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The purpose of this article is to share a simple tool that can assist universities in collecting information to develop strategies to help students complete their program of study.  The tool was employed at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill to engage students, faculty and staff in discussions about retention of minority graduate students.  I begin with a brief overview of Graduate Programs at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  This is followed by a discussion of the tool.  The last section of the article presents some of the findings that emerged from the application of the tool.  

Chartered in 1789, the University of North Carolina formally began as an institution of higher learning in 1795.  At that time, the university was devoted to undergraduate teaching.  The move to offer graduate programs began in 1876 with Master’s degree programs.  By 1883, the first Master of Arts and Doctor of Philosophy were awarded (Pierson, 1946).  

At present, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill has 91 Master’s degree programs and 64 Doctoral degree programs.  During fall 2002, a total of 26,028 students were enrolled in programs at UNC-Chapel Hill.  Of these, 10,067 students were enrolled as graduate and professional degree students.   Close to 11 percent or 1,082 graduate and professional students are minority students including 73 Native American students, 802 African American students and 207 Hispanic American students.  

Limited data are available on completion rates among graduate students including minority students at UNC-Chapel Hill.  The data that are available were part of a 1999 study on the status of African American graduate students that was conducted by the Office of Institutional Research.  The study used cohort analysis to examine graduation rates among all students and African American students.  Five-year cohorts were used to examine completion rates among Master’s degree students and 8 year-cohorts were used to examine graduation rates among doctoral degree students. The study revealed that over time graduation rates of African American master’s and doctoral degree students are similar to all students.  However, its been observed that African American students have more difficulties adjusting to graduate school during their first year of study that European American students.

Note:  I wish to thank Kari Harwig for her work in compiling the data and holding the focus group sessions with minority graduate students.  

THE TOOL

To develop appropriate strategies to increase retention rates among minority students, a simple tool was introduced in the fall of 2000.  As indicated in Box 1, the tool consists of a simple questionnaire followed by focus group discussions among faculty, staff and minority students.  The questionnaire included five simple questions.  The first question asks faculty, staff and students to discuss key problems that interfere with minority graduate students completing their program of study in a timely manner.  Next, individuals were asked to indicate key roles that students, faculty and staff can play to help students complete their degree programs.  The final question asks what roles the Graduate School should play to ensure degree completion.   

The questionnaire was sent to all graduate faculty directors and graduate student managers at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  The list consists of close to 200 individuals.  Faculty and staff were asked to write responses to the questions and to bring the completed questionnaire to a meeting to discuss ways to retain students of color.  Individuals that were unable to attend the meeting were encouraged to mail their completed questionnaires to the Graduate School so that their responses could become part of the general discussion and written report.  About 10 questionnaires were received from those that were unable to attend.  

Student managers were invited to participate because they had become equal partners with faculty in retaining minority students.  When minority students had academic problems they often sought help and advice from the student manager prior to speaking to a faculty advisor.  Staff played a major role in providing information to students and listening to their problems and concerns.  In many cases, staff played critical roles in encouraging students to complete their program of study.  

About 61 faculty and staff attended the Minority Graduate Student Retention Strategies Workshop held in September 2000.  After a brief discussion of the purpose of the workshop, participants were divided into groups of 6 to 10.  Separate groups were organized for faculty and staff.  Members of each group shared their responses to the 5 questions.  Towards the end of the workshop, groups gave oral presentations on their responses to the list of questions.  Graduate school staff took notes on the discussions that took place in the focus group sessions.  At the end of the two-hour workshop, the Graduate School collected the questionnaires.  A database was developed that included the completed questionnaires and focus group reports.  

The retention tool was also employed among minority graduate students.  Minority graduate students received the same questionnaire either through campus mail or via email.  Students were invited to attend one of two focus group sessions to discuss their answers to the five questions.  Thirty-two responses were received either in written form or in small group sessions.  The responses were added to the database.  Please note that respondents including faculty, staff and students gave multiple replies to the questions.  

Box 1:  A Tool to Promote Dialogue on Retention of Minority Graduate Students

	The Tool:  A Simple Questionnaire

	1) What are 3 key issues or problems that interfere with graduate students completing their degree programs?

2) What are 3 key roles that students can play to complete their degrees?

3) What are 3 key roles that faculty can play to help students complete their degrees?

4) What role(s) can administrators/staff play to help students complete their programs?

5) What role(s) can the Graduate School play to help students, faculty and staff ensure that students finish their master’s and/or doctoral degree programs?



	Implementation of the Tool

	Step I:  Determine if your campus has differences in completion rates among student groups.  

