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ABSTRACT 

This report summarizes the results of the 2019 UW Seattle Undergraduate Retention and Graduation 
Study, conducted by the Office of Educational Assessment and supported by the Office of Minority 
Affairs & Diversity and the Division for Student Life at the University of Washington. This research was 
conducted as a follow-up to the first UW Seattle Retention and Graduation study conducted in 2014. 
This mixed-method research effort relies on data gathered and analyzed through the following methods: 
1) quantitative analysis of institutional data to identify factors related to students’ retention and 
graduation, and 2) student focus groups to identify challenges/barriers and contributors to success for 
students with persistent equity gaps in retention and graduation. 

Findings from our quantitative analyses revealed two primary sets of findings. First, several groups of 
students exhibit persistent retention and graduation gaps after controlling for other characteristics. 
These students are American Indian/Alaska Native students, rural students, Pell-eligible students, and 
first generation students. Second, several indicators of students’ prior academic performance emerged 
as stronger predictors than other indicators. These include larger effects of GPA over college entrance 
exams, AP/IB credits over other transfer credits (including dual credit), and admission application 
evidence of preparation/performance over personal achievements in predicting retention and 
graduation. 

Findings from our focus groups revealed several notable challenges and facilitators of student success 
among the four groups identified through our quantitative analyses. These challenges fall into the 
following five categories: navigating and thriving in a large university; stress and challenges with 
competitive majors; struggles with finances; difficult academic environment; and mental health 
challenges. The key categories of success facilitators highlighted by these students fall into the following 
four categories: the advisor relationship; structured academic support; engagement and social support; 
and support/advocacy related to mental health and finances. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Revisiting the 2014 UW Undergraduate Retention and Graduation Study 

In 2014, the Office of Educational Assessment (OEA) published the UW Undergraduate Retention and 
Graduation Study (Beyer, Davis-Unger, Lowell, McGhee, & Peterson, 2014), with three stated purposes: 
“1) to learn which groups of students are more likely to leave the UW than others, 2) to understand 
more about why those students leave from their own point of view, and 3) to identify strategies for 
intervening in future students’ decisions to leave” (p. 2). This mixed-methods study, conducted on 
behalf of the Provost’s Office, reported on data gathered and analyzed from four sources at UW Seattle: 

• Campus conversations with 63 staff members and administrators about retention efforts on 
campus 

• Demographic and academic data for 56,271 undergraduate students from the student database 
who entered UW Seattle between spring 2005 and winter 2012 

• Survey responses from 1,763 students who had left UW without graduating since 2004 
• Survey responses from 1,621 students who indicated that they had considered leaving UW, 

based on custom questions added to the 2014 SERU survey 

Key findings from these data sources and analyses are listed in Table 1.1. 

Table 1.1: Key Findings from 2014 UW Undergraduate Retention and Graduation Study  
Data Source Key Findings 
Campus conversations • Retention efforts at the UW are decentralized and extensive across 

UW Seattle 
• Employees felt that data about students and their access to it is 

limited 
Demographic and 
academic data 

• Native American, African American, and Pacific Islander students 
graduate at significantly lower rates than students from other racial 
and ethnic groups 

• Students who do not graduate have significantly lower first-year UW 
GPAs than students who graduate 

• Pell grant recipients, part-time students, and first generation 
students exhibit significantly lower graduation rates compared to 
their peers 

Students who left and 
students who considered 
leaving – reasons for 
leaving 

• Financial issues 
• Dissatisfaction with the quality of the academic experience 
• Depression and/or emotional distress 
• Academic struggles 
• Social isolation 
• Issues related to the major 
• Feeling unwelcome or having a bad experience 

Students who considered 
leaving but stayed – 
reasons for staying 

• Feeling supported by the university in their push to complete their 
degrees 

• Ability to persevere through hard times 
• The relative difficulty of leaving compared to remaining enrolled 
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In the five years since and as a result of this study, UW has pursued many efforts related to retention 
and graduation. The first efforts included hiring an individual with responsibility for coordinating 
retention efforts campus-wide and leading efforts to identify and resolve issues that relate to 
baccalaureate completion (the Manager of Student Success) and convening an on-going taskforce co-
chaired by the Vice President for Student Life and the Vice President for Minority Affairs & Diversity 
whose task is to monitor UW’s retention and graduation rates and support efforts to improve them (the 
Graduation and Retention Task Force). These individuals have pursued several notable interventions and 
policy changes to contribute to student success, including: 

• Implementing outreach to students who have been reinstated to UW after dismissal for 
academic low scholarship 

• Amending the policy related to minimum GPA and academic probation to better facilitate 
students’ continued education 

• Implementing an emergency aid program for students experiencing financial hardships 
• Conducting ongoing reviews and suggesting changes to annual withdrawal, hardship, and 

medical leave policies 

These and other efforts have been integral in transforming the UW landscape in supporting students in 
meeting their educational goals.  

