011).  A greater understanding of factors related to the 
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academic side of the first-year student’s experience would aid college leaders in strategic 

planning initiatives to further assist students as they integrate academically to college and 

ideally are retained to their second year. 

Increase in Part-Time Faculty 

Since the year 2000, a large change in the composition of faculty members 

employed by institutions of higher education has been evident.  One aspect of the faculty 

composition that has changed significantly is the large increase in the number of part-

time or contingent faculty employed at colleges and universities.  Part-time faculty are 

typically employed on a term-by-term basis, paid per credit hour or course, and receive 

less than full benefits (Gappa & Leslie, 1993; Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006).  Data 

collected from institutions in the United States through the Integrated Postsecondary 

Education Data System (IPEDS) and reported by NCES (2013) show that the number of 

part-time instructional faculty positions increased 54% in the ten-year period from 2001 

to 2011.  In that same period, the number of full-time instructional faculty increased by 

only 23% (NCES, 2013).  Part-time faculty members tend to have higher turnover rates 

than full-time faculty (Gappa & Leslie, 1993; Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006) and have 

been shown to underperform in the instruction of undergraduate education (Umbach, 

2007).  Additional concerns regarding the use of part-time faculty in colleges and 

universities include inaccessibility to students (Kezar, 2013), lack of scholarly knowledge 

(Schuster, 2003), and inability to prepare students for subsequent courses (Burgess & 

Samuels, 1999).  These performance issues related to part-time faculty can have a 

detrimental effect on instructional consistency, student support, and learning outcomes.  
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Understanding how the composition of different types of faculty within an academic 

college or department can affect student outcomes is key for institutional leaders to 

ensure that they are making informed hiring decisions and managing their resources in 

the best possible way to assist the students they serve. 

Connection between Student Retention and Interactions with Faculty 

Student relationships with faculty members can be a key factor in determining 

whether or not they are retained after their first year in college (Jaeger & Hinz, 2008).  

Some of the earlier retention studies examined this link between students and faculty 

(Tinto, 1993) and found that academic success or failure may influence retention and can 

be a reflection of classroom effects such as faculty teaching patterns, teacher 

expectations, and academic rigor.  At many colleges and universities, part-time faculty 

members are being used to teach a significant proportion of the remedial and introductory 

courses (Benjamin, 2002; Harrington & Schibik, 2004) and general education courses 

(Reichard, 2003) that first-year students take.  Institutional leaders need to ensure that 

students receive the best instruction possible during that crucial first-year they are 

enrolled in order to lay the foundation for academic success. 

Prior research has shown a negative correlation between the extent to which 

students are exposed to part-time faculty and the subsequent retention of those students 

(Harrington & Schibik, 2004; Jaeger and Hinz, 2008; Ronco and Cahill, 2006).  Studies 

examined the amount of exposure to part-time faculty during the first year and 

determined that students who took a higher percentage of their courses from part-time 

faculty in their first semester were less likely to persist to their second year (Bettinger & 
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Long, 2006; Harrington & Schibik, 2004; Jaeger & Hinz, 2008).  With an increased 

emphasis on retaining students past their first year of college, further research examining 

the relationship between student retention and faculty type is needed.  This study seeks to 

expand on the existing body of research by examining the relationship between the type 

of faculty teaching first-year student courses at a four-year doctoral-research institution 

and student retention rates.  The current study expands on prior research by focusing on 

students from different academic disciplines that share similar student and faculty 

characteristics in order to provide a more detailed look at the factors related to faculty 

that may be related to student retention. 

Theoretical Framework 

The current study examines the impact of faculty type on first-year student 

retention rates at a four-year public university.  The study of student retention and 

attrition rates in higher education is a complex process that has been examined by 

researchers since the 1950s (e.g., Iffert, 1958).  As student populations have grown larger 

and more diverse, so too have the underlying issues that can impact students’ enrollment 

patterns.  The earliest studies that began to treat student attrition as a problem began in 

the 1930s but did not evolve to the more contemporary, focused topic of study until the 

1970s.  This was spearheaded by Vincent Tinto (1975) who built upon pre-existing 

models to produce his interactionalist theory of student departure which became one of 

the best known, and most often cited, theories dealing with student retention (Berger & 

Lyon, 2005).  The most recent theory posited by Tinto (1993) suggests that students who 

have rewarding academic and social encounters both formally and informally will be 
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better integrated into their environment and therefore have higher rates of persistence.  

This study is also informed by Bean’s (1990) model of student attrition, which puts forth 

the idea that students attending colleges and universities leave their institutions because 

they are dissatisfied with their environment. 

With college students spending a great deal of their time within an academic 

classroom environment, the experiences those students have with the faculty members 

who teach their classes become even more important to success during that first year.  

Eagan and Jaeger (2008) created a conceptual framework that assumes that first-year 

students who are exposed to higher levels of part-time faculty instruction will have fewer 

meaningful interactions than students who had more instruction from full-time faculty 

and will therefore become less integrated into the academic culture of an institution.  

Studies regarding student retention have focused on several themes: (a) student 

background characteristics (gender, race/ethnicity, age, residency, and socioeconomic 

status); (b) academic preparedness for college (high school GPA, standardized test 

scores, and high school class rank); and (c) college experiences (class size, credit hours 

taken, interactions with faculty, and academic integration).  As retention research 

developed and branched out to focus on other factors, the findings of earlier studies 

became widely accepted and cited, which explains their inclusion in the current study.  

Using these theoretical frameworks allowed the research in this study to be framed in 

such a way as to assess the relationship between faculty type and the retention of first-

year students.  
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Statement of the Problem 

A significant number of degree-seeking first-year students leave their institutions 

before the start of their second year, leaving academic leaders wanting to ascertain the 

factors that may have caused these levels of attrition.  While there may be many 

contributing reasons for students leaving college, issues regarding academic performance 

and integration are among the most prevalent.  Ensuring the academic success of their 

students is one key area that college and university leaders can focus on in order to 

improve the experience that students have in their first year.  With the knowledge that 

students are most likely to leave an institution between their first and second year of 

study, it is crucial for academic programs to maintain a high level of instructional quality.  

It is during this critical period in their academic careers that first-year students have the 

most exposure to part-time faculty with many introductory or remedial courses being 

taught by these types of faculty (Benjamin, 2002; Harrington & Schibik, 2004).  Research 

has shown that part-time faculty demonstrate lower levels of instructional quality at the 

undergraduate level and use less interactive and engaging teaching methods (Umbach, 

2007). 

While the organizational structure of each college or university is different, many 

institutions organize their students and faculty according to similar fields of study or 

disciplines.  Within the academic community of a college or university, academic 

disciplines are the educational home of both students and faculty (Smart, Feldman, & 

Ethington, 2000).  Groups of academic disciplines are housed within a college or school 

and are often overseen by an academic leader such as a dean.  Many academic and 
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financial decisions affecting the college are made by a dean or a department head, 

including the oversight of the composition of the faculty teaching their courses (Boden & 

Borrego, 2011).  Insight into the influence that the various disciplinary settings have on 

student and faculty interactions is key to understanding issues related to student 

persistence, satisfaction, and success (Smart et al., 2000).  This study attempts to address 

issues of faculty and student interactions in the classroom by examining the relationship 

between the types of faculty who are teaching first-year student courses and the retention 

rates of students enrolled within a select grouping of academic colleges. 

Research Questions 

The research questions to be addressed by this study are: 

Research Question 1: Is there a relationship between first-year retention at a four-

year public, research university and the type of faculty with whom students take their 

courses, controlling for student characteristics, student academic preparedness, and 

faculty characteristics? 

Research Question 2:  Are there differences among first to second year retention 

rates based on the proportionality of their coursework that students take from the 

different types of faculty? 

Research Question 3:  Are there differences among academic colleges in regards 

to the composition of their faculty and the subsequent retention rates of their first-year 

students?  
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Significance of the Study 

The main goal for students matriculating as degree-seeking students at institutions 

of higher education is to successfully navigate their way through their academic 

coursework in order to complete their programs of study and earn their degree.  This goal 

is facilitated by students’ positive experiences in their academic courses and with the 

faculty members who are there to guide them through the process.  Thus, it becomes 

important to have quality instructors available to students from the moment they 

matriculate.  This study is useful to academic college and departmental leaders who are 

charged with making strategic decisions for their units, such as shaping the composition 

of the faculty and deciding which types of faculty to assign to teach particular courses.  

The need for decision makers to balance economic concerns with regards to hiring 

decisions as well as the need to ensure student satisfaction in order to retain students 

makes it necessary to have relevant information on which to base their decisions.  This 

study provides institutional and departmental leaders with valuable information regarding 

the impact that collegiate faculty profiles and instructional practices have on retaining the 

students necessary to attain the desired level of student outcomes and to receive the 

desired levels of tuition and subsidy income that is essential for ensuring the success of 

their units.  

Definition of Terms 

The following terms are referenced throughout this study and are important for 

the reader to have a clear understanding of how these words are defined in regards to the 

current research. 
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First-year student – A student who is matriculating at a postsecondary institution 

at the undergraduate level for the first-time during the fall semester of an academic year.  

To be included in retention analysis, the student must have been enrolled full-time 

(twelve or more credit hours) by the fifteenth day of the fall term in a degree-seeking 

academic program. 

Tenured/tenure-track faculty – Faculty members who have either earned tenure or 

are on track to earn tenure within a given academic discipline.  Most faculty members in 

this group are full-time and have some combination of instruction, research, and service 

duties to the institution.  Tenured/tenure-track faculty members hold faculty status, serve 

on faculty governing boards, and hold faculty rank such as Professor, Associate 

Professor, or Assistant Professor. 

Non-tenure track instructional faculty – Faculty members who hold either full-

time or part-time annual appointments whose main job duties are teaching courses with 

little or no expectations for research or service activity.  Faculty members in this group 

may have representation on faculty governing boards and hold academic titles similar to 

tenured/tenure-track faculty as well as others such as Instructors and Lecturers.  

Part-time term faculty – Faculty members who hold only part-time appointments 

and who are only employed on a term by term basis and whose sole purpose is to teach 

academic courses.  Faculty members in this group hold no expectation of continued 

employment, are paid by the number of credit hours they teach, and are unable to serve 

on faculty governing boards. 



21 
 

Visiting faculty – Faculty members who are employed by the university on a full-

time or part-time basis who typically come from another postsecondary institution or who 

hold other industry positions.  Faculty members in this group are employed on an annual 

basis, up to a maximum of three years, and are unable to serve on faculty governing 

boards. 

Early retired faculty – Faculty members who previously held a tenured/tenure-

track appointment and who have accepted an early retirement agreement with the 

institution to teach courses on a part-time basis until a specific age has been reached.  

Graduate assistants – Students enrolled at the institution at the graduate level and 

who may teach courses as part of a graduate appointment or in exchange for receiving a 

stipend. 

Other instructors – Instructors who do not hold a faculty position who may be 

employed in another capacity at the university such as an administrative or staff position, 

or instructors not paid by the university itself but who teach courses within the institution. 

Retention rate – The percentage of incoming first-time, full-time, degree seeking 

undergraduates who enter an institution in the fall of one academic year and who 

subsequently return for the fall term of the next academic year. Students must be enrolled 

by the fifteenth day of the fall term of their second year in order to be considered retained 

at the institution. 

Study Limitations 

The research for this study was conducted using data obtained from a single four-

year public research university located in the Midwest and therefore may limit the ability 
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to generalize these results to other four-year institutions as well as other types of 

institutions such as private universities, community colleges, and other two- and four-

year schools.  Institutional data was obtained from two different data management 

systems and, although generally reliable, relies on the accuracy of the data that was 

obtained from both students at the time of admission to the institution and faculty that 

were hired by the institution.  The student characteristic, academic preparedness, college 

experience, and faculty demographic variables chosen for this study were selected due to 

prior evidence of relevance, but other variables that were not controlled for in the study 

could also be significant factors in regards to student retention.  The number of variables 

used in the study was contained to those considered to be the most relevant based on prior 

studies. 

Delimitations 

The study was delimited to students who were enrolled as first-time, full-time 

students in a degree-granting program of study at a four-year public research university in 

the Midwest.  The population consisted of all first-year undergraduate students who 

entered the institution during the fall semester of 2014 and enrolled in an academic 

program housed within the collective group of academic colleges that include fields of 

study in the social sciences, natural sciences, education, and health sciences.  The 

academic college enrolling students whose majors are referred to in this study as social 

and natural sciences also include a range of academic majors that are considered 

humanities majors such as languages, English, philosophy, and history in addition to 

majors categorized as social sciences such as economics, political science, psychology, 



23 
 

sociology, and geography.  Natural sciences majors refers to fields of study in the 

physical or formal sciences such as geology, biology, chemistry, physics, and 

mathematics.  The study was limited to this grouping of colleges because the composition 

of the faculty employed within those colleges is sufficiently variable across the different 

types of faculty as well as the fact that their students are similar in terms of academic 

qualifications which could influence the results of their retention rates.  Enrollment data 

on all undergraduates for the fall semester of 2015 was also incorporated to verify 

whether or not the students from the prior year were still enrolled as of the fifteenth day 

during their second year.  The study also consisted of all faculty members and graduate 

assistants who were paid employees of the university and were listed as the instructor of 

record for the courses taken by first-year undergraduate students during the 2014-15 

academic year. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

Introduction 

First-year student retention has been the subject of numerous studies in the field 

of higher education from the 1970s through the 2000s.  This chapter provides a review of 

relevant research regarding first-year student retention and the various factors that may be 

related to whether or not those students persist to their second year of college.  One of the 

factors that can influence a student’s decision to remain enrolled at a particular institution 

is the academic instruction a student receives and the faculty interactions that a student 

experiences during her or his first year of school.  The chapter continues with an 

overview of the growth in part-time faculty appointments and describes the types of 

individuals who are employed as part-time faculty members, the reasons why part-time 

faculty are used by institutions of higher education, and the concerns that have been 

expressed regarding the quality of part-time faculty members.  One of the concerns 

expressed regarding part-time faculty members is the impact that these types of 

instructors may have on students and the academic experiences they have in and out of 

the classroom.  The chapter finishes by reviewing the research surrounding the impact 

that faculty type may have on student academic indicators as well as student outcome 

measures such as retention and graduation rates. 

Factors Influencing First-Year Student Retention 

As student success has gained importance among institutions of higher education, 

a wide variety of retention-related studies have been conducted on factors related to 

student characteristics, experiences, and environments.  Institutional stakeholders have a 
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vested interest in ensuring that their students remain enrolled in college in order to 

demonstrate academic quality, manage financial resources, and respond to state and 

federal directives.   