Collect data on completion rates among graduate students, usually from an office of institutional research.  Ask for data by entering year for both minority students and all students.  Begin with an entering class, say 1994 and observe completion and dropout levels over a period of time (5 years for Master’s degree students, and 8 to 10 years for a Ph.D. student).  Do separate analysis for full and part-time students.  Exit surveys can reveal information on the reasons for leaving.  

Step II:  Identify groups of individuals that influence directly or indirectly graduate student completion rates.  This could include select staff, faculty and students. 

Step III:  Invite faculty, staff and students to participate in discussions on ways to retain graduate students of color.  Include the questionnaire in the invitation.  Ask individuals to complete the questionnaire prior to coming to the workshop.  

Step IV:  During the workshop, divide individuals into similar groups with faculty talking to faculty, staff with other staff members and students with students.  

Step V:  Have oral presentations of the groups.  

Step VI:  Ask participants to discuss follow-up steps.  Use evaluation forms to gain insights on how to improve the process.   

Step VII:  Compile the questionnaires and group reports, and identify and prioritize strategies for short term and long-term action.

Step VIII:  Implement strategies as soon as possible to demonstrate the Graduate Schools’ commitment towards degree completion.



	


DISCUSSION 

The questionnaire and focus group sessions are a quick way to gain insights into perceived problems of minority students.  The process also helped students, faculty and staff identify their roles and responsibilities in retaining students of color.  It should be mentioned, however, that this approach to data collection is not representative of the entire campus.  Graduate schools may wish to complement this approach with representative sample surveys of faculty, staff and students.  

Table 1 briefly summarizes some of the information that was obtained through the tool.  Please note that the focus group sessions and questionnaires provided more detailed insights into problems and solutions.  Faculty, staff and students agreed that lack of financial support interfered with degree completion.  However, minority students indicated that the status of being minority also had an impact on retention.  Several discussed problems of isolation or being the only one in a program.  Students felt that to succeed they needed to be proactive by staying focused on their programs and engaging in support groups as well as study groups.  Faculty and staff felt that students needed to communicate more with faculty.  Students want faculty to be mentors, accessible and provide high quality advice.   Key roles of staff include communicating degree requirements and helping students identify funding opportunities.   Roles of the Graduate School included providing information on campus resources and financial support and communicating degree requirements.  

The Graduate School introduced several new programs as a result of the findings.  First Fridays was introduced to deal with the feeling of isolation.  The program allows students of color, in particular, and all students to come together monthly for a social gathering.  The graduate school uses First Fridays to distribute information on professional development programs including fellowship workshops.  The graduate school also introduced survival workshops for graduate students.  Topics  include:  a) working in study groups; b) balancing work, classes and family; c) networking strategies; d) how to change advisors, and e) how to select mentors, to name a few.   

In conclusion, the tool helped the campus identify the types of problems that minority students face.  It also helped clarify the roles and responsibilities of students, faculty and staff.  The questionnaire and focus groups also assisted the graduate school in expanding retention programs.   However, to sustain dialogue and support programs, graduate schools are encouraged to schedule regular discussion forums that allow the campus to develop and implement strategies to improve completion rates among all students including students of color.     

Table 1:  Application of Retention Tool, Graduate School

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2000-2001

	Problems Minority Students Face
	Faculty/Staff
	Students

	Financial problems and job pressures

Issues related to being a minority

Balancing responsibilities

Lack of faculty support/mentoring

Lack of student preparation
	23

0

15

0

12


	27

18

8

10

0

	Key Roles of Students in Program Completion 
	Faculty/Staff
	Students

	Communicate more with faculty

Be proactive, stay focused and plan

Balance multiple responsibilities

Form Support Groups

Engage in study groups

Identify a mentor

Mentor other minority students


	14

0

6

0

7

7

0
	0

25

8

8

7

1

4

	Key Roles of Faculty in Program Completion
	Faculty/Staff
	Students

	Become a mentor

Communicate more with students

Provide high Quality Academic advice

Help students develop professional skills

Be accessible 

Encourage Students to apply for funding
	22

15

10

7

5

0
	10

0

13

0

14

7

	Key Roles of Staff 
	Faculty/Staff
	Students

	Communicate degree requirements

Be accessible and friendly

Keep students on track

Provide information on campus resources

Assist with identifying funding sources

Help increase the diversity of faculty

Be supporters/advocates of students


	14

9

8

6

0

0

0
	6

0

0

0

13

7

7

	Role of the Graduate School
	Faculty/Staff
	Students

	Provide information on campus resources

Provide information on funding sources

Communicate degree requirements

Recruit more minority students

Offer opportunities for social interaction
	13

12

8

0

0
	3

4

5

5

5
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