During academic year 18-19, researchers in OEA and other stakeholders at UW felt the time was right to 
revisit factors related to retention and graduation among UW Seattle students and to see what else we 
might learn by engaging in a new, streamlined study. The purpose of this research is not to evaluate the 
effect of retention efforts since 2018 but rather to see identify areas for further focus and attention for 
UW’s retention efforts. This report presents findings of this study, the UW Seattle Undergraduate 
Retention and Graduation Study 2019, which we consider to be a follow-up and extension of the original 
study. In this study, we utilize two primary analytic techniques to answer the following research 
questions: 

1. What student demographic and academic characteristics are associated with their retention and 
graduation? 

2. What do students from some of UW’s most under-served groups identify as key challenges and 
contributors to their success? 

To answer the first research question, we examined the retention and graduation rates of both new 
first-time first-year (N = 54,357) and transfer students (N = 14,687) from nine years of fall cohorts (2008-
2016 – total N = 69,044). We disaggregated these measures by a host of factors, and then utilized these 
factors as predictor variables in a series of logistic regressions to evaluate their association to students 
being retained and graduating with a degree from UW. These findings build on those from the 2014 
study by including students from more recent cohorts and including several variables that were not 
included in previous analyses. More information about the findings from these analyses can be found in 
Section 2 of this report. 

To answer the second research question, we conducted four separate focus groups with UW students, 
each one directed toward students who shared a common identity that we identified through our 
institutional analyses as consistently persisting and graduating at lower rates than their peers. These 
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four groups were for Alaska Native/American Indian students, first generation students, Pell-eligible 
students, and students from rural counties. These findings build on the 2014 study by providing space 
for students to delve deeper into their experience with a group of their peers, whereas the qualitative 
findings from the previous study relied on open-ended comments from survey administrations. More 
information about these students’ experience and further findings from these focus groups can be 
found in Section 3 of this report. 
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2. ANALYSIS OF INSTITUTIONAL DATA 

Similar to the 2014 study, we explored relationships between retention and graduation and various 
demographic and academic characteristics in order to better understand how we might better support 
student progress toward a degree. The population for this study consisted of 69,044 undergraduate 
students who entered UW during fall quarters from 2008 to 2016; 54,357 were first-time first-year 
(FTFY) students, and 14,687 were transfer students. 

Entering cohorts were specified by the Office of Planning and Budgeting (OPB) Graduation and 
Retention tables. These tables included information about students' yearly enrollment and graduation 
status. Quarterly and yearly retention was recorded on census day of the student's anniversary quarter, 
and yearly graduation status was recorded at the quarter prior (e.g., summer quarter for autumn 
quarter entrants). Students who entered in summer quarter were classified as autumn quarter entrants, 
resulting in retention data for nine cohorts (2008 to 2016) for both FTFY and transfer students and 
graduation data for three to seven cohorts. 

Demographic and academic information for these students was gathered from UW student databases. 
These included sex, race/ethnicity, home geography (i.e., WA state residency and urban/rural county 
classifications), financial need and aid, first generation status, veteran status, prior academic 
performance (i.e., GPA and standardized scores on college entrance exams), academic interest/intent 
(as expressed at time of application), Office of Admissions application scores, and declared major status 
after the first quarter. The descriptive statistics for these variables, as well as the retention and 
graduation variables, are shown in Tables 2.1. 

We utilized a combination of descriptive statistics and logistic regression analyses to examine the 
relationship between the variables listed above and retention and graduation. UW Seattle’s most recent 
84% six-year graduation rate is high relative to its peers, but these rates vary for different groups of 
students. Therefore, it is critical to examine disaggregated rates in order to identify inequities in 
educational experience (Bensimon, 2005). We examined disaggregated retention and graduation rates 
to identify these potential inequities. However, we rely on logistic regression to examine the statistical 
relationships of all of these student characteristics to retention and graduation, allowing us to explore 
the relative contribution of each of them in predicting whether or not a student is retained and 
graduates. In addition to the demographic and academic information listed above, we also controlled for 
entry cohort in our regression models to account for any variation by entry year but we do not list these 
in our regression tables. Given the potential for multicollinearity among our variables, meaning the 
potential for different student characteristics to be correlated and overlap (e.g., first generation and 
financial need), we examined the variance inflation factor (VIF) and tolerance for all of the variables in 
our models. All were within the acceptable range (Meyers, Gams, & Guarino, 2006) to suggest that 
multicollinearity was not a concern in the models and that the effects we identified can be interpreted 
as pertaining specifically to the variables to which they are attributed. 