Researchers have examined the relationship between first-year retention rates and 

student characteristics such as gender (Astin, 1975; Leppel, 2002; Mortenson, 2001; 

Tinto, 1993), race/ethnicity (Arbona & Nora, 2007; Hu & St. John, 2001), age (Bai & 

Pan, 2009; Grosset, 1991; Samuels, Beach, & Palmer, 2011), residency status (Herzog, 

2005), and socioeconomic status (Field & Morgan-Klein, 2013; Ishitani, 2006; O’Keefe, 

2013).  Retention studies have had variable outcomes in regards to gender with some 

studies showing increased retention rates for females (Leppel, 2002; Mortenson, 2001; 

Wohlgemuth, Whalen, Sullivan, Nading, Shelley, & Wang, 2007) while other studies 

have shown higher rates for males (Astin, 1975; Jaeger & Hinz, 2008; Magolda, 1990).  

Other studies have found no differences between men and women in measuring drop-out 

rates (Herzog, 2005; Marsh, 2014; Pike, Hansen, & Childress, 2014).  These varied 

results may be related to other underlying factors.  In Leppel’s (2002) study, having 

children had a significantly negative effect on the retention rates of men but for women it 

had a significantly positive effect. 

Another student characteristic that has been examined in studies related to 

retention is race/ethnicity with many results indicating that ethnic minorities are less 

likely to be retained.  Education Trust, a non-profit organization based in Washington, 

DC, examined data from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System and found 

that 60% of underrepresented minority students are not retained at their institutions long 
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enough to complete a bachelor’s degree within six years (Blankenship, 2010).  Lewallen 

(1993) examined data obtained from Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) 

surveys of 27,064 students from 433 different postsecondary institutions and determined 

that being white was more positively associated with higher retention rates.  Likewise, 

studies by Galicki and McEwen (1989) and Keller and Rollins (1990) showed decreased 

retention rates for African-American students and higher retention rates for white 

students.  Additional research has provided evidence of other ethnic groups that are at a 

higher risk of not being retained such as Native Americans (Brown & Robinson Kurpius, 

1997; Fogel & Yaffe, 1992) and Hispanics (Arbona & Nora, 2007; Astin, Tsui, & 

Avalos, 1996).  For students in ethnic minority groups, especially those who come from 

disadvantaged backgrounds, reduced retention rates may reflect the fact that these 

students tend to experience feelings of marginalization, face greater obstacles in 

overcoming the academic demands of college-level work, deal with financial hardships, 

and have difficulty finding an appropriate place in the social network of the institution 

(Tinto, 1993).  A study by Hu and St. John (2001) showed a significant gap in the college 

grades earned the first year by African-American and Hispanic students in comparison to 

White students, contributing to lower retention rates for these groups of minority 

students. 

Some research has explored the relationship between students’ age and rates of 

retention.  Several studies have shown that older students are less likely to be retained at 

their institution than younger students (Brown, 2002; Grosset, 1991; Leppel, 2002).  A 

commonly used definition for non-traditional students proposed by Bean and Metzner 
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(1985) encompasses students enrolled in postsecondary education aged 25 and older.  

Greater populations of non-traditional students can be found at two-year institutions such 

as community colleges or in four-year institutions with a large population of commuter 

students (Grosset, 1991).  Samuels, Beach, and Bierlein Palmer (2011) posited that “non-

traditional students often have jobs, families, community involvement, financial 

problems, and other external issues that compete with their academic involvement for 

their time, money, and energy” (p. 352).  Older students place a greater emphasis on 

academic integration and consider classroom learning experiences and relationships with 

faculty to be of significant importance (Samuels et al., 2002). 

Other studies have focused on first generation students and the likelihood that 

they will persist to the second year (Choy, 2001; Collier & Morgan, 2008; Ishitani, 2003; 

Ishitani, 2006; Riehl, 1994).  Collier and Morgan (2008) defined “first generation” as 

college students for whom neither parent had completed a four year higher education 

degree and  identified first generation students as a group that is at high risk of 

withdrawing from postsecondary institutions within the first year of study.  Research has 

shown that first-generation students tend to be less academically prepared, are more 

likely to have taken a less rigorous high school curriculum, and demonstrate lower math, 

reading, and critical thinking skills necessary to be successful in college (Choy, 2001).  

Riehl (1994) determined that first-generation students were less confident in their ability 

to perform well academically in college.  Research by York-Anderson and Bowman 

(1991) showed that first-generation students did not receive strong support from their 

parents when deciding whether or not to pursue postsecondary education.  However, 
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findings from other studies regarding GPAs earned in college have been inconsistent.  

Studies by Inman and Mayes (1999) and Strage (1999) indicated that there were no 

significant differences in college GPA averages that first-generation students earned 

when compared to students whose parents held a college degree.  Despite inconsistencies 

in research findings regarding academic performance of first-generation students 

compared to their counterparts, previous studies have shown that first-generation students 

are more likely to have lower first-to-second year retention rates than their peers (Choy, 

2001; Ishitani, 2003; Ishitani, 2006; Riehl, 1994). 

Out-of-state students tend to have lower retention rates than students who live in-

state (Herzog, 2005; Whalen, Saunders, & Shelley, 2010; Wohlgemuth et al., 2007).  

Students entering college from another state or country may find that distancing 

themselves from close relationships with family and friends is too difficult and choose to 

leave their college or university if they are unable to form close relationships in their new 

environment (Tinto, 1993).  Some research has explored the relationship between 

socioeconomic status and student retention rates.  Studies by Braunstein, McGrath, and 

Pescatrice (2000) and Ishitani (2006) found that students with lower family incomes were 

less likely to be retained than students with higher family incomes.  A study by Field and 

Morgan-Klein (2013) examined the question of social class in relation to higher 

education and found that many students from working-class and middle-class 

backgrounds continue to face challenges with access to higher education and success 

once enrolled.  Additionally, research on working-class students enrolled at six large, 

public, research universities found that working-class students spent less time on 
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academic activities, worked less collaboratively with peers or tutors, and had weaker 

math and English skills which placed them at greater risk for dropping out of college 

(Soria, Stebleton, & Huesman, 2013). 

Other bodies of research have looked at academic preparedness and other 

measures that may indicate a student’s likelihood to remain enrolled after their first year 

of college. Many studies have shown a positive correlation between retention rates and 

indicators such as prior academic performance (Friedman & Mandel, 2009; Herzog, 

2005), high school class rank (Ishitani, 2006; Wohlgemuth et al., 2007), and college 

entrance aptitude scores (Astin & Oseguera, 2005; Cragg, 2009; Marsh, 2014; Nora, 

Barlow, & Crisp, 2005; Pike et al., 2014; Wohlgemuth et al., 2007).  Greene and Forster 

(2003) found that almost a third of high school graduates are not prepared to enter a four-

year college or university.  Research by House (2000) determined that students entering 

postsecondary institutions with higher high school GPAs and standardized test scores had 

a significant and positive relationship with academic performance and student retention 

during the first year.  Underprepared students entering college may lead to higher rates of 

students needing remedial education which has a negative correlation with student 

persistence and completion.  Students with the academic aptitude to succeed in college 

are likely to perform better and gain more knowledge.  Tinto (1993) stated that “other 

things being equal, the more students learn, the more likely they are to persist, even after 

controlling for student attributes” (p. 131).  Astin and Oseguera (2005) also found that 

students with high levels of academic and extracurricular involvement in high school 

were more likely to be retained throughout college to graduation. 
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Studies have also shown that the characteristics of the institution itself can have a 

significant effect on retention rates.  Researchers have conducted studies that examine the 

retention rates of students in relation to the type of institution they are attending (Hu & 

St. John, 2001).  The research shows that four-year institutions have higher retention rates 

than two-year institutions (Hu & St. John, 2001) and private institutions perform better 

than public institutions (Bradford & Farris, 1991; Hu & St. John, 2001; Ryan, 2004).  

Institutions that are more selective demonstrate higher retention rates than those that are 

less selective (Kim, Rhoades, & Woodard, 2003; Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & 

Hayek, 2007; Marsh, 2014).  The size of the institution itself may be a factor with very 

large institutions making it more difficult for students to integrate socially and 

academically, leading students to feel isolated and more likely to leave (Tinto, 1993).  

Students who live on-campus tend to have higher retention rates than students who 

commute or live off-campus (Gansemer-Topf, Kollasch, & Sun, 2015; Herzog, 2005; 

Pacarella & Terenzini, 2005; Ryan, 2004) which indicates that more residential types of 

institutions have higher retention rates than commuter-based colleges or universities.  

Some research has explored the relationship between institutional expenditures and 

student persistence.  Ryan (2004) examined data from 363 Carnegie-classified 

Baccalaureate I and II institutions, and found that instructional and academic support 

expenditures had a significant and positive effect on student persistence and degree 

attainment. 

The transition from high school to college is an area that has received increased 

attention in recent years as institutional leaders aim to improve this stressful experience 
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for new students.  Some studies have looked at social integration into college, while 

others have focused on academic integration.  Improved academic integration can be 

achieved through connections with faculty members and other academic support services 

(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  Tinto echoed the importance of the academic climate of 

an institution, saying that “academic climates that discourage and discriminate…give rise 

to student failure and departure” (1993, p. 74).  Research by Grosset (1991) showed that 

for many students, academic integration was more influential in regards to student 

retention than social integration.  The importance of academic integration was echoed in 

findings by Davidson and Wilson (2013), especially for commuter students and non-

traditional students who may not place as much emphasis on social integration.  

Stevenson, Buchanan, and Sharpe (2006) argued that “much of academic engagement 

occurs in the classroom where faculty and students interact over disciplinary subject 

matter” (p. 144). 

College-related factors during a student’s first year in school may have a 

significant impact on their retention rates as well.  Arbona and Nora (2007) found that 

students who were enrolled full-time and had higher first-year college GPAs were more 

likely to persist at their institution.  Herzog (2005) found that students who received 

better grades or who passed a first-year math course during their first semester at school 

were the two most important factors in reducing the risk of dropping out of college.  A 

study by Pascarella, Seifert, and Whitt (2008) determined that students who received 

organized and clear instruction in their courses significantly increased their likelihood to 

be retained at their institution.  Survey respondents at a community college in the 
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Midwest United States indicated several first-year college experiences that contributed to 

their intention to leave the institution such as dissatisfaction with the teaching of courses 

and difficulties scheduling classes (Polinsky, 2003).  The method by which students take 

courses may be correlated with retention with students enrolled in face-to-face courses 

more likely to be retained than students taking online courses (Finnegan, Morris, & Lee, 

2008).  Class size is also a factor in student retention.  Studies have shown a significant 

negative effect of class size on a student’s likelihood to persist at their institution (Eagan 

& Jaeger, 2008).  The total number of credit hours a student takes their first year may be 

a factor in student retention with the odds of being retained increasing as the number of 

hours attempted increases (Jaeger & Hinz, 2008). 

Numerous efforts have been made by institutional leaders to aid social and 

academic integration by improving students’ experiences during their first year in 

college. Students who are engaged in their own learning process, who understand what 

they are learning, and who find value in the knowledge they acquire are more likely to be 

successful in college (Copeland & Levesque-Bristol, 2011).  Several studies have been 

conducted in this area attempting to address the effects that programmatic efforts such as 

living and/or learning communities (Johnson, 2000; Kurotsuchi-Inkelas, Daver, Vogt, & 

Brown Leonard, 2007; Purdie & Rosser, 2011; Zhao & Kuh, 2004), first-year seminars 

(Goodman & Pascarella, 2006; Porter & Swing, 2006; Schnell & Doetkott, 2003; 

Williford, Cross-Chapman, & Kahrig, 2001), and special intervention programs (Bai & 

Pan, 2009; Purdie & Rosser, 2011) have had on student retention rates. 
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With living/learning communities, students are typically grouped according to a 

shared interest or theme such as academic major (Nursing), educational theme (service-

learning), or student characteristic (first-generation) and enroll in one or more classes 

together and may even live together in the same area of a residence hall or dormitory 

(Purdie & Rosser, 2011).  Researchers have found that students who participate in 

learning communities have an easier transition into college and a greater likelihood in 

being retained at their institutions (Kurotsuchi-Inkelas et al., 2007; Purdie & Rosser, 

2011; Whalen et al., 2010).  A study by Zhao and Kuh (2004) determined that learning 

communities were positively associated with increases in academic skills and 

competencies, overall college satisfaction, and first-year academic performance.  Tinto 

(1997) found that students enrolled in learning communities had greater developmental 

gains and increased involvement in a range of academic and social activities during their 

first year.  Faculty involved in living/learning communities play an important role in 

aiding students in their academic and social integration into college by serving as 

mentors, expert guides, and early detection agents for students needing academic 

assistance (Johnson, 2000). 

Although the structure of first-year seminars may differ by institution, the most 

common feature shared by these programs is a regularly scheduled meeting time with a 

particular instructor for newly enrolled first-year students (Goodman & Pascarella, 2006).  

Porter and Swing (2006) surveyed over 20,000 first-year students enrolled in first-year 

seminars at 45 postsecondary institutions regarding their intentions to persist at their 

respective institutions and found higher intent-to-return rates for students who 
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participated in these programs.  Likewise, Schnell and Doetkott (2003) found that first-

year seminar participants not only had higher first-to-second-year persistence rates than 

non-participants, but also maintained higher retention rates for the next two years as well.  

Additional benefits for first-year seminar students include “increased student-faculty 

interaction, increased involvement in cocurricular activities, and increased academic 

satisfaction” (Goodman & Pascarella, 2006, p. 28).  Research by Wright Sidle and 

McReynolds (2009) determined that students enrolled in first-year experience courses 

earned higher first-year cumulative college GPAs, completed a greater percentage of their 

general education requirements, and had a higher ratio of earned credit hours to attempted 

hours.  Bai & Pan (2009) found that students who participated in special advising 

programs were 24% more likely to be retained after the first year than students who only 

participated in the general orientation.  Similar results were found in a study by Purdie 

and Rosser (2011) when students enrolled in a specially designed two-credit course 

aimed at teaching first-year students learning strategies and other information useful in 

the college transition process demonstrated an increased likelihood to be retained to their 

sophomore year. 

Instructional Faculty in Postsecondary Institutions 

Numerous studies have been conducted on various aspects of part-time faculty 

appointments.  Most of the early research on part-time faculty focused on topics such as 

the demographic make-up of part-time faculty, issues related to satisfaction, and salary 

inequities.  In The Invisible Faculty, Gappa and Leslie (1993) used data obtained from the 

1988 National Study of Postsecondary Faculty (NSOPF) to provide a comprehensive 
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look at part-time faculty in higher education including information on demographics, 

work conditions, educational background, and satisfaction.  Their findings showed that 

part-time faculty are more likely to be female than male, predominantly White, younger 

in age, and to teach mostly undergraduate students.  Gappa and Leslie (1993) also 

reported on the motivations faculty have for holding part-time appointments such as 

supplementing their income, the enjoyment of working in the academic field, finishing 

part-time degrees, and the inability to find full-time work.  Conley, Leslie, and Zimbler 

(2002) published another comprehensive report on part-time instructional faculty and 

staff using updated data collected by the NCES through their 1993 National Study of 

Postsecondary Faculty.  Data from this study showed similar findings to those published 

by Gappa and Leslie in regards to part-time faculty demographics, age, race/ethnicity and 

teaching of undergraduate students.  Additionally, data from the 2002 report by Conley et 

al. showed that part-time faculty are generally satisfied overall with their positions but are 

dissatisfied with certain aspects of their jobs such as the opportunity to advance in their 

positions, the lack of job security, and insufficient benefits. 

At many institutions, part-time faculty are paid by the credit hour or by the 

number of courses taught, neither of which provides a strong incentive for part-time 

faculty to put forth the effort to be present for their students or actively involved in their 

institution (Jacoby, 2006).  In response to this type of pay structure, many part-time 

faculty teach multiple courses at one or more postsecondary institutions in order to earn a 

livable wage (Nutting, 2003).  Research by Kezar (2013) highlighted additional concerns 

of part-time faculty such as the inability to design their own curriculum, choose their own 
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textbooks, set their own schedules, or receive institutional or departmental support.  

Many part-timers face a lack of resources from their institutions, such as office space, 

computers, and office supplies which can hinder their ability to meet with students, 

complete course-related work, and store materials on campus that are needed for teaching 

(Nutting, 2003).  Lack of departmental resources and feelings of alienation from other 

faculty members can lead part-time faculty to become dissatisfied and less likely to form 

connections to their institutions and their students (Eagan et al., 2015).  Also of concern 

is that part-time faculty members are less likely to hold a doctorate or other advanced 

degree (Bettinger & Long, 2010; Johnson, 2006).  With the lack of support for 

professional development or research requirements, concerns have been expressed 

regarding the ability of part-time and non-tenure track faculty to stay current in their field 

of study and to advance the knowledge and skills needed to bring to the classroom (Kezar 

& Sam, 2011). 

Higher education faculty typically divide their time, in some form or other, among 

three main activities: teaching, research, and service.  Research has shown that part-time 

faculty reported teaching as their principal activity, particularly at the undergraduate level 

(Conley et al., 2002).  Faculty survey respondents indicated that they spend time 

preparing new course materials, evaluating student work, attending campus lectures, 

presenting on research activities, and evaluating scholarly work (Shelton & Skaggs, 

1996).  Research by Jacobs (2004) used national faculty survey data to examine faculty 

work habits and found that most full-time faculty work over 50 hours per week regardless 

of faculty rank, gender, or type of institution.  Part-time faculty respondents to the same 
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survey indicated that they worked over 30 hours per week, making them nearly full-time 

employees despite the fact that they do not receive equivalent pay or benefits for the 

hours worked (Jacobs, 2004).  Changes in the higher education landscape has resulted in 

non-tenured faculty jobs to increasingly become similar in profile to those of tenure-track 

faculty, without the specific requirements of research and scholarly publications (Kezar 

& Sam, 2011).  Conley et al. (2002) examined NSOPF data and found that three-quarters 

of part-time faculty had employment at more than one institution. 

Reasons behind the increased use of part-time faculty in institutions of higher 

education are numerous and varied.  In many cases, the greater reliance on part-time 

faculty has been used as a cost-cutting measure for institutions with an eye on fiscal 

constraints (Baldwin & Wawrzynski, 2011; Benjamin, 2002; Bettinger & Long, 2010).  

Anderson (2002) found that the use of adjuncts can aid in keeping the size of 

undergraduate courses smaller and gives academic departments the ability to increase or 

decrease the number of courses offered based on changes in enrollments.  Many tenured 

and tenure-track faculty are hired for their specialization within certain research areas and 

teach a set number and type of courses.  Hiring part-time faculty to teach classes may free 

up full-time tenured/tenure-track faculty to focus more time on research, scholarly 

publications, and service to the institution (Bettinger & Long, 2010).  Utilizing part-time 

faculty may allow colleges and universities to hire instructors that have a broader range 

of experience and credentials than traditional tenure-track appointments (Baldwin & 

Wawrzynski, 2011).  Part-time faculty bring experience from working in the field and 

specialized knowledge that can be passed along to students in the classroom (Nutting, 
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2003).  The flexibility that comes with using part-time faculty to test academic courses 

without fully committing resources as well as the ability to incorporate part-time faculty 

on an as-needed basis to address vacancies and enrollment changes makes the use of 

adjunct faculty attractive to institutional and departmental leaders without consideration 

of the implications this may have in the long run (Bland, Center, Finstad, Risbey, & 

Staples, 2006; Eagan & Jaeger, 2008). 

Inherent aspects of part-time appointments including job insecurity, lack of 

benefits, low salaries, and fewer opportunities for advancement could have negative 

effects on the performance of faculty members holding these positions (Thompson, 

2003).  Studies in the areas of faculty productivity have shown the effects of faculty 

appointment type on the amount of research produced, the commitment that faculty have 

towards their positions, and the amount of hours worked per week (Bland et al., 2006).  

Using 1999 NSOPF data on faculty employed at Research and Doctoral institutions, 

Bland et al. (2006) determined that tenured faculty spend more time on research and 

scholarly activities as well as direct teaching activities, while non-tenured faculty 

allocated more time to giving individual student instruction and advising students. 

The Role of Academic Discipline in Higher Education 

Research related to academic discipline may increase the understanding of the 

influences that disciplinary structures may have on student and faculty thoughts and 

behaviors (Feldman et al., 2000).  Students’ beliefs regarding their own intellect and 

academic abilities have been found to be correlated with academic performance, and 

studies have shown that students’ beliefs can predict their academic performance in 
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several disciplines, including English, education, psychology, and health sciences 

(House, 2000).  Research examining the relationship between students’ academic major 

and retention rates have had mixed results.  Studies by Daempfle (2003), Seymour and 

Hewitt (1997), and Strenta, Elliott, Russell, Maltier, and Scott (1994) have shown 

students majoring in academic fields such as science, mathematics, and engineering have 

lower retention rates than students in other academic areas.  In contrast, research by 

Gansemer-Topf et al. (2015) examined differences between students in STEM majors 

(science, technology, engineering and math) and non-STEM majors and found that 

students in STEM majors had higher retention rates.  Wohlgemuth et al., found that 

students enrolled in the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences were less likely to be 

retained after their first year. 

Some studies have shown variances in faculty composition and utilization by 

academic discipline.  A study by Johnson (2006) showed that part-time faculty were most 

often the primary instructors of record in academic areas such as nursing and education.  

Other research has shown a greater percentage of part-time and non-tenure track faculty 

employed in disciplines such as English and math (Kezar, 2013) and the humanities 

(Conley et al., 2002).  Non-tenure track faculty employed in professional fields are more 

often included in departmental activities and treated similar to tenured/tenure-track 

faculty while other fields such as Arts and Sciences do not treat non-tenure track faculty 

as equals (Gappa & Leslie, 1993; Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006). 

A recent study by Kim and Sax (2014) examined the effects of student-faculty 

interactions on students’ academic self-concept by academic major.  Findings indicate 
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that there are significant differences by discipline in all aspects of student-faculty 

interactions.  Students in artistic majors such as Arts, Languages, and Literature were 

more likely to interact with faculty outside of class, receive faculty mentoring, challenge 

faculty in class, and experience satisfaction with faculty contact than students in 

enterprising disciplines such as Business, Journalism, and Finance (Kim & Sax, 2014).  

Research by Robst, Keil, and Russo (1998) found a positive relationship between female 

students enrolled in math and science classes taught by female faculty members and their 

likelihood to remain enrolled at the institution.  Math, science, and engineering 

departments are often cited as having relatively few female faculty members and 

students, thereby creating the need for role models for female students in these disciplines 

(Robst et al., 1998). 

Research Connecting Student Learning Outcomes and Interactions with Faculty 

Several studies have addressed the nature of part-time faculty positions and the 

implications that could have on student learning and teaching effectiveness.  Part-time 

faculty members have taken on duties normally carried out by full-time faculty such as 

academic advising, instruction of remedial or developmental courses, curriculum 

development, and committee assignments (Harrington & Schibik, 2004).  In addition, 

academic leaders expect part-time faculty members to teach a wide variety of courses, 

often with very little time to prepare, which may cause the quality of instruction that 

students receive to suffer (Nutting, 2003).  While the majority of part-time faculty 

assignments are primarily dedicated to teaching, their responsibilities tend to be less 

complex, causing faculty holding these positions to either be replaced or not have their 
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contracts renewed (Schuster, 2003).  This lack of consistency makes it difficult for 

faculty members to become more fully integrated with their students and their institutions 

and can be detrimental to students who may need to make changes to their course 

schedules as a result (Nutting, 2003). 

Schuster (2003) also demonstrated that part-time faculty members bring less 

scholarly authority in terms of publications to their teaching positions which could detract 

from students’ learning experiences.  However, Nutting (2003) indicated that the out-of-

classroom experience that many part-time faculty members bring with them can have a 

positive influence on students.  Other research on factors related to part-time faculty such 

as accessibility to students, student advising, inability to prepare sufficiently for teaching 

assignments, lack of professional development opportunities, and insufficient 

involvement with colleagues inside and outside of the institution could all have adverse 

influences on the effectiveness of part-time faculty as teachers and advisors (Kezar, 

2013).  Several studies have examined the impact that contingent faculty have on areas of 

undergraduate education such as class structure and preparation, interactions faculty have 

with students, and expectations for academic performance (Umbach, 2007).  The results 

of these studies have been inconclusive with some showing outcomes that reflect 

positively on part-time faculty, some reflecting more positively on full-time faculty, 

while others have shown no significant difference at all. 

Bettinger and Long (2010) conducted a study that looked at the relationship 

between instructor type on student course-taking patterns and subsequent interest in 

subjects.  Results of the study showed that part-time faculty had a significantly positive 
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impact on students taking credit hours in subsequent courses in the fields of education, 

engineering, and sciences.  Burgess and Samuels (1999) found that for students taking 

sequential courses in the same subject, part-time instructors were less likely to prepare 

their students to be successful in later courses taught by full-time instructors.  

Undergraduate students who took an introductory course from a part-time faculty 

member and then a subsequent course from a full-time faculty member were significantly 

less likely to either complete the second course or to earn a grade of “C” or better.  In 

contrast, a study by Figlio, Schapiro, and Soter (2013) specifically looked at differences 

between tenured/tenure-track faculty and non-tenure track faculty and found that students 

taking courses from non-tenure track faculty were more likely to enroll in subsequent 

courses in that subject and to perform better in the subsequent classes than with tenure 

track faculty.  Additionally, Hoffman and Oreopoulous (2009) conducted a study at a 

large Canadian university and found that faculty characteristics such as full-time/part-

time status, research activity, tenure status, and salary have no significant influence on 

the likelihood that students will either drop a course or be inclined to take a subsequent 

course in the same subject.  Data from their study showed that student responses 

regarding the effectiveness of instructors collected on course evaluations were a better 

indication of instructor influence on students. 

The academic instruction that students receive inside the classroom is an 

important influence on students’ academic success and achievement.  Students spend a 

great deal of their time in the classroom which can be classified as a smaller community 

within the larger institution, consisting of faculty and students (Tinto, 1993).  Research 



43 
 

by Grosset (1991) showed that “classroom experiences, related to interest in the course 

content, intellectual stimulation, and participation were strongly associated with 

persistence in the next semester” (p. 174).  Classrooms are comprised of students with 

diverse learning styles, requiring faculty instructors to incorporate teaching strategies that 

will accommodate students’ strengths and weaknesses (Grosset, 1991).  A study by 

Baldwin and Wawrzynski (2011) determined that part-time faculty were less likely to 

incorporate technology in their classrooms and to use learning-centered strategies (group 

projects, oral presentations, or research papers) with their students. 

Students’ institutional commitment, integration, and persistence are enhanced 

when faculty use active learning techniques in the classroom (Braxton, 2008; Braxton, 

Jones, Hirschy, and Hartley, 2008).  Nelson Laird, Chen, and Kuh (2008) found that 

schools with higher levels of students engaging in collaborative learning and academic 

challenge (the amount of reading, writing, and higher-order thinking students do for 

class) had higher-than-expected retention rates.  Research by Seymour and Hewitt (1997) 

and Strenta, et al. (1994) revealed that students who have negative classroom experiences 

such as unfriendly classroom environments, dull lecturing, poor academic advising, and 

uncaring faculty are inclined to switch majors or leave college altogether.  Carell and 

West (2010) examined the quality of faculty instruction and determined that as professor 

quality increases, so does student achievement.  Surveyed students in science, math, and 

engineering fields strongly believed that faculty placed a greater emphasis on research 

over teaching, did not value teaching as a professional activity, and did not seem to like 

teaching (Seymour & Hewitt, 1997).  Eagan and Jaeger (2008) posited that students 
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exposed to greater levels of classroom instruction by part-time faculty have fewer 

meaningful interactions than students exposed to full-time faculty therefore will be less 

academically integrated. 

Additional research by Benjamin (2002) found that part-time faculty used 

teaching methods that were less challenging for their students.  Umbach (2007) 

determined that part-time faculty had a negative impact on undergraduate education with 

part-time faculty using fewer active learning techniques, spending less time preparing for 

their classes, and having fewer interactions with their students than full-time faculty.  At 

many institutions, part-time faculty members do not undergo annual evaluations and do 

not receive feedback on ways they may be able to improve their classroom teaching or 

adapt their curriculum to better meet student needs (Benjamin, 2002). 

During the first year of college, most students take introductory level courses.  

These first-year courses can be seen as a gateway to subsequent progression over their 

academic careers and “as a result, they, more than any other classes, must emphasize and 

encourage active student involvement in the intellectual and social life of the classroom” 

(Tinto, 1993, p. 134).  Gateway courses can be a hindrance to student retention because 

students who do not succeed in these initial courses may end up changing their field of 

study, especially in areas of science, engineering, and math, transfer to another 

postsecondary institution, or leave higher education altogether (Eagan & Jaeger, 2008).  