2.1 Retention 

UW students generally exhibited high retention rates from 2008 to 2016 relative to our peers. According 
to UW Profiles, UW Seattle’s fall-to-fall retention rate for the 2016 cohort was 94.0%, 1.3 percentage
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Table 2.1: Descriptive Statistics for Undergraduate Students entering 2008-2016 
 First-Time First-Year     Transfer  
 N % N %  
Total 54357 100.0 14687 100.0  
Outcomes n % n % Cohorts (N) 
1-Quarter Retention 53606 98.6 14012 95.4 FTFY N = 54357; Trans. N = 14687 
2-Quarter Retention 53364 98.6 12276 95.3 FTFY N = 54357; Trans. N = 14687 
1-Year Retention 50798 93.5 13061 89.9 FTFY N = 54357; Trans. N = 14687 
2-Year Retention 47889 88.1   FTFY N = 54357; Trans. N = 14687 
2-Year Graduation -- -- 6922 47.1 N = 14687 
3-Year Graduation -- -- 10105 76.7 2008-2015 (N = 13179) 
4-Year Graduation 26616 64.8 9655 83.3 2008-2014 (FTFY N = 41074; 

Trans. N = 11597) 
5-Year Graduation 28170 81.2 -- -- 2008-2013 (N = 34686) 
6-Year Graduation 23812 83.3 -- -- 2008-2012 (N = 28400) 
8-Year Graduation 14099 85.5 -- -- 2008-2010 (N = 16492) 
Categorical Variables n % n % Description 
Sex (Female)  28898 53.2 7565 51.5 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
African American 1848 3.4 726 4.9 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
American Indian 905 1.7 306 2.1 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
Asian 16643 30.6 2976 20.3 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
Caucasian 27839 51.2 8525 58.0 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
Hawaii/Pacific Islander 608 1.1 166 1.1 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
Hispanic 3748 6.9 1147 7.8 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
WA resident 37618 69.2 11794 80.3 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
Large central metro 24030 44.6 9116 62.3 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
Large fringe metro 12741 23.6 3201 21.9 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
Medium metro 6057 11.2 1194 8.2 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
Rural area 5478 10.2 1072 7.3 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
International 5582 10.4 54 0.4 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
Pell grant eligibility 11759 21.6 5432 37.0 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
Washington College Grant 7711 14.2 3474 23.7 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
Subsidized Stafford loan 10502 19.3 5040 34.3 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
Unsubsidized Stafford loan 9884 18.2 3883 26.4 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
First generation college student 7822 14.5 -- -- 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
Veterans 236 0.4 543 3.7 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
STEM major 26801 49.5 5497 41.9 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
College of Arts & Sciences 26801 61.6 7877 60.0 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
School of Business 33312 11.4 1541 11.7 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
College of Engineering 6154 16.4 1660 12.6 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
Medical field 8874 3.9 671 5.1 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
Other college/school 2121 6.6 1209 9.2 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
Declared major by 1st quarter 3554 24.5 9183 62.5 1 = Yes; 0 = No 
Continuous Variables n M (SD) n M (SD) Description 
Entry GPA 54224 3.76 (0.22) 14513 3.47 (0.37) 4-point scale 
ACT score 52795 27.35 (3.88)  -- -- 1-36 possible scores 
Prep/performance rating 52527 6.79 (1.21) -- -- 1-9 scale (9 = highest) 
Personal achievements rating 52527 4.58 (1.55) -- -- 1-9 scale (9 = highest) 
AP/IB credits 54356 11.4 (15.95) 14687 1.15 (5.58) # of credits 
Transfer credits 54356 9.43 (23.16) 14687 85.70 (19.22) # of credits 
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points higher than the median of our AAU peers (UW OPB & UW-IT ERA, 2019). Table 2.1 reveals that 
nearly all first-time first-year students return for the following one and two quarters (98.6%), with 93.5% 
returning the following year and 88.1% returning two years after starting at UW. Transfer students also 
exhibit high retention rates, with 95.4% returning after one quarter, 95.3% returning after two quarters, 
and 89.9% returning after their first year. For these cohorts, one-year retention rates ranged from 92.9% 
to 94.2% for FTFY students, while Transfer student rates ranged from 88.3% to 90.7%. Results of our 
logistic regression models (Tables 2.2 and 2.3), as well as disaggregated retention rates, reveal that 
these rates vary by a host of student characteristics. We only display significant findings in our 
regression models. 