Researchers have found that part-time faculty members teach a disproportionate amount 

of courses taken by first-year students (Benjamin, 2002; Harrington & Schibik, 2004).  

Results of the study by Harrington and Schibik (2004) at a public comprehensive 
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Midwestern university showed that overall, first-time freshmen took 48% of their first 

semester courses with part-time faculty.  A study by Jaegar and Eagan (2011) also 

showed that over half the credits taken by first-year students across type of institution 

were taught by a contingent faculty member.  In addition, Landrum (2009) found a 

significant association between faculty status and the proportion of lower division 

undergraduate courses taught as well as the likelihood of faculty having an office on 

campus.  Reichard (2003) pointed out that a large majority of undergraduate general 

education courses are taught by contingent faculty and argued that these courses need 

instructors who are knowledgeable in course content and concerned with teaching 

theories. 

In addition to introductory courses, many first-year students who are 

underprepared for college-level work need to take remedial courses upon entering 

college.  Studies have shown that the majority of developmental or remedial courses are 

taught by part-time faculty (Shults, 2000).  Concerns have been raised because students 

enrolled in remedial classes are the ones most in need of attention, care, and assistance 

and these courses are being taught by instructors who are least involved in the institution 

(Burgess & Samuels, 1999).  Research by Boyer, Butner, and Smith (2007) using faculty 

workload data from the 1999 National Study of Postsecondary Faculty found that faculty 

had more contact with students and taught more credit hours to students in nonremedial 

classes than students in remedial classes.  In a study of students taking remedial math 

courses at a community college, Bolge (1995) determined that there was no significant 
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difference in student learning between classes taught by full-time faculty versus part-time 

faculty. 

Faculty interactions with students both inside and outside of the classroom may 

influence students’ academic integration into their college or university which is just as 

important as social integration in retaining students.  Tinto (1993) argued that student 

retention “is as much an academic matter, one that concerns the faculty as much as it 

might concern those in student affairs” (72). Research examining faculty interactions 

with students inside and outside the classroom have been incorporated into retention 

research since the 1970’s (Terenzini & Pascarella, 1979).  Leppel (2002) found that 

students who responded on surveys that they had higher levels of contact with faculty 

members outside of class as well as greater discussions about academic matters were 

more likely to be retained at their institution.  A study conducted by Grosset (1991) at a 

large urban community college used data collected from students via questionnaires 

regarding the number of times during the most recent academic term that they had had 

contact with faculty members outside the classroom for either academic (curricular 

concerns, career goals, and course-related topics) or nonacademic (personal problems or 

campus-related issues) purposes.  Likewise, Lillis (2011) found that the more frequently 

students interacted with faculty outside the classroom, the greater the students’ 

indications were that they would remain at the institution. 

Of concern is the amount of time that part-time faculty expend in assisting their 

students outside of class.  Previous studies have shown that part-time faculty devote less 

out-of-class time to students than full-time faculty do and are less likely to hold sufficient 
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office hours (Benjamin, 2002; Conley et al., 2002).  Research has also shown differences 

in part-time faculty and student interaction in relation to type of institution, with research 

universities showing the least amount of student-faculty interaction (Eagan & Jaeger, 

2008).  The findings of these studies raise concerns regarding the implications on student 

learning and achievement that could occur with reduced access to faculty both inside and 

outside the classroom. 

Research has demonstrated that positive relationships between students and 

faculty have resulted in increased motivation for students (Jaasma & Koper, 1999; 

Komarraju, Musulkin, & Bhattacharaya, 2010; Martin, Myers, & Mottet, 1999; Myers, 

2004; Wolf-Wendel, Ward & Kinzie, 2009).  Students who develop close relationships 

with even one faculty member are more likely to be satisfied with their college life and 

have higher career aspirations (Komarraju et al., 2010).  A study by Hong, Shull, and 

Haefner (2011) explored the relationship between students’ perceptions of faculty and 

first-year retention.  Outcomes of the study showed that 50% of survey respondents felt 

that faculty caring was a critical factor in their decision to persist.  On the other hand, 

infrequent or negative relationships with faculty members can have a negative impact on 

student perceptions leading to adverse effects such as student withdrawal (Komarraju et 

al., 2010; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009).  Contact with faculty members may influence a 

student’s perception regarding the degree of commitment that is being given to them by 

representatives of the institution and students may not want to stay if they do not feel 

valued (Tinto, 1993).  Lundquist, Spalding, and Landrum (2002) surveyed students about 

faculty attitudes and behaviors and found that responses to questions about leaving were 
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best predicted by scores on survey items regarding faculty lack of support, faculty 

members not responding to phone calls or emails in a timely manner, and professors who 

seem unapproachable. 

Other studies have examined the effects of part-time faculty on student outcome 

measures such as retention and graduation rates.  Research on student retention rates has 

provided inconclusive evidence.  Kehrberg and Turpin (2002) examined the relationship 

between students’ exposure to part-time instructors and the implications that had on 

retention rates and college GPA.  Findings from this study showed that any negative 

associations between part-time faculty and student success measures disappeared once 

they controlled for variables representing academic preparation and first-year experience.  

Additionally, a similar study by Ronco and Cahill (2006) at a public research-intensive 

university examined the relationship between type of instructor and student outcomes 

measures including first to second year retention, academic achievement, and student 

ratings of instruction.  Findings showed that students taking more of their courses from 

part-time faculty were less likely to be retained to the second year and had lower GPA’s.  

However, after controlling for variables related to student background (gender, 

race/ethnicity, high school GPA) and enrollment experience (living on campus, financial 

aid received, and college of major), Ronco and Cahill (2006) found that type of instructor 

actually added very little value to the findings. 

A study conducted by Johnson (2006) at a single Midwestern public research 

university looked at the effects of exposure to part-time faculty on undergraduate 

retention rates.  The findings from this study indicated that the impact of part-time faculty 
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on retention rates is marginal and actually disappeared after controlling for other student 

characteristics.  Similar results on first-year student retention were found in a study 

conducted at a large research university that looked at several freshmen cohorts (Hinz, 

2005).  Other studies did indicate significant differences in the retention of students based 

on the status of the faculty teaching their courses (Burgess & Samuels, 1999; Harrington 

& Schibik, 2004; Jaeger & Eagan, 2011; Jaeger & Hinz, 2008).  Jaegar and Eagan (2011) 

examined the relationship between faculty type and student retention rates across type of 

institution and found a significant, negative relationship between part-time, contingent 

faculty and student retention rates at doctoral-extensive, Masters-I, and baccalaureate 

institutions.  Other studies looked at the amount of exposure to part-time faculty during 

the first year and determined that students who took a higher percentage of their courses 

from part-time faculty in their first semester were less likely to persist to their second 

year (Bettinger & Long, 2006; Harrington & Schibik, 2004; Jaeger & Hinz, 2008). 

There have been a few studies going beyond first-year student retention for a 

longer look at student success that examined the relationship between the use of part-time 

faculty and student graduation rates.  Ehrenberg and Zhang (2005) used data obtained 

from the College Board to look at the proportion of part-time faculty and student 

graduation rates and found there was a significant adverse effect on six-year graduation 

rates at four-year colleges, especially public master’s level institutions.  Research 

conducted by Jacoby (2006) examined the effects that the employment of part-time 

faculty had on graduation rates at community colleges. The findings of this study 

indicated that there was a highly significant and negative effect on graduation rates as the 
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ratio of part-time faculty increased.  Both of these studies used national data sets which 

provided data on graduation rates and faculty at the institutional level and were therefore 

limited in the variables that were available to them that could have provided additional 

analysis. 

Summary 

The review of the research regarding student retention, instructional faculty at 

institutions of higher education, and the relationship between students and faculty 

provides the readers with broad exposure to the foundational knowledge that is pertinent 

to this study.  Prior research on student retention demonstrates the variety of factors that 

can influence first-year students’ decisions to remain enrolled at college.  Studies related 

to instructional faculty at colleges and universities show that there are various types of 

faculty who teach at postsecondary institutions and the reasons why different types of 

faculty are used.  Finally, studies regarding the relationship between students and faculty 

demonstrate the connection between the two entities and how that may influence student 

achievement in the classroom as well as measurements of student success in regards to 

retention and graduation. 
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Chapter Three: Method 

Overview 

The literature review in Chapter Two highlighted the limitations that exist in 

studies examining the relationship between first-year student retention rates and type of 

instructor.  What information that has come out of research regarding this issue has been 

inconclusive because some studies have found no significant relationship between faculty 

type and student retention while other studies did indicate that as the level of exposure to 

part-time faculty increased, the retention rates of first-year students decreased.  The 

current study adds to prior research by expanding on the variables related to faculty 

instructors and by profiling academic colleges whose faculty composition reflects the 

changing landscape of faculty appointments in institutions of higher education today.  

This chapter will provide an overview of the research setting, an outline of the variables 

used in the study, and a description of the statistical procedures used to analyze and 

interpret the results. 

Setting and Participants 

The proposed study was conducted at a large four-year public, research university 

categorized as a Doctoral/Research – High Activity institution by the Carnegie 

Classification System.  The institution is located in the Midwestern United States and 

enrolls about 23,000 undergraduate and graduate students at its main campus.  The 

university is moderately selective in its admissions criteria with some exceptions allowed 

to address access opportunities.  However, out-of-state students and students applying to 

certain academic programs must meet more selective entrance criteria.  Most of the 
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students enrolled at the university are at the undergraduate level and are residents of the 

state in which the university is located. The main campus is a largely residential campus 

and undergraduate students are required to live in on-campus residence halls for their 

freshman and sophomore years.  Incoming first-year students are predominantly 

traditional-age students.  The undergraduate population is over fifty percent female and 

close to eighty percent of the students have a race/ethnic category of White. 

Students enrolled at the university are assigned to one of eight academic colleges 

based on their major field of study.  The grouping of academic colleges that include 

disciplines in the fields of business, communication studies, engineering, and visual or 

performance arts have more selective admissions criteria than the other colleges. 

Incoming first-year students enrolled in those colleges tend to score higher on their 

incoming academic performance measures such as ACT and high school GPA.  The 

university employs about 1,400 full- and part-time faculty at its main campus with about 

52 percent of its faculty either tenured or on the tenure-track.  The colleges with 

communication majors (61.2%) and engineering majors (69.3%) have the highest 

percentages of full-time, tenured/tenure-track faculty, while colleges with education 

majors (38.1%) and health sciences majors (27.7%) have the lowest.  In the fall of 2014, 

tenured/tenure-track faculty taught approximately 41% of all credit hours taken by 

undergraduate students.  Non-tenure track instructional faculty taught 26% of 

undergraduate credit hours while part-time term faculty and graduate assistants accounted 

for about 18%.  The most recent first-to-second year retention rate for first-time, full-time 
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degree-seeking students was 79% and has been relatively stable since 2003, fluctuating 

by only one or two percentage points each year. 

The student participants in this study include the population of all 1,984 

matriculated undergraduates who entered the university in the fall term of 2014 who had 

majors in the selected disciplines. Participants were registered as of the fifteenth day of 

classes as full-time students in a degree-seeking field of study in the academic colleges 

housing social sciences, natural sciences, education, and health sciences disciplines.  

Undergraduates are considered full-time if they are enrolled in twelve or more semester 

hours in a given academic term.  In addition, the population of all full- and part-time 

faculty employees who were listed as the instructor of record in the student information 

system for all courses taken by the incoming first-year cohort were included in the study 

as well. 

Research Design and Data Collection 

Multiple variables were incorporated for the proposed study in regards to both 

student and faculty data and have been chosen based on prior first-year retention study 

results.  Student background characteristic variables associated with student retention 

rates include gender (Astin, 1975; Leppel, 2002; Mortenson, 2001; Tinto, 1993), 

race/ethnicity (Arbona & Nora, 2007; Blankenship, 2010; Hu & St. John, 2001; 

Lewallen, 1993), residency status (Herzog, 2005; Whalen et al., 2010; Wohlgemuth et al., 

2007), age (Brown, 2002; Grosset, 1991; Leppel, 2002), first-generation status (Choy, 

2001; Collier & Morgan, 2008; Ishitani, 2003; Ishitani, 2006; Riehl, 1994), and major 

field of study (Daempfle, 2003; Seymour & Hewitt, 1997; Strenta et al., 1994).  In 
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addition, student academic performance variables such as prior academic performance 

(Friedman & Mandel, 2009; Herzog, 2005), college entrance aptitude scores (Astin & 

Oseguera, 2005; Cragg, 2009; Marsh, 2014; Nora et al., 2005; Pike et al., 2014; 

Wohlgemuth et al., 2007), and high school class rank (Ishitani, 2006; Wohlgemuth et al., 

2007) may be indicators of a student’s likelihood to persist at an institution.  Faculty 

characteristic variables included in the proposed study to determine if there is a 

relationship with student retention rates include gender (Pittman, 2010; Zimmerman, 

McQueen, & Guy, 2007), race/ethnicity (Einarson & Clarkberg, 2010; Pittman, 2010; 

Zimmerman et al., 2007), highest degree earned, years of service (Stonebraker & Stone, 

20150, full-time/part-time status (Jaeger & Hinz, 2008), faculty rank, and type of faculty 

appointment (Bettinger & Long, 2010; Figlio et al., 2013; Ronco & Cahill, 2006).   

The continuous variables, percentage of credit hours taken by each type of 

faculty, is a set of calculated fields that were added to the data set using variables from 

the course enrollment and faculty data.  For each student included in the study, the total 

number of credit hours taken during their first year of enrollment was calculated. Next, 

additional variables were calculated to create the total number of credit hours the student 

took based on each type of faculty variable such as type of appointment (tenured/tenure-

track, non-tenure track instructional, part-time term, visiting faculty, early retired, 

graduate assistants, and other instructors), employment status (full-time/part-time), 

gender, and faculty rank (full professor, associate professor, assistant professor, and 

instructor/lecturer). Finally, for each student record, the percentage of credit hours taken 

by each faculty variable was determined by taking the number of credit hours taken by 
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type of faculty and dividing that amount by the total number of credit hours in which the 

student was enrolled.  For example, the record for a first-year student enrolled in 32 total 

credit hours during the 2014-15 academic year could have the following faculty type 

breakdowns: eight credit hours with tenured/tenure track faculty, four credit hours with 

non-tenure track instructional faculty, 16 credit hours with graduate assistants, and four 

hours with other instructors.  That first-year student record would have four variables in 

the dataset with 25% credit hours with tenured/track faculty, 12.5% with non-tenure track 

instructional faculty, 50% credit hours with graduate assistants, and 12.5% with other 

instructors. 

The dependent variable in this study is the retention rate of the student from the 

first fall term to the second fall term.  The dichotomous dependent variable in the study 

was dummy coded in the data set and is equal to “1” when the student is retained at the 

institution for the following fall semester and “0” if the student is not retained at the 

institution.  All other categorical and continuous variables used in the study are the 

independent variables and were selected as the predictors of student retention. 

There are several different sources of the data used for this study.  Students 

applying for admission to the university self-report their gender, race/ethnicity, and first-

generation status on the on-line or paper application that is submitted.  The data from the 

student application is imported into the student information system along with their birth 

date (to calculate age), home address (to determine residency), and the students’ intended 

major field of study.  Information regarding students’ prior academic performance (high 

school GPA and class rank) is entered into the student information system from the 
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transcripts received from the students’ high school or prior institution.  Results from 

college entrance aptitude tests are received from the organization administering the test 

and/or from the high school transcript and also imported into the student information 

system.  In the case of multiple tests, the highest score is used.  Information regarding 

course enrollment data (course subject, credit hours taken, course GPA, academic term 

GPA, cumulative GPA, and the identification number of the instructor of record) is stored 

in the student information system. 

Faculty members applying for a position at the university self-report their gender 

and race/ethnicity on the online hiring application at the time they submit their 

application for employment.  Information regarding a faculty member’s highest degree 

earned is obtained from either a resume or curriculum vitae that is submitted along with 

the application for employment at the institution.  Information from the hiring application 

process is entered into the Human Resource Management System (HRMS).  Information 

regarding faculty gender, race/ethnicity, and birth date (to calculate age) may also be 

collected electronically through an HRMS portal system at the time the employee attends 

an orientation session at the start of employment at the institution.  Data collected 

electronically at the time of orientation is uploaded into the HRMS.  Information 

regarding a faculty member’s academic department, type of appointment, and faculty 

rank are verified by the departmental staff and entered into the HRMS. 

This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board and a copy of the 

approval letter is presented in Appendix A.  The student and faculty data for this study 

were provided by the Office of Institutional Research.  Unit record data regarding student 
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enrollments and course enrollments are captured from the PeopleSoft student information 

system at a given point-in-time and stored on a centralized server maintained by the 

Office for Information Technology.  Student enrollment data is captured on the fifteenth 

day of the fall semester and undergoes a thorough editing and validation process by 

Institutional Research office staff, including checks for incorrect data and missing fields 

to be used for all internal and external reporting for the university.  Course enrollment 

data is captured after the fall semester has ended and grades have been entered into the 

PeopleSoft system and goes through a similar data editing validation and editing process 

by staff members in the Institutional Research Office.  Faculty data is downloaded from 

the HRMS system by the Institutional Research office on November 1st of the current 

academic year and is stored on a shared network server maintained by the Office of 

Information Technology and accessible to Institutional Research staff.  Faculty data is 

then edited and validated for internal and external reporting purposes. 

For the proposed study, the Institutional Research office used Statistical Analysis 

Software (SAS) to merge student enrollment and course enrollment data files for the fall 

2014 semester using the students’ personal identification number.  Faculty data were then 

merged into the student and course enrollment data set using the faculty members’ 

personal identification number contained in both files.  The Institutional Research office 

filtered the data set so that it only contained information regarding first-time, full-time, 

degree-seeking undergraduate students enrolled in the colleges that include the social 

sciences, natural sciences, education, and health sciences disciplines and their 

corresponding course enrollment and faculty background characteristic data.  The fall 
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2014 first-year student cohort data was then matched, using the student personal 

identification number, with student enrollment data for fall 2015 to determine if the 

student was enrolled the following year.  If a student remained enrolled in fall 2015 then 

the retention rate variable was set to “1”.  All identifiers were removed from the data set 

and replaced with randomly assigned identifiers so that the data remained anonymous for 

the purposes of data analysis for this study.  The data set is compiled at the student unit 

record level with one row per student in the file for an unduplicated set of student 

records, each with associated instructional (e.g., faculty type) data. 

Data Processing and Analysis 

Numerous statistical analyses were conducted for this study.  Analyses of faculty 

data was conducted to obtain information on background characteristics, faculty type, 

full-time/part-time status and faculty rank.  Analyses on student data was performed to 

obtain information on background characteristics, academic preparation, and persistence 

rates.  The overall relationship between exposure to type of instructor and student 

retention was examined as well as the first-year student retention rates for all those same 

variables. 

The Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPPSS) was used to conduct all the 

statistical analyses of this study.  Descriptive statistics were calculated on both student 

and faculty variables to describe data regarding the composition of students and faculty 

included in the study and to provide frequencies, cross-tabulations and retention rates.  

Descriptive statistics were calculated to obtain the means and standard deviations for all 

of the independent variables.  Point biserial correlation analysis between the independent 
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and dependent variables was examined to determine if significant relationships occurred 

among the independent variables and between them and the dependent retention variable.  

Finally, linear regression analyses were conducted to evaluate the relationship between 

exposure to faculty type and student persistence rates from the fall of their first year of 

enrollment to the fall of their second year of enrollment.  Researchers have demonstrated 

the usefulness of linear regression when estimating the predictive ability of a set of 

variables on one outcome variable (Beeson and Kissling, 2001; Salomonson, 2005).  

There are different options for the type of regression analyses used with predictor 

variable.  Logistic or multiple linear regression are often times the choice with a 

dichotomous variable with values of 1 and 0.  For this study, since the fall retention rate 

dependent variable was dummy coded to be used as a nominal predictor and therefore 

treated as a ratio-level variable, the choice of linear regression was determined to be more 

informative than other types of regression analysis (Stevens, 1986).  In this case, the 

linear regression analysis was used to determine how much of the variance on the 

dependent variable, fall retention, was accounted for by the predictor variables. 

Summary 

For this study, statistical data analysis was used to examine the relationship 

between first-year student retention rates and faculty type.  The study used data sets from 

a single institution that incorporate variables related to student characteristics, course 

enrollment, and faculty characteristics.  Statistical analyses were used to describe the 

participants of the study, to determine the variables to include in the study, and to identify 

any relationships between the dependent and independent variables. 
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Chapter Four:  Results 

Introduction 

Student success is an important topic of research in higher education, especially 

as it relates to students obtaining degrees from colleges and universities.  The crucial first 

step in this process is retaining students from their first year to their second year at the 

institution in which they enroll.  A review of the research conducted in the area of first-

year student retention has demonstrated a variety of factors that may be related to keeping 

students enrolled after their first year.  Student-related variables such as gender (Jaeger & 

Hinz, 2008; Leppel, 2002; Marsh, 2014; Mortenson, 2001), race/ethnicity (Arbona & 

Nora, 2007; Blankenship, 2010; Hu & St John, 2001), residency status (Herzog, 2005; 

Whalen, Saunders, & Shelley, 2010; Wohlgemuth et al., 2007), first generation status 

(Choy, 2001; Ishitani, 2006; Riehl, 1994), and high school or college GPA (Friedman & 

Mandel, 2009; Herzog, 2005) have been shown in many cases to have a relationship to 

first-year student retention.  Academic success is also crucial to the success of first-year 

students, so the interactions that students have with their instructors is also very 

important.  The primary interest of this study was to investigate the relationship between 

first-year student retention rates and the type of faculty with whom they take their 

courses.  Results of the analysis conducted with the institutional data set indicate that 

there are some relationships among the variables examined. 

This study focused on the relationship between first-year retention rates and 

faculty type and was guided by the following research questions: 
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Research Question 1: Is there a relationship between first-year retention at a four-

year public, research university and the type of faculty with whom students take their 

courses, controlling for student characteristics, student academic preparedness, and 

faculty characteristics? 

Research Question 2:  Are there differences among first to second year retention 

rates based on the proportionality of their coursework that students take from the 

different types of faculty? 

Research Question 3:  Are there differences among academic colleges in regards 

to the composition of their faculty and the subsequent retention rates of their first-year 

students? 

Relationship between First-Year Retention and Type of Faculty 

 The data set consisted of 1,984 first-year students entering the university in the 

Fall of 2014 who were majoring in fields of study housed within the academic colleges of 

social and natural sciences, education, and health sciences.  The overall retention rate for 

the cohort was 77.5%.  Table 1 provides a breakdown of the student characteristics of the 

entering cohort along with the number and percentage of students from the cohort 

retained to their second year.  Students in the entering cohort are predominantly female, 

white, and are residents of the state where the university is located.  First-year retention 

rates are higher for female students in comparison to male students.  Non-resident 

students had a slightly higher retention rate than first-year students who were residents.  

First-year retention rates vary across racial and ethnic categories.  For the Fall 2014 

entering cohort, Asian students had the highest first-to-second year retention rates, while 
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international students had the lowest.  Measures of student aptitude also mirror previous 

studies with students in the lowest range of cumulative first-year university GPA having 

significantly lower retention rates than students in the higher GPA ranges. 

 

Table 1     

Descriptive Statistics and Retention Rates of Fall 2014 Entering Cohort 

Characteristic N % of Cohort Retained N Retention Rate 

Female 1,385 69.8% 1,084 78.3% 

Male 599 30.2% 453 75.6% 

Resident 1,786 90.0% 1,382 77.4% 

Non-Resident 198 10.0% 155 78.3% 

First-Generation 550 27.7% 400 72.7% 

Not First-Generation 1,302 65.6% 1,037 79.6% 

White 1,675 84.4% 1,301 77.7% 

African-American 116 5.8% 94 81.0% 

Asian 14 0.7% 13 92.9% 

Am Indian/Native Amer 4 0.2% 3 75.0% 

Hispanic 65 3.3% 43 66.2% 

Two or More Races 84 4.2% 68 81.0% 

International 17 0.9% 7 41.2% 

Univ Cum GPA Below 2.0 215 10.8% 73 34.0% 

Univ Cum GPA 2.0-2.99 701 35.3% 554 79.0% 

Univ Cum GPA 3.0 & Up 1,042 52.5% 907 87.0% 

Social/Natural Sci Majors 990 49.9% 737 74.4% 

Education Majors 349 17.6% 289 82.8% 

Health Sciences Majors 645 32.5% 511 79.2% 
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The first research question examined for this study focused on the relationship 

between first-year student retention and the type of faculty with whom they took their 

courses.  Table 2 provides retention rates for first-year students in relation to the type of 

faculty from whom they took courses during their first year at the institution.  Results 

presented in Table 2 are duplicated student unit record counts and reflect all the courses a 

student took their first year and the type of faculty who taught that course.  The highest 

number of first-year students took courses taught by non-tenure track instructional faculty 

while the lowest number of students took courses with early retired faculty members.  

Conversely, first-year students taking courses from non-tenure track instructional faculty 

had the lowest retention rates while students who took courses from early retired faculty 

had the highest retention rates. 

When examining retention rates for full-time instructors versus part-time 

instructors, results show that slightly more students took courses with full-time faculty 

but retention rates are higher for students who took courses from part-time faculty.  

Examination of the number of courses taken and the resulting retention rates for first-year 

students who took courses with male faculty in comparison to female faculty were almost 

identical so that faculty demographic variable was not included in subsequent analyses.  

However, the data did show noticeable differences in retention rates for first-year 

students in relation to the faculty rank that instructors held.  Excluding graduate assistants 

and other types of instructors who do not have faculty status, first-year retention rates 

were highest for students who took courses with full professors and lowest for courses 

taught by assistant professors. 



64 
 

Table 2    

1st-Yr Retention Rates for Fall Cohort by Type of Faculty Teaching Courses 

Characteristic N Took Courses N Retained to 2nd Yr Retention Rate 

Tenure/Tenure-Track Fac 1,827 1,449 79.3% 

Non-Tenure Track Instruct 1,885 1,468 77.9% 

Part-Time Term Faculty 946 767 81.1% 

Visiting Faculty 995 801 80.5% 

Early Retired Faculty 56 49 87.5% 

Graduate Assistants 1,691 1,343 79.4% 

Other Instructors 1,278 1,006 78.7% 

Full-Time Faculty 1,983 1,537 77.5% 

Part-Time Faculty 1,919 1,506 78.5% 

Male Faculty 1,984 1,537 77.6% 

Female Faculty 1,976 1,534 77.6% 

Full-Professor Rank 819 672 82.1% 

Associate Professor Rank 1,634 1,305 79.9% 

Assistant Professor Rank 1,819 1,425 78.3% 

Instructor/Lecturer Rank 1,698 1,343 79.1% 

 

Further examination of the variables related to type of faculty was conducted to 

determine if any of the demographic variables examined at the overall cohort level 

contributed to the differences in first-year retention rates.  Tables 3 through 6 provide 
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breakdowns of first-year retention rates by faculty type and student variables related to 

gender, residency status, first generation status, and first-year cumulative college GPA 

ranges.  Results of the analysis examining the faculty type in relation to student gender 

are presented in Table 3.  First-year retention rates for female students by faculty type are 

similar to the overall retention rates in comparison to male students with female retention 

rates higher than males with every faculty type.  However, the differences between 

female and male retention rates are significantly higher for credit hours taken with part-

time term faculty, visiting faculty, and early retired faculty.  First-year female students 

took the most credit hours with non-tenure track instructional faculty and the least 

number of credit hours with early retired faculty.  In contrast, female retention rates are 

the lowest with non-tenure track faculty and the highest with early retired faculty.  Male 

first-year students took the highest number of credit hours with tenured/tenure-track 

faculty and the least number of credit hours with early retired faculty.  Male students 

have the highest retention rates with early retired faculty and the lowest retention rates 

with non-tenure track instructional faculty. 
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Table 3       

First-Year Retention Rates by Faculty Type and Student Gender 

 Female Male 

 Total Retained Retained Total Retained Retained 

 N N  %  N N  %  

Tenured/Ten Track 1,258 1,011 80.4% 569 438 77.0% 

Non-Tenure Track 1,329 1,047 78.8% 556 421 75.7% 

Part-Time Term 661 549 83.1% 285 218 76.5% 

Visiting Faculty 676 556 82.2% 319 245 76.8% 

Early Retired 38 34 89.5% 18 15 83.3% 

Graduate Assistants 1,190 955 80.3% 501 388 77.4% 

Other Instructors 948 750 79.1% 330 256 77.6% 

Full-Time Faculty 1,384 1,084 78.3% 599 453 75.6% 

Part-Time Faculty 1,348 1,068 79.2% 571 438 76.7% 

Full Professor Rank 528 441 83.5% 291 231 79.4% 

Associate Professor 1,141 923 80.9% 493 382 77.5% 

Assistant Professor 1,270 1,003 79.0% 549 422 76.9% 

Instructor/Lecturer 1,220 972 79.7% 478 371 77.6% 

 

When looking at full-time/part-time status, both female and male students took 

slightly more credit hours with full-time faculty but their first-year retention rates are 

higher with credit hours taught by part-time faculty.  First-year retention rates broken 
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down by gender and faculty rank yield similar results to the full entering cohort.  Both 

female and male students took the highest number of credit hours with Assistant 

Professors and the least amount of credit hours with Full Professors.  Conversely, both 

female and male students have the highest retention rates with Full Professors and the 

lowest retention rates with Assistant Professors.  Of the 1,385 female first-year students, 

only 528 students (38%) took credit hours with Full Professors while a significantly 

higher number of female students took credit hours with the other faculty rank groups 

(82% to 92%).  Whereas, male students took 49% of their credit hours with Full 

Professors, 62-64% with Associate Professors and Instructors/Lecturers and 70% with 

Assistant Professors. 