Sex 

Our analyses reveal a relationship between sex and retention for first-time, first-year students. 
Specifically, when controlling for other student characteristics, female students exhibit increased odds 
of being retained for both one and two years over their male peers. Their odds of being retained one 
year are 18% better than male students, improving to 27% increased odds for two-year retention. Their 
retention rates are 0.6 percentage points higher for one year retention and 2.1 percentage points higher 
for two year retention (see Figure 2.1). Sex was not associated with retention for transfer students. 

 

Race/Ethnicity 

Several groups exhibited increased odds of being retained after controlling for other student 
characteristics, while inequities persist for American Indian/Alaska Native students (AI/AN). On the one 
hand, the odds of being retained one year are 32% higher for African American (AA) FTFY students, 28% 
higher for Asian FTFY students, and 17% higher for Hispanic students compared to students who do not 
hold these identities (i.e., non-AA, non-Asian students, and non-Hispanic students, respectively). This 
remains relatively consistent when considering two-year retention for Asian students (29% higher odds), 
while also improving for Hispanic students (24% higher odds). On the other hand, the odds of retaining 
AI/AN students decrease by 31% for one-year retention and 22% for two-year retention compared to 
non-AI/AN students. 

89.1%

93.7%

87.0%

93.1%

88.1%

93.5%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Retained 2 Yrs

Retained 1 Yr

Figure 2.1: First-Time First Year Retention Rates by Sex (n=54,357)

UW Average

Male

Female
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Table 2.2: Logistic Regression Models for First-Time First-Year Retention 
 One-Quarter Retention Two-Quarter Retention One-Year Retention Two-Year Retention 
 b SE OR b SE OR b SE OR b SE OR 

Sex (Female)         0.17 *** (0.04) 1.18 0.24 *** (0.03) 1.27 
African American 0.54 * (0.26) 1.71 0.53 * (0.26) 1.70 0.28 ** (0.11) 1.32     
American Indian         -0.38 ** (0.11) 0.69 -0.24 ** (0.09) 0.78 
Asian         0.25 *** (0.06) 1.28 0.26 *** (0.05) 1.29 
Caucasian                 
Hawaii/Pacific Islander                 
Hispanic         0.15 * (0.07) 1.17 0.17 ** (0.06) 1.18 
WA resident 0.92 *** (0.10) 2.51 0.92 *** (0.10) 2.51 0.88 *** (0.05) 2.42 0.76 *** (0.04) 2.14 
Large fringe metro a         -0.13 ** (0.05) 0.88 -0.21 *** (0.04) 0.81 
Medium metro a -0.31 ** (0.12) 0.73     -0.35 *** (0.06) 0.71 -0.33 *** (0.05) 0.72 
Rural area a         -0.39 *** (0.06) 0.68 -0.41 *** (0.05) 0.66 
International a 1.16 *** (0.25) 3.18 1.16 *** (0.25) 3.18 0.54 *** (0.11) 1.71 0.26 ** (0.08) 1.30 
Pell grant eligibility             -0.10 * (0.05) 0.90 
Washington College Grant 0.86 *** (0.17) 2.37 0.86 *** (0.17) 2.37 0.38 *** (0.08) 1.46 0.30 *** (0.06) 1.34 
Subsidized Stafford loan         -0.22 *** (0.06) 0.80 -0.16 ** (0.05) 0.86 
Unsubsidized Stafford loan         -0.17 ** (0.06) 0.85 -0.15 ** (0.04) 0.86 
First generation college student -0.41 ** (0.12) 0.67 -0.41 ** (0.12) 0.67 -0.30 *** (0.06) 0.74 -0.16 *** (0.05) 0.85 
Service                 
Entry GPA b         0.14 *** (0.04) 1.15 0.17 *** (0.03) 1.18 
ACT score b             0.05 * (0.02) 1.05 
Prep/performance  ranking b         0.15 *** (0.03) 1.17 0.15 *** (0.03) 1.16 
Personal achievements ranking b -0.15 ** (0.05) 0.86 -0.15 ** (0.05) 0.86 -0.07 ** (0.02) 0.93 -0.07 *** (0.02) 0.93 
AP/IB credits b 0.42 *** (0.06) 1.52 0.42 *** (0.06) 1.52 0.22 *** (0.03) 1.25 0.19 *** (0.02) 1.20 
Transfer credits b         -0.12 *** (0.03) 0.89 -0.13 *** (0.03) 0.88 
STEM major         -0.10 * (0.05) 0.90     
School of Business c 0.36 * (0.15) 1.44 0.36 * (0.15) 1.44 0.28 *** (0.07) 1.32 0.25 *** (0.05) 1.29 
College of Engineering c             -0.18 ** (0.05) 0.84 
Medical field c         -0.29 ** (0.09) 0.75 -0.57 *** (0.07) 0.56 
Other college/school c                 
Declared major by  first quarter         0.16 * (0.06) 1.17 0.13 ** (0.05) 1.14 
Nagelkerke R2 0.05    0.05    0.07    0.07    
NOTES: * p < 0.05, * p < 0.01, * p < 0.001; a Reference category = Large central metro; b Variables standardized as Z scores; c Reference category = College of Arts & Sciences 
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Table 2.3: Logistic Regression Models for Transfer Student Retention 
 One-Quarter Retention Two-Quarter Retention One-Year Retention 
 b SE OR b SE OR b SE OR 