 Table 4 provides breakdowns of first-year retention rates by faculty type and 

student residency status.  First-year students in the overall cohort who were non-residents 

had higher retention rates than students who were residents.  However, when looking at 

retention rates by faculty type, students who are residents have higher retention rates than 

non-residents when taking credit hours taught by non-tenure track instructional faculty.  

Similarly, when looking at faculty rank, resident students taking credit hours with 

Assistant Professors have higher retention rates than non-residents.  Both residents and 

non-residents took the highest number of credit hours with non-tenure track instructional 

faculty and the least amount with early retired faculty.  
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Table 4       

First-Year Retention Rates by Faculty Type and Student Residency Status 

 Resident Non-Resident 

 Total Retained Retained Total Retained Retained 

 N N  %  N N  %  

Tenured/Ten Track 1,650 1,303 79.0% 177 146 82.5% 

Non-Tenure Track 1,696 1,317 79.9% 189 151 77.7% 

Part-Time Term 861 696 80.8% 85 71 83.5% 

Visiting Faculty 893 717 80.3% 102 84 82.4% 

Early Retired 49 42 85.7% 7 7 100.0% 

Graduate Assistants 1,525 1,211 79.4% 166 132 79.5% 

Other Instructors 1,144 897 78.4% 134 109 81.3% 

Full-Time Faculty 1,785 1,382 77.4% 198 155 78.3% 

Part-Time Faculty 1,734 1,359 78.4% 185 147 79.5% 

Full Professor Rank 735 602 81.9% 84 70 83.3% 

Associate Professor 1,476 1,172 79.4% 158 133 84.2% 

Assistant Professor 1,644 1,283 81.1% 175 142 78.0% 

Instructor/Lecturer 1,529 1,204 78.7% 169 139 82.2% 

 

Next, the data analysis examined students who reported being first-generation 

students in comparison to those first-year students who had one or both parents who 

attended a college or university.  Table 5 provides breakdowns of first-year retention 
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rates by faculty type and first-generation status.  Results were similar to the overall 

cohort with first-generation students having lower retention rates with every type of 

faculty in comparison to students who were not first-generation.  In contrast to other 

results, first-generation students had the highest retention rates when taking credit hours 

with visiting faculty.  First-generation students took the highest number of credit hours 

with non-tenure track instructional faculty, while very few took credit hours with early 

retired faculty.  
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Table 5       

First-Year Retention Rates by Faculty Type and First-Generation Status 

 First-Generation Student Not First-Generation 

 Total Retained Retained Total Retained Retained 

 N N  %  N N  %  

Tenured/Ten Track 505 378 74.9% 1,206 979 81.2% 

Non-Tenure Track 524 383 73.1% 1,238 990 80.0% 

Part-Time Term 258 193 74.8% 616 513 83.3% 

Visiting Faculty 264 203 76.9% 658 541 82.2% 

Early Retired 12 9 75.0% 40 37 92.5% 

Graduate Assistants 458 343 74.9% 1,118 911 81.5% 

Other Instructors 356 265 74.4% 838 676 80.7% 

Full-Time Faculty 550 400 72.7% 1,301 1,037 79.7% 

Part-Time Faculty 529 391 73.9% 1,261 1,015 80.5% 

Full Professor Rank 232 176 75.9% 537 453 84.4% 

Associate Professor 452 340 75.2% 1,076 882 82.0% 

Assistant Professor 502 369 73.5% 1,201 965 80.3% 

Instructor/Lecturer 457 341 74.6% 1,130 913 80.8% 

 

Table 6 provides breakdowns of first-year retention rates by faculty type and first-

year cumulative college GPA.  Results of the analysis are consistent with the overall 

cohort where students in the lowest GPA group had the lowest retention rates regardless 
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of the type of faculty with whom they took their credit hours and students in the highest 

GPA group had the highest first-year retention rates.  First-year students in all three 

cumulative GPA groups took the highest number of credit hours with non-tenure track 

faculty while also having the lowest retention rates than with any other type of faculty.  

Assistant Professors taught the greatest number of credit hours to first-year students, but 

students had the lowest retention rates.  
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Table 6          

First-Yr Retention Rate by Faculty Type and 1st-Year Cum University GPA 

 Below 2.0 2.00 – 2.99 3.0 and Above 

 Tot Ret Ret Tot Ret Ret Tot Ret Ret 

 N N % N N % N N % 

Tenured/Ten Trk 189 69 36.5% 640 510 79.7% 984 870 88.4% 

Non-Ten Track 198 66 33.3% 673 533 79.2% 990 866 87.5% 

Part-Time Term 99 33 33.3% 330 274 83.0% 512 460 89.8% 

Visiting Faculty 95 36 37.9% 397 319 80.4% 494 444 89.9% 

Early Retired 3 1 33.3% 16 14 87.5% 36 34 94.4% 

Graduate Asst 167 63 37.7% 604 482 79.8% 905 797 88.1% 

Other Instructor 136 48 35.3% 469 377 80.4% 662 581 87.8% 

Full-Time Fac 214 73 34.1% 701 554 79.0% 1,042 907 87.0% 

Part-Time Fac 198 71 35.9% 679 543 80.0% 1,021 891 87.3% 

Full Professor 94 40 42.6% 289 239 82.7% 433 393 90.8% 

Associate Prof 170 61 35.9% 567 457 80.6% 884 787 89.0% 

Assistant Prof 184 62 33.7% 667 525 78.7% 954 838 87.8% 

Instructor/Lect 162 56 34.6% 605 484 80.0% 910 800 87.9% 

 

Differences among First-Year Retention and Percentage Exposure to Faculty Type 

 The second research question guiding this study addressed whether or not there 

were differences among first-year retention rates and the proportion of coursework that 
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students take from different types of faculty.  Two statistical analyses were conducted 

with the institutional data set and the results are presented in Table 7.  First, descriptive 

statistics were run using each of the percentage of credit hours taught by faculty type 

variables in order to obtain the mean values and standard deviations.  Second, point-

biserial correlation analyses were run to test the strength of the association of the 

dichotomous retention rate variable as the dependent variable to each of the independent 

variables.  The strength of the relationship between retention rate and each faculty 

variable is measured on a scale from 0 to 1 with 1 indicating a perfect correlation.  The 

correlation result can be either positive or negative to show if the association between the 

two variables increases or decreases as the scale variable representing the percentage of 

credit hours taught by faculty type changes. 

Results of the analyses show that non-tenure track faculty teach the greatest 

percentage of credit hours taken by first-year students (31.47%).  When looking at full-

time/part-time status, the percentage of credit hours taken by first-year students is 65% 

with full-time faculty compared to 35% with part-time faculty.  First-year students take 

the greatest percentage of credit hours with faculty ranked as Assistant Professors 

(26.43%).  Examination of the point-biserial correlation results show that there are some 

significant relationships between first-year student retention rates and type of faculty.  

There is a statistically (p < .05) significant positive relationship between the percentage 

of credit hours taught by tenured/tenure-track faculty and first year student retention.  In 

contrast, there is a statistically (p < .05) significant negative relationship between 

retention rate and the percentage of courses taught by other instructors.  In regards to 
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faculty rank, the results show there is a statistically (p < .05) significant positive 

relationship between the percentage of courses taught by Full Professors and student 

retention. 

 

Table 7     

Measures and Correlations for Percentage of Credit Hrs Taught by Faculty 

 Mean SD Correlation Sig. 

Tenured/Ten Track 27.19 17.70 .045* .043 

Non-Tenure Track 31.47 18.38 -.042 0.63 

Part-Time Term 6.53 8.63 -.022 .327 

Visiting Faculty 7.55 8.96 -.008 .738 

Early Retired 0.29 1.78 .020 .372 

Graduate Assistants 19.98 14.69 .034 .125 

Other Instructors 6.97 7.57 -.050* .025 

Full-Time Faculty 65.16 16.86 -.041 .068 

Part-Time Faculty 33.11 16.54 .041 .065 

Full Professor Rank 5.47 7.89 .057* .011 

Associate Professor 16.56 12.75 .018 .418 

Assistant Professor 26.43 16.66 -.041 .066 

Instructor/Lecturer 17.41 12.89 .002 .914 

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2 tailed). 
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Table 8 provides a summary of the first-year student retention rates broken down 

by type of faculty and the proportion of credit hours taught.  First-year students who did 

not have any credit hours taught by tenured/tenure-track faculty members had the lowest 

retention rates in comparison to students who did not take credit hours with the other 

types of faculty.  Early retired faculty taught the least percentage of credit hours with no 

students taking more than 25 percent of their courses with that type of faculty, but those 

students also had the highest retention rates compared to the other types of faculty 

teaching that amount of credit hours.  First-year students taking 26 to 50 percent of their 

credit hours with other instructors had the lowest retention rates in comparison to the 

other faculty types while tenured/tenure-track faculty had the highest retention rates in 

that group.  Only tenured/tenure-track and non-tenure track faculty had more than 75 

percent of credit hours taken by first-year students with tenured/tenure-track faculty 

showing significantly higher retention rates. 

In regards to full-time/part-time status, all first-year students had at least one 

course taught by a full-time faculty member.  Retention rates for that group were highest 

for students who took between 25 to 50 percent of their credit hours with full-time 

faculty.  First-year students who took 25 percent or fewer of their credit hours with part-

time faculty had significantly higher retention rates than students taking that same 

amount of credit hours with full-time faculty.  In contrast, retention rates for first-year 

students taking over 75 percent of their credit hours with part-time faculty had 

significantly lower retention rates than the equivalent percentage of credit hours taught by 

full-time faculty.  In examining the results in relation to faculty rank, the analyses show 
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that first-year students take half or less of their credit hours with faculty who are Full 

Professors.  Assistant Professor is the only faculty rank who taught more than three 

fourths of the credit hours to first-year students.  Overall, first-year students taking any 

percentage of credit hours with Full Professors had the highest retention rates.  Assistant 

Professors teaching the lowest percentage of credit hours resulted in the highest student 

retention rates and the rates went down consistently as the percentage of credit hours 

taught went up.  
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Table 8      

First-Yr Retention Rate by Faculty Type and Percent of Credit Hrs Taught 

 No Credits 25% or Less 26% - 50% 51 – 75% Over 75 % 

Tenured/Ten Trck 56.1% 79.5% 79.6% 77.5% 75.0% 

Non-Tenure Track 69.7% 78.7% 79.1% 73.9% 60.0% 

Part-Time Term 74.2% 82.4% 63.1% --- --- 

Visiting Faculty 74.4% 81.9% 64.6% --- --- 

Early Retired 77.2% 87.5% --- --- --- 

Graduate Assist 66.2% 79.4% 81.3% 61.9% --- 

Other Instructors 75.2% 79.8% 50.0% --- --- 

Full-Time Faculty --- 57.1% 81.6% 77.6% 75.3% 

Part-Time Faculty 47.7% 76.3% 79.9% 79.9% 46.7% 

Full Professor 74.2% 81.4% 91.8% --- --- 

Associate Prof 66.3% 79.9% 81.0% 62.1% --- 

Assistant Prof 67.9% 80.2% 78.4% 68.9% 62.5% 

Instructor/Lecturer 67.8% 79.6% 79.3% 52.9% --- 

 

Differences among Academic Colleges and First-Year Retention 

The final research question addressed by this study asked if there were differences 

among academic colleges in regards to faculty composition and first-year retention rates.  

The data set used in this study consisted of all full-time, first-year students whose major 

field of study is housed within the academic colleges of social and natural sciences, 



78 
 

education, and health sciences.  Table 9 provides a breakdown of the first-time, full-time 

students enrolling during the Fall 2014 semester in the three academic colleges examined 

in this study.  The college with social and natural sciences majors had the largest 

incoming first-year class with 990 students, while the college with education majors had 

the lowest with 349 first-year students.  All three colleges had more female students than 

male students, however, the college of natural and social sciences had a much lower 

percentage of female students compared to male students than the other two colleges. 

First-year students in all three academic college were predominantly White and 

residents of the state in which the institution is located.  First-generation students made 

up a little under one third of the incoming class in all three colleges.  The college of 

social and natural sciences had more first-year students with a cumulative college GPA 

below 2.0 while the college of education had the highest percentage of students with a 

cumulative college GPA of 3.0 or above.  First-year students enrolled in majors in the 

college of education had the highest first-to-second year retention rate (82.8%) while 

students enrolled in majors in the college of natural and social sciences had the lowest 

retention rate (74.4%).  First-year students enrolled in majors in the college of health 

sciences had an overall retention rate of 79.2%.  The corresponding retention rates for the 

three colleges align with the mean University Cumulative GPA, with the college of 

education having the highest first-to-second year retention rate (82.8%) and the college of 

natural and social sciences with the lowest retention rate (71.5%).  