Sex (Female)             
African American             
American Indian         -0.43 * (0.19) 0.65 
Asian         -0.28 ** (0.10) 0.75 
Caucasian         -0.26 ** (0.09) 0.77 
Hawaii/Pacific Islander             
Hispanic             
WA resident         0.34 *** (0.09) 1.41 
Large fringe metro a         -0.17 * (0.07) 0.84 
Medium metro a -0.46 ** (0.15) 0.63 -0.49 ** (0.15) 0.61 -0.49 *** (0.10) 0.61 
Rural area a         -0.37 ** (0.11) 0.69 
International a             
Pell grant eligibility             
Washington College Grant 0.54 *** (0.15) 1.72 0.52 ** (0.16) 1.69     
Subsidized Stafford loan             
Unsubsidized Stafford loan             
Service             
Entry GPA b 0.08 * (0.04) 1.08 0.08 * (0.04) 1.08 0.20 *** 0.026 1.22 
AP/IB credits b             
Transfer credits b             
STEM major             
School of Business c             
College of Engineering c             
Medical field c             
Other college/school c             
Declared major by  first quarter 0.76 *** (0.10) 2.13 0.76 *** (0.10) 2.13 0.61 *** (0.07) 1.84 
Nagelkerke R2 0.04    0.04    0.04    
NOTES: * p < 0.05, * p < 0.01, * p < 0.001; a Reference category = Large central metro; b Variables standardized as Z scores; c Reference category = College of Arts & Sciences 
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Figure 2.2 displays the retention rates by race and ethnicity for first-time first-year students. These 
disaggregated rates indicate that despite better odds of being retained, AA and Hispanic student actually 
exhibit lower retention rates than the overall average by 1.3 to 1.9 percentage points for one-year 
retention and by 2.7 to 3.4 percentage points for two-year retention. This means that while these 
students exhibit lower retention rates, they are actually more likely to be retained when we can control 
for other aspects of their identities. For example, if we have two students who are identical in a variety 
of ways (i.e., the same sex, hailing from similar geographical settings, with the same financial need, etc.), 
we would expect the AA student to return more often than the non-AA student. These findings reveal 
the complexity in trying to understand what predicts retention and the fact that multiple factors interact 
to influence a students’ success at UW. An examination of AI/AN students reveals regression results in-
line with the retention rates in Figure 2.2; AI/AN students exhibit retention rates nearly five percentage 
points lower than the UW average for one-year retention and 6.4 percentage points lower for two-year 
retention. These findings are consistent with graduation analyses and reveal that AI/AN students 
continue to be underserved in their UW experience. 

 

The transfer student experience varies a bit from FTFY students when considering race/ethnicity. 
Specifically, AI/AN students (odds decreased by 35%), White students (odds decreased by 25%), and 
Asian students (odds decreased by 23%) are less likely to return a year after they start at UW. 

Geography 

Our analyses considered geographical origin of students in two ways: state residency (Washington 
resident vs. out-of-state) and the degree to which a student’s home county is urban or rural. We begin 
here with state residency. Washington (WA) state students (who comprise 69% of the FTFY and 80% of 
the transfer sample cohorts from 2008-2016), are much more likely to be retained compared to their 

81.7%

88.6%

84.7%

92.1%

85.4%

91.5%

85.9%

91.9%

87.8%

93.1%

90.5%

94.9%

88.1%

93.5%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

2 Yr

1 Yr

Figure 2.2: First-Time First Year Retention Rates by Race/Ethnicity 
(n=54,357)

UW Average
Asian
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Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
Hispanic/Latinx
African American
American Indian/Alaska Native
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out-of-state peers (which include domestic and international students); the odds of one-year retention 
and two-year retention are 142% and 114% higher, respectively, for FTFY WA students. The one-year 
and two-year retention rates for these students are 94.6% and 89.8%, respectively, compared to 91.0% 
and 84.2% for out-of-state students. Similarly, WA transfer students exhibit 41% higher increased odds 
of being retained compared to their out-of-state peers (see Figure 2.3). 

 

We also uncovered relationships based on the degree of urbanization in the county from which students 
come. Figure 2.4 presents a map of the Pacific Northwest with a legend of six county classifications in 
order from most to least urban based on population: large central metro, large fringe metro, medium 
metro, small metro, micropolitan, and non-core counties (we combined the three least urban counties 
into one category – rural). We utilized the National Center for Health Statistics’ (NCHS) 2013 NCHS 
Urban-Rural Classification Scheme for Counties (Ingram & Franco, 2014) to classify counties for our 
analyses. We also included international students as a category in this variable as opposed to 
race/ethnicity (where they are typically included), because not doing so while examining geographic 
origin would remove all international students from our analyses.  

89.4%

84.2%

91.0%

90.0%

89.8%

94.6%

89.9%

88.1%

93.5%
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(n = 14,687)
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(n = 54,357)

Figure 2.3: Retention Rates by Residency
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FTFY students from large central metro counties (e.g., King in Washington, Multnomah in Oregon) 
exhibit the highest retention rates (94.4% for one-year, and 90.0% for two-year). Compared to these 
students, students’ chances of being retained generally decline the more rural the county from which 
they hail. 

• Large fringe metro (e.g., Pierce, Snohomish, Clark): Odds of being retained one year and two 
years are 12% and 19% lower, respectively, for students from large fringe metro counties 
compared to students from the most urban counties. These students exhibit retention rates 
roughly one percentage point lower than students from more urban counties. 

• Medium metro (e.g., Kitsap, Spokane, Benton): Odds of being retained are roughly 30% lower 
for both one-year and two-year retention for students from medium metro counties compared 
to students from urban counties; their one-year and two-year retention rates are three 
percentage points and four percentage points lower than urban students. 

• Rural (combination of small metro, micropolitan, and non-core counties – e.g., Whitman, Grays 
Harbor, Skagit, Walla Walla): Rural students exhibit the lowest retention odds. Odds of being 
retained are 32% lower for one-year and 34% lower for two-year retention compared to urban 
students; they exhibit lower one-year and two-year retention rates by four and six-and-a-half 
percentage points, respectively, compared to students from urban counties. 

• International: International students generally perform at or better than most students based 
on geographic origin.  These students exhibit a 71% increase in odds of being retained one year 
compared to domestic urban students and 30% increase in odds of being retained two years; 
they exhibit the same one-year retention rate as domestic urban students (94.4%), yet their 
two-year retention rates are 1.8 percentage points lower than these students (see Figure 2.5).   

Figure 2.4: Pacific Northwest County Map by Urban/Rural Classification 
(Ingram & Franco, 2014) 
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Similar patterns exist for transfer students from large central metro counties, who exhibit the highest 
retention rates (90.0% for one-year retention). Compared to these students, students’ chances of being 
retained generally decline the more rural the county they hail from, specifically related to one-year 
retention. 

• Large fringe metro (e.g., Pierce, Snohomish, Clark): Odds of being retained one year are 16% 
lower for students from large fringe metro counties compared to students from the most urban 
counties. These students exhibit retention rates roughly one-and-a-half percentage points lower 
than students from more urban counties. 

• Medium metro (e.g., Kitsap, Spokane, Benton): Odds of being retained are 39% lower for one-
year retention for students from medium metro counties compared to students from urban 
counties; their one-year retention rates are four percentage points lower than urban students. 

• Rural (combination of small metro, micropolitan, and non-core counties – e.g., Whitman, Grays 
Harbor, Skagit, Walla Walla): Again, rural transfer students exhibit the lowest retention odds. 
Odds of being retained are 31% lower for one-year retention compared to urban students; they 
exhibit lower one-year retention rates by four percentage points compared to students from 
urban counties. 