79 
 

Table 9       

Descriptive Statistics for First-Year Cohorts by Academic College of Major 

 Social/Natural Sci Education Health Sciences 

 N % N % N % 

Total Cohort 990  346 82.8% 645 79.2% 

Female 596 60.2% 280 80.2% 509 78.9% 

Male 394 39.8% 69 19.8% 136 21.1% 

White 808 81.6% 311 89.1% 556 86.2% 

African-American 67 6.8% 9 2.6% 40 6.2% 

Asian 9 0.9% 3 0.9% 2 0.3% 

Hispanic 38 3.8% 10 2.9% 17 2.6% 

Two or More Races 48 4.8% 14 4.0% 22 3.4% 

International 15 1.5% 1 0.3% 1 0.2% 

Unknown/Other 5 0.5% 1 0.3% 7 1.1% 

First Generation 288 31.1% 89 27.2% 173 28.9% 

Resident 869 87.8% 325 93.1% 592 91.8% 

Non-Resident 121 12.2% 24 6.9% 53 8.2% 

Univ Cum GPA Below 2.0 137 14.1% 20 5.8% 58 9.1% 

Univ Cum GPA 2.0-2.99 372 38.2% 87 25.1% 242 37.9% 

Univ Cum GPA 3.0 & Up 465 47.7% 239 69.1% 338 53.0% 
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Table 10 examines the differences among the three academic colleges in regards 

to the type of faculty each college assigns to credit hours taken by first-year students as 

well as the comparative first-to-second year retention rates.  First-year students in the 

college of social and natural sciences took the most credit hours from non-tenure track 

instructional faculty, but those students took almost an equal number of credit hours from 

tenured/tenure-track faculty.  In comparison, first-year students enrolled in the college of 

education took the highest percentage of credit hours with tenured/tenure-track faculty 

while students in health sciences took the highest percentage of their credit hours with 

non-tenure track instructional faculty.  Student retention rates vary across academic 

college and faculty type, however, the college of education had higher retention rates 

than the other two colleges regardless of type of faculty.  In all three colleges, retention 

rates were highest for early retired faculty although that faculty group also taught the 

fewest number of credit hours.  Students taking credit hours with non-tenure track 

instructional faculty had the lowest retention rates across all three academic colleges. 

Overall faculty status did not seem to be a factor in comparing retention rates by 

faculty type for the three academic colleges.  Full-time and part-time faculty in the 

colleges of education and health sciences taught an equal percentage of credit hours to 

first-year students and had very similar retention rates for students within each college.  

First-year students in the college of social and natural sciences took a slightly higher 

percentage of credit hours with full-time faculty compared to part-time faculty, but 

retention rates for part-time faculty were lower than those for students who took courses 

with full-time faculty. 
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Table 10          

First-Year Retention Rates by Academic College and Type of Faculty 

 Social/Nat Sci Education Health Sci 

 Tot Reten Reten Tot Reten Reten Tot Reten Reten 

 N N % N N % N N % 

Tenure/Ten Trk 911 696 76.4% 337 282 83.7% 579 471 81.3% 

Non-Tenure Trk 912 684 75.0% 334 279 83.5% 639 505 79.0% 

Part-Time Term 468 362 77.4% 187 160 85.6% 291 245 84.2% 

Visiting Faculty 513 395 77.0% 198 171 86.4% 284 235 82.7% 

Early Retired 27 23 85.2% 9 8 88.9% 20 18 90.0% 

Graduate Assist 812 622 76.6% 330 281 85.2% 549 440 80.1% 

Other Instructor 558 419 75.1% 243 207 85.2% 477 380 79.7% 

Full-Time Fac 989 737 74.5% 349 289 82.8% 645 511 79.2% 

Part-Time Fac 932 707 75.9% 348 289 83.0% 639 510 79.8% 

Full Professor 445 359 80.7% 142 125 88.0% 232 188 81.0% 

Associate Prof 822 632 76.9% 312 265 84.9% 500 408 81.6% 

Assistant Prof 898 682 75.9% 323 268 83.0% 598 475 79.4% 

Instructor/Lect 805 612 76.0% 303 258 85.1% 590 473 80.2% 

 

When looking at differences among the colleges in regards to faculty rank, some 

patterns can be seen in the results.  For all three academic colleges, Full Professors taught 

a significantly lower percentage of credit hours to first-year students than the other 
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faculty ranks.  First-year students taking credit hours with Full Professors had the highest 

retention rates in the college of social and natural sciences and education, but not the 

college of health sciences.  Student retention rates in the college of health sciences was 

highest for students who took credit hours with faculty holding the rank of Associate 

Professor. 

Comparative data among the three academic colleges was calculated for each 

student on the percentage of credit hours taken by type of faculty, such as tenured/tenure-

track, non-tenure track instructional faculty, and term appointment faculty, as well as 

full-time/part-time status and faculty rank.  Table 11 provides a breakdown of these credit 

hour percentages for each of the three academic colleges.  First-year students enrolled in 

the college of social and natural sciences had the highest percentage of credit hours taken 

with tenured/tenure-track faculty (32.5%) while students enrolled in the college of health 

sciences had the lowest percentage of credit hours taken with tenured/tenure-track faculty 

(19.2%).  The college of health sciences had the highest percentage of students taking 

credit hours with non-tenure track instructional faculty (41.6%) while students enrolled in 

the college of education had the highest percentage of credit hours taken with other types 

of instructors such as administrative employees (24.5%). 

In regards to full-time/part-time status, the data shows that the college of social 

and natural sciences had a higher percentage of first-year students taking credit hours 

from full-time faculty (68.7%) while students enrolled in the college of education took a 

higher percentage of their credit hours from part-time faculty (38.9%).  However, all 

three colleges examined in the study had a higher percentage of full-time faculty 
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members teaching first-year students than part-time faculty.  Results by faculty rank 

show that of the total credit hours taught, students in the colleges of social and natural 

sciences and education took the highest percentage with Associate Professors while 

students in health sciences took the highest percentage with faculty members who had a 

rank of Assistant Professor. 

 

Table 11    

Percentages of Credits Taken by Academic College and Faculty Type 

Percent Credits of Total Social/Natural Sci Education Health Sciences 

Tenured/Ten Track 32.5% 28.2% 19.2% 

Non-Tenure Track 26.8% 25.9% 41.6% 

Part-Time Term 6.7% 7.1% 5.8% 

Visiting Faculty 8.1% 7.4% 7.0% 

Early Retired 0.3% 0.3% 0.3% 

Graduate Assistants 19.7% 6.8% 18.2% 

Other Instructors 6.0% 24.5% 8.0% 

Full-Time Faculty 68.7% 61.1% 65.0% 

Part-Time Faculty 31.3% 38.9% 35.0% 

Full Professor Rank 8.5% 4.2% 1.8% 

Associate Professor 21.8% 25.3% 14.9% 

Assistant Professor 17.2% 15.8% 22.1% 

Instructor/Lecturer 12.3% 6.7% 10.3% 
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After comparing retention rates and percentage of credit hours taught by type of 

faculty for the three academic colleges, the next step in the data analysis process was to 

run point-biserial correlations to determine any differences in the relationship between 

first-year student retention rates and variables related to faculty type, full-time/part-time 

status, and faculty rank.  The study used significance as the criteria for establishing 

relationships between the variables, however that is not the only approach that could have 

been used.  Table 12 provides the output for these analyses. 

In regards to faculty type, the results show that there is a statistically significant 

but weak positive relationship between first-year retention and courses taught by 

tenured/tenure track faculty for both the colleges of social and natural sciences (p < .05) 

and health sciences (p < .05).  Within the college of health sciences, data results also 

show a statistically (p < .05) significant negative relationship between retention rate and 

credit hours taught by non-tenure track instructional faculty and a statistically (p < .05) 

significant positive relationship with graduate assistants who taught first-year students.  

Results of the analysis also show a statistically (p < .05) significant negative relationship 

between credit hours taught by other instructors and first-year retention rate for students 

in the college social and natural sciences.  Although these relationships were statistically 

significant, they were also weak relationships.  There were no statistically significant 

relationships for students in the college of education for any of the faculty types.  
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Table 12    

Correlation Results for First-Year Retention Rates and Faculty Measures 

 Social/Natural Sci Education Health Sciences 

 Correlation Correlation Correlation 

Tenured/Ten Track .066* -.011 .103* 

Non-Tenure Track .023 -.032 -.178* 

Part-Time Term -.056 -.039 .052 

Visiting Faculty -.031 -.011 .044 

Early Retired .007 .029 .045 

Graduate Assistants -.015 .046 .113* 

Other Instructors -.096* .041 -.038 

Full-Time Faculty .034 -.037 -.143* 

Part-Time Faculty -.014 .025 .118* 

Full Professor Rank .103* .076 -.025 

Associate Professor .013 -.020 .088* 

Assistant Professor .020 -.073 -.106* 

Instructor/Lecturer .008 .005 -.030 

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2 tailed). 
 
 

In regards to full-time/part-time status of faculty teaching first-year students, the 

college of health sciences was the only academic college to produce statistically 

significant results.  There was a statistically (p < .05) significant negative relationship 

with courses taught by full-time faculty and a statistically (p < .05) positive relationship 
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with courses taught by part-time faculty.  Differences among the academic colleges were 

also evident when looking at faculty rank.  First-year student retention rates for the 

college of social and natural sciences showed a statistically (p < .05) significant positive 

relationship with Full Professors.  In the college of health sciences, a statistically (p < 

.05) significant negative relationship was shown between first-year retention and faculty 

with an Assistant Professor rank and a statistically (p < .05) significant positive 

relationship with Associate Professors.  The college of education did not demonstrate any 

significant relationships between first-year retention rates and faculty rank. 

The final step in the data analysis process was to run separate linear regression 

analyses for each academic college to determine the ability to predict first-year student 

retention rates based on all of the faculty type variables together, for each college.  In an 

attempt to deal with the unavoidable multicollinearity of variables related to faculty type, 

separate regression analyses were run while removing one independent variable each 

time to deal with the suspected high correlation among the predictors.  No differences 

were found among the models, therefore multicollinearity can be ruled out as having 

impact on the overall final regression model.  The regression model used with the three 

academic colleges consisted of the dependent variable (0, 1), fall retention, and all of the 

independent variables (percentage of credit hours taken with tenured/tenure track, non-

tenure track instructional, part-time term, early retired, visiting faculty, graduate 

assistants, other instructors, full-time faculty, full professors, associate professors, 

assistant professors, and instructor/lecturers) entered stepwise, excluding percentage of 
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credit hours taken with part-time faculty since that was the only completely redundant 

variable (inversely redundant with part-time faculty). 

Tables 13 and 14 provide the results of the multiple regression analysis for the 

college of social and natural sciences.  The regression analysis determined that two 

faculty variables, percentage of credit hours taken with full professors and percentage of 

credit hours taken with other instructors, were the only significant predictors of first-year 

student retention, however the variation explained by these two predictors was very small 

(1.6%). 

 

Table 13     

Regression Results – Social and Natural Sciences Majors 

Variable R Adjusted R2  R2 Change SE 

Pct Credits Taken w/ Full Prof Rank .103 .010 .011 .434 

Pct Credits Taken w/ Other Instructor .135 .016 .008 .433 

 

Table 14 provides additional regression results, showing that the effect of faculty 

type on retention was significant, F(2, 987) = 9.112, p < .05.  
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Table 14    

Summary of Regression Model – Social and Natural Sciences Majors 

Variable B SE F 

Pct Credits Taken w/ Full Prof Rank .005 .002 10.579 

Pct Credits Taken w/ Other Instructor -.005 .002 9.112 

Constant .747 .021 --- 

 

Tables 15 and 16 provide the results of the regression analysis for the college of 

education.  The results of the regression analysis indicated the two predictors, percentage 

of credit hours taken with Full Professors and percentage of credit hours taken with other 

instructors only explained 0.2% of the variance. 

 

Table 15     

Regression Results – Education Majors 

Variable R Adjusted R2  R2 Change SE 

Pct Credits Taken w/ Full Prof Rank .076 .003 .006 .377 

Pct Credits Taken w/ Other Instructor .088 .002 .008 .377 

 

Table 16 provides the additional regression results, showing that the effect of 

faculty type on retention was significant, F(2, 346) = 1.342, p < .05.  
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Table 16    

Summary of Regression Model – Education Majors 

Variable B SE F 

Pct Credits Taken w/ Full Prof Rank .004 .003 2.026 

Pct Credits Taken w/ Other Instructor .002 .003 1.342 

Constant .791 .032 --- 

 

Tables 17 and 18 provide the results of the regression analysis for the college of 

health sciences.  The results of the regression analysis indicated the two predictors, 

percentage of credit hours taken with non-tenure track instructional faculty and 

percentage of credit hours taken with other instructors only explained 3.7% of the 

variance. 

 

Table 17     

Regression Results – Health Sciences Majors 

Variable R Adjusted R2  R2 Change SE 

Pct Credits Taken Non-Ten Trck Fac .178 .030 .032 .400 

Pct Credits Taken w/ Other Instructor .200 .037 .008 .398 

 

Table 18 provides the additional regression results, showing that the effect of 

faculty type on retention was significant, F(2, 642) = 13.326, p < .05. 
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Table 18    

Summary of Regression Model – Health Sciences Majors 

Variable B SE F 

Pct Credits Taken Non-Ten Trck Fac -.004 .001 21.101 

Pct Credits Taken w/ Other Instructor -.005 .002 13.326 

Constant 1.011 .046 --- 

 

Results of the statistical analyses used in the study demonstrate there are some 

differences among first-year student retention rates in relation to the type of faculty with 

whom they take their credit hours.  Differences emerge based on various student 

characteristics and type of faculty, however faculty type cannot be used as a significant 

predictor of student retention.  
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Chapter Five: Findings and Recommendations 

 The primary interest of this study was to examine the relationship between first-

year student retention and the types of faculty with whom they take their courses at a 

four-year public institution of higher education.  The study included the population of 

1,984 first-year students enrolled in the Fall 2014 at a four-year, public research 

university.  Based on the theoretical framework of Tinto’s (1975) interactionalist theory 

of student departure, this study sought to address research questions focusing on the 

relationship between first-year student retention and type of faculty teaching, percentage 

of credit hours by faculty type, and differences among academic colleges.   

The design of the study included the utilization of an institutional dataset to 

examine first-year retention rates and various student and faculty related variables.  This 

research used several data analyses including means procedures, cross-tabulations, point-

biserial correlation analyses, and linear regression to explore the impact of type of faculty 

on first-year student retention.  Results of this data analysis demonstrated that 

relationships do exist between retention rates and the type of faculty with whom first-year 

students take their courses and that those relationships vary depending on student 

characteristics and faculty type. 

Relationship between First-Year Retention and Faculty Type.  