• International: The odds of international transfer students being retained do not significantly 
vary from those for domestic urban students after controlling for other student characteristics, 
despite their one-year retention rates being 3.5 percentage points higher than domestic urban 
students. 
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Financial Aid and First Generation Status 

We included several variables related to students’ financial need (Figure 2.6), as well as their first 
generation status (Figure 2.7). First, Pell grant eligibility, is an indicator of whether or not students are 
eligible to receive a federal Pell grant. This is generally used as a proxy for students coming from lower 
incomes and applies to all domestic students. Additionally, we included variables indicating whether 
students received several types of aid: Washington College Grant (WCG - formerly the State Need Grant, 
awarded to income-eligible students and serves as another proxy for low-income students from 
Washington) and subsidized and unsubsidized Stafford loans. Finally, we included whether or not 
students are first generation (meaning being the first in their family to attend college).  

Beginning with FTFY students, our models reveal that Pell eligibility is significantly related only to two-
year retention (although it is related to more graduation measures, which we describe below). The odds 
of being retained two years are reduced by 10% for students who are Pell-eligible. However, students 
who receive WCG’s are much more likely to return compared to students who do not; the odds of being 
retained one and two years are higher by 46% and 34%, respectively, for these students compared to 
students who do not receive these grants. Prior to including WCG recipients in the models, Pell eligibility 
was positively associated with retention across all retention variables, which indicates an overlap in 
students who are Pell-eligible and those who receive WCG’s; these awards simply account for more of 
the variance in retention compared to Pell eligibility. While these grants are positively related to 
retention, we found that taking out loans in the first year is negatively related to retention, with the 
odds of being retained decreasing by 14-20% for subsidized and unsubsidized Stafford loan recipients 
compared to non-loan recipients; retention rates for these students are two to three percentage points 
lower than the UW average. 

 

We also identified significant findings for first generation students compared to their non-first 
generation peers. Specifically, the odds of first generation students being retained one and two years 
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Figure 2.6: FTFY Retention Rates by Financial Need (n = 54,357)
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are 16% and 15% lower, respectively; they exhibit lower retention rates by two-and-a-half to three 
percentage points compared to their peers. Figure 2.5 displays one-year and two-year retention rates 
for FTFY students based on financial need and first generation status. 

 

Turning to Transfer students, we generally found few relationships between financial need and our 
retention variables. The exception to this is again the WCG, which is positively related to transfer 
students being retained one and two quarters (but not one year). Specifically, the odds of transfer 
students being retained increase by 72% and 69% for one and two quarters, respectively, if they receive 
a WCG.  

Prior Academic Performance 

We examined prior academic performance in three ways. First, we included prior GPA (high school GPA 
for FTFY students and undergraduate GPA for transfer students) and college entrance exam scores (FTFY 
only) as traditional measures of prior academic performance. Second, we included the number of credits 
students transfer in, separating these into course-based transfer credits and credits from AP/IB courses. 
Finally, we included the academic and personal rankings assigned students by the admissions office 
(FTFY only); we decided to include these because they are pieces of information we have about students 
prior to their enrollment and were curious about their power in predicting student success. We 
standardized all of these academic variables (i.e., grand mean centered) prior to their inclusion in the 
model so that we could evaluate their relative effect sizes. 

GPA and Standardized Tests 

High school GPA and college entrance exams both predict retention for FTFY students, yet for different 
periods. We standardized students’ college entrance exams scores to the measurement scale of the ACT, 
meaning we recoded SAT scores to match the equivalent of ACT scores so that we could analyze one 
common measurement scale. On the one hand, students’ performance on college entrance exams is 
related only to two-year retention, increasing the odds of retention by 5% for each additional SD a 
student scores. Students who are retained for two years generally score about one point higher on their 
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ACT compared to students who are not (see Table 2.4). On the other hand, students’ high school GPA is 
positively related to one and two-year retention. One standard deviation increase in student GPA 
(roughly 0.22 on a 4-point scale) is associated with 15% and 18% increased odds of being retained for 
one and two years, respectively. For both cases, the average high school GPA for students who are 
retained is 3.76, which is significantly higher than students who are not retained.  

Table 2.4: Average ACT Score by Retention Status (FTFY Students Only; n = 54,357) 
  Graduated Not Graduated ACT Diff. 
FTFY 1 Year Retention 27.4 26.4 1.0 
 2 Year Retention 27.4 26.6 0.8 

Due to increased missingness of college entrance exams scores for transfer students (nearly two-thirds 
of transfer students are missing college entrance exams scores), we only included undergraduate GPA in 
our transfer student models. GPA is positively related to all retention measures for transfer students. 
Specifically, the odds of being retained one quarter, two quarters, and one year are increased by 8%, 
8%, and 22% for every standard deviation higher a student scores on their GPA (0.37 on a 4.0 scale). 
Transfer students who are retained for one year came in with a 3.48 GPA, compared to 3.40 for those 
who are not retained after their first year. Table 2.5 lists GPA by retention status for both FTFY and 
Transfer students. 