The first research question addressed by this study asked: Is there a relationship 

between first-year retention at a four-year public research university and the type of 

faculty with whom students take their courses?  The findings of this research provided 

mixed results that support the hypothesis that retention rates do have a relationship with 
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the type of faculty teaching first-year students.  Results of the study showed that student 

retention rates by various student demographic variables are consistent with prior 

research done in this area.  The retention rates for female students were higher than 

retention rates for male students which correspond to results of other studies (Leppel, 

2002; Mortenson, 2001; Wohlgemuth, Whalen, Sullivan, Nading, Shelley, & Wang, 

2007).  Retention rates by race/ethnicity for first-year students in this study differ from 

prior research that indicated retention rates for minority students tend to be lower than 

non-minority students (Arbora & Nora, 2007; Blankenship, 2010; Keller & Rollins, 

1990).  First-year retention rates for African-American and Asian students in this study 

were higher than White students.  Hispanic students had lower retention rates than all 

other categories except for international students.  Hispanic students also demonstrated 

lower retention rates in previous studies (Arbora & Nora, 2007; Astin, Tsui, & Avalos, 

1996) showing a consistency from this study to other research. 

Retention rates for non-resident students in this study were higher than those for 

residents which is in contrast to prior research in this area (Herzog, 2005; Whalen, 

Saunders, & Shelley, 2010; Wohlgemuth et al., 2007).  Results of the study showed that 

students who reported themselves as first-generation were lower than those for students 

whose parents had some higher education experience which is consistent with previous 

studies (Choy, 2001; Ishitani, 2006; Riehl, 1994).  Academic performance during the first 

year of college can also be a strong indicator of student retention and results of this study 

were consistent with prior research where students with lower college GPA had lower 

retention rates (Friedman & Mandel, 2009; Herzog, 2005).  
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When examining the first-year retention rates for students in this study in relation 

to the type of faculty with whom they take their courses, results are somewhat 

inconsistent with prior research as well.  Students had the highest retention rates when 

taking courses with early retired faculty which may demonstrate the impact that these 

more experienced faculty may have in their classrooms.  However, the percentage of 

students taking credit hours with early retired faculty were significantly lower than with 

other types of faculty, making it more difficult to determine if this type of faculty had a 

significant impact on student retention.  Previous studies indicated that part-time faculty 

would have a negative impact on first-year students for various reasons such as less 

experience (Umbach, 2007), lack of resources or support (Kezar, 20130, and poor 

working hours and pay (Jacobs, 2004).  However, results of this study determined that 

first-year students taught by part-time faculty had slightly higher retention rates than 

those taught by full-time faculty.  These results are in contrast to several prior studies 

which demonstrated that first-year retention rates were lower for part-time instructors 

(Bettinger & Long, 2006; Harrington & Schibik, 2004; Jaeger & Hinz, 2008).  The 

differences in the current results compared to prior research may have to do with the 

academic colleges examined in this study.  Other academic colleges at the institution that 

enroll students in fields of study such as engineering, business, and communication with 

enhanced selection criteria may use larger numbers of full-time faculty to teach first-year 

students than the colleges examined in this study.  Previous studies have highlighted the 

long hours that full-time faculty work which may be a factor in their classroom teaching 

in contrast to part-time faculty (Jacobs, 2004).  Finally, students in the study showed 
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increased retention rates when taught by faculty members holding Full Professor rank 

compared to lower ranked faculty.  These results may speak to the positive effect that 

these senior faculty members have on teaching first-year students, with their greater 

experience in the classroom, in relation to faculty at lower ranks who have less 

experience in the classroom. 

Results of this study add to prior research in this area by combining student 

variables such as gender, residency status, and race/ethnicity with type of faculty.  

Further analyses that looked more closely at differences in retention rates and student 

characteristics compared to type of faculty produced mixed results.  Retention rates for 

female students were consistently higher than those for male students regardless of the 

type of faculty with whom they took their courses.  Since prior studies have also found 

higher retention rates for females (Leppel, 2002; Mortenson, 2001; Wohlgemuth, 

Whalen, Sullivan, Nading, Shelley, & Wang, 2007), these results may indicate that 

student gender may be a better indicator of first-year retention than type of faculty. 

Differences in retention rates by faculty type were apparent though when 

examining student residency status.  In the overall cohort, non-resident students had 

higher retention rates.  However, when breaking those results down by faculty type, the 

data showed that resident students had higher retention rates when taking courses taught 

by non-tenure track instructional faculty and when taking courses taught by faculty with 

Assistant Professor rank.  Non-tenure track faculty do not have the same workload 

expectations for research and service that tenured/tenure-track faculty have which may 

allow them to focus more on the teaching that happens in the classroom.  Retention rates 
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for first-generation students when broken down by type of faculty remained consistent 

with the overall cohort regardless of the type of faculty with whom they took their 

courses.  These results are in keeping with previous studies on first-generation students 

that showed a decreased likelihood of persisting to the second year (Choy, 2001; Collier 

& Morgan, 2008; Ishitani, 2003; Ishitani, 2006: Riehl, 2004). 

Overall, comparison of student characteristic variables to faculty type variables in 

relation to first-year student retention rates showed that the student characteristic 

variables were stronger factors in determining retention.  Retention rates for each of the 

student characteristic variables held true to retention rates for the overall cohort even 

when faculty type variables were introduced.  There were only a few instances where the 

introduction of a faculty type variable caused a change in retention rates for a given 

student characteristic variable.  These results reflect the limitations that exist in this 

analysis of the data where duplicated student records showed a repeated effect by each 

faculty type.  This limitation created the need for additional, controlled analysis at the 

unduplicated student record level to examine the effect of faculty type on first-year 

retention based on the amount of exposure to each type of faculty. 

Proportionality of Credit Hours by Faculty Type and Student Retention 

 Research question two focused on the differences among first to second year 

retention rates based on the proportionality of students’ coursework that students take 

from the different types of faculty.  From the results, the results are mixed in this area as 

well.  Some first-year students examined in this study who took a higher percentage of 

their courses with tenured/tenure-track faculty had lower retention rates than students 
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who took a lower percentage of their courses with tenured/tenure-track faculty.  

However, first-year students who had no courses with tenured/tenure-track faculty in 

comparison to the other faculty types had the lowest retention rates.  These results would 

indicate that some exposure to more experienced faculty during their first year has a 

positive influence on student retention.  Other first-year students took higher percentages 

of their coursework with non-tenure track faculty, but their retention rates were in the 

medium range compared to students who took significantly less credit hours with non-

tenure track faculty.  Previous studies have also shown that non-tenure track faculty and 

other part-time faculty in general teach greater percentages of courses taken by first-year 

students (Benjamin, 2002; Harrington & Schibik, 2004). 

 When examining results related to full-time/part-time status, students who took 

over 75 percent of their courses with part-time faculty had significantly lower retention 

rates (47%) than students who had fewer credit hours with part-time faculty (76% to 

79%).  These findings are consistent with previous studies that found increased exposure 

to part-time faculty led to lower first-year retention rates (Jaegar & Eagan, 2011).  These 

results suggest that some exposure to full-time faculty has a positive influence on student 

retention.  Similar results can be seen when looking at retention rates by faculty rank.  

First-year students with a higher percentage of their credit hours taken with Associate 

Professors, Assistant Professors or Instructors/Lecturers saw reduced rates of retention 

than those with a lower percentage of credit hours.  These results also point to the benefit 

of having first-year students taught by higher ranked faculty members during their first 

year in college.  Prior studies have shown that as the quality of faculty instruction 
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increases, so does student achievement (Carrell & West, 2010).  This research supports 

the finding that lower ranked faculty who are newer to the profession or who have 

competing workload concerns related to earning tenure or advancing in the ranks may not 

demonstrate the higher quality of teaching that contributes to student achievement and 

retention that higher ranked faculty have. 

 In summary, findings suggest that the proportion of coursework taken with a 

given type of faculty may result in reduced retention rates.  First-year students who are 

exposed to too much or too little instruction from one particular type of faculty do not 

receive the benefits of a variety of teaching methods and experiences crucial for their 

academic success and their desire to remain enrolled at their institution.  However, this 

analysis is limited because it does not control for differences based on academic major.  

The types of courses that first-year students take their first year can vary because of the 

field of study in which they are enrolled, therefore, additional analysis was needed to 

account for differences in academic major. 

Differences among Academic Colleges with First-Year Retention and Faculty Type 

 The third research question centered on the differences among academic colleges 

in regards to the composition of their faculty and the subsequent retention rates of their 

first-year students.  Results of the study indicate that differences do exist among the 

academic colleges examined in regards to their use of different types of faculty and the 

retention rates of first-year students enrolled, however, the results are inconsistent across 

the three academic colleges.  The college of social and natural sciences used the highest 

percentage of tenured/tenure-track faculty in teaching first-year students, but had the 
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lowest retention rates of the three academic colleges included in the study.  First-year 

students enrolled in the college of health sciences were predominantly instructed by non-

tenure track faculty and retention rates for those students were in between those of 

students enrolled in the other two academic colleges.  The composition of the faculty 

teaching the majority of credit hours taken by first-year students in the college of 

education were fairly evenly distributed among tenured/tenure-track faculty, non-tenure 

track faculty and other instructors, such as administrative employees, and held the highest 

first-year retention rates of the three academic colleges. 

Previous studies have shown that part-time faculty were most often used in 

academic areas such as nursing and education (Johnson, 2006) which is slightly different 

than in the results of this study.  First-year students enrolled in health sciences and 

education majors in this study were taught equally by full-time and part-time faculty.  

Retention rates for students in these areas were fairly equal regardless of the full-

time/part-time status of the instructors with whom they took courses.  These mixed 

results seem to indicate that there are differences among the various academic disciplines 

in the types of faculty that are being assigned to teach first-year students and the 

subsequent impact on first-year retention.  Some colleges relied more heavily on 

tenured/tenure track faculty to teach first-year courses such as the social and natural 

sciences, but their retention rates were lower than non-tenure track or part-time faculty.  

In contrast, colleges enrolling health sciences majors relied more heavily on non-tenure 

track instructional faculty and had better overall retention rates.  
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Implications for Future Research and Practice 

 Results of this study show that additional research in the area of first-year student 

retention and type of faculty instruction may be necessary.  Although relationships 

between retention rates and faculty were determined and differences among faculty types 

were shown, the results did not provide a satisfactory amount of actionable information.  

Further research in this area should go further in examining relationships between first-

year retention rates and type of faculty by focusing more on added levels of faculty 

variables such as combining employment status and faculty type to determine if 

differences exist in regards to combinations such as full-time non-tenure track 

instructional faculty versus part-time non-tenure track instructional faculty. 

The data analysis for this study focused on information at the student level, while 

further research in this area would do well to examine data more closely at the course-

level to see if differences at that level may impact student retention.  Further analysis 

could look at the relationship between retention rates and courses that are part of the 

student’s field of study versus general education courses.  Students taking courses outside 

of their area of interest may not participate as fully or have as much knowledge in the 

subject as they would with courses in the field of study they wish to pursue.  In addition, 

future research in this area could examine whether certain discipline-related coursework 

has an impact on first-year retention.  Prior studies have indicated that an area of concern 

with part-time faculty is the likelihood that part-time faculty may grade students more 

easily than full-time faculty in order to receive better teacher evaluations to ensure 

continued employment (Hoffmann & Oreopoulos, 2000).  Additional analysis on course 
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grades by faculty type in relation to student retention is also recommended to determine if 

concerns regarding grade inflation may be a factor. 

Future studies in this area may do well to pursue additional means of structuring 

the data set and formulating the calculated variables.  The way that the percentage of 

credit hours taken by the various faculty type variables was comprised could have been 

done differently or else the duplicated student records could have been maintained to 

provide a different look into retention rates at the course level.  Limiting students in this 

study to the three academic colleges that did not have a common stricter entrance criteria 

may have also contributed to the results since the students were very similar in academic 

preparedness and other college readiness measures.  Additional research in this area is 

recommended to see what impacts academic college and selection criteria may have on 

student retention. 

 This study added to the research by examining differences in retention rates for 

student demographics in combination with faculty type variables.  Future research in this 

area could go into even more detail in examining the combination of these sets of 

variables in relation to first-year retention.  Both the current study and prior research 

showed that first-generation students are at increased risk for leaving before their second 

year (Choy, 2001; Collier & Morgan, 2008; Ishitani, 2003; Ishitani, 2006: Riehl, 2004).  

Future research would do well to examine potential reasons first-generation students 

continue to struggle regardless of the type of instruction they receive.  With first-

generation students comprising nearly one third of the students in this study, additional 

analysis with this student group is recommended to determine ways to improve their 
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retention rates in order to achieve academic success in college.  In other areas, results of 

the current study in regards to student demographics, such as residency status and 

race/ethnicity, were in contrast to previous studies.  Additional research is recommended 

to explain these differences such as the influence of academic college or by including 

additional variables such as socioeconomic status, financial aid benefits, work status, 

course load, and student involvement in regards to faculty teaching these first-year 

students.  Other variables that could be explored along with the current variables include 

course grade received by faculty type, changes in academic major during the first year, or 

type of instruction used in the classroom. 

The current study was limited to examining information on a single four-year 

public institution of higher education, making the results more difficult to generalize to 

other public institutions more broadly as well as for other types of higher education 

institutions.  Further research in this area that could expand beyond a single institution 

may provide a more robust data set to work with in regards to the relationship between 

first-year student retention and type of faculty teaching their courses.  Other types of 

higher education institutions such as community colleges or private institutions may use 

different compositions of faculty types and expanding this research to other types of 

institutions would add to the research knowledge in this area.  Since the current study was 

conducted at a four-year public research university, determining the role that institution 

type played in regards to student retention rates, student characteristics, and type of 

faculty employed is difficult. 
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 The findings of this study could have implications for institutional leaders who 

are trying to meet state and federal college completion agendas where the number of 

students who receive degrees is becoming more and more important.  Increased focus on 

improving first-year student retention would help institutional leaders meet the goal of 

enhancing student success and degree attainment.  In addition, these results could inform 

academic departmental leaders who are trying to make decisions regarding faculty 

composition, resource allocations, and curricular choices.  The results of this study may 

be used to determine which type of faculty may be beneficial to students based on the 

student demographics within their academic college.  Academic leaders may want to 

ensure that their first-year students are receiving at least some instruction from more 

experienced or senior ranked faculty in order to provide an increased chance for higher 

student retention rates. 

Summary 

 This study provides a variety of statistical information related to first-year student 

retention rates and the type of faculty with whom they take their courses.  The results of 

this study show how complex the relationships are between students of different 

demographic and academic backgrounds and the various types of faculty that are 

employed by institutions of higher education.  The experiences that students have in the 

classroom during their first-year may have an impact on their decision to remain at the 

institution for their second year.  Increased awareness regarding these first-year academic 

experiences among academic leaders may lead to improved employment and curricular 

decisions.  Optimizing first-year retention becomes imperative as institutions of higher 
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education strive to improve the success of their students, the efficiency of their academic 

resources as well as their institution as a whole.  
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