Table 2.5: Average Prior GPA by Retention Status 
  Graduated Not Graduated GPA Diff. 
FTFY (n = 54,357) 1 Year Retention 3.76 3.67 0.09 
 2 Year Retention 3.77 3.69 0.08 
Transfer (n = 14,687) 1 Year Retention 3.48 3.40 0.08 

Transfer Credits 

The number of transfer credits students bring to UW (both AP/IB and transfer due to dual credit, 
running start, etc.) is related to FTFY retention, but in differing ways depending on the type of credit 
(see Table 2.6). Specifically, FTFY students arriving with AP/IB credits is positively related to retention, 
while arriving with other transfer credits (e.g., running start, college in the high school) is negatively 
related to retention. The odds of being retained one and two years increase by 25% and 20%, 
respectively, for each additional standard deviation in AP/IB credits students bring (roughly 16 credits); 
on average, students who are retained arrive with four additional AP/IB credits compared to those who 
are not retained. Conversely, the odds of being retained one and two years are 11% and 12% lower, 
respectively, for each additional standard deviation in transfer credits students bring (roughly 23); on 
average, students who are retained bring in roughly one less transfer credit than those who are not 
retained.  While this may seem small, the variation in transfer credits brought in varies greatly, as 
indicated by the relatively large standard deviation. When considering FTFY students, these findings 
potentially paint an interesting picture of the preparation of students who tend to bring in more AP/IB 
credits compared to students who tend to bring in more transfer credits from their dual credit 
programs. Neither AP/IB nor other transfer credits are related to retention for transfer students.  
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Table 2.6: Average AP/IB and Transfer Credits by Retention Status 
Student Type Credit Type Ret. Period Graduated Not Graduated Credit Diff. 
FTFY (n = 54,357) AP/IB Credits 1 Year Retention 11.7 7.3 4.4 
  2 Year Retention 12.0 7.9 4.1 
 Transfer Credits 1 Year Retention 9.4 10.3 -0.9 
  2 Year Retention 8.6 9.5 -0.9 
Transfer (n = 14,687) AP/IB Credits 1 Year Retention 1.2 1.0 0.2 
 Transfer Credits 1 Year Retention 85.7 82.9 2.8 

Admissions Department Ratings (FTFY students only) 

The final variables we included in retention models for FTFY students are the admissions rankings of 
students’ admissions applications. The UW Office of Admissions engages in holistic review of student 
applications, rating students in two categories: 1) preparation & performance, and 2) personal 
achievement & characteristics. Preparation & performance are the primary measure by which the Office 
of Admissions rates applications (UW Office of Admissions, 2019). These indicators include: 

• An overall strong level of academic achievement, as demonstrated by GPA, rigor of curriculum, 
standardized test scores and academic distinctions 

• Taking advantage of college-preparatory courses during high school, such as Advanced 
Placement (AP), International Baccalaureate (IB), Running Start or college in the high school; or 
academic subjects beyond the minimum required for college entrance 

• Taking full advantage of the senior year 
• Demonstrating a positive grade trend (UW Office of Admissions, 2019). 

 
Personal achievement & characteristics ratings are intended to assess what students have done “beyond 
[their] grades and test scores” (UW Office of Admissions, 2019). These indicators include: 

• Demonstrating a commitment to community service and leadership 
• Exercising significant responsibility in a family, community, employment situation or through 

activities 
• Attaining a college-preparatory education despite economic disadvantage (Washington state 

residents only) 
• Demonstrating cultural awareness or unique perspectives or experiences (UW Office of 

Admissions, 2019). 

These scores were rated on a nine-point scale, with 1 being highest and 9 being the lowest. We reverse 
scored them for their inclusions in our models for ease of interpretation; when we refer to higher scores 
we mean students who earned better scores on each rating. 

Table 2.7: Average Admissions Ratings by Graduation Status (FTFY Students Only; n = 54,357) 
  Graduated Not Graduated Score Diff. 
Preparation & Performance 1 Year Retention 6.82 6.42 0.40 
 2 Year Retention 6.84 6.46 0.38 
Personal Achievements 1 Year Retention 4.56 4.76 -0.20 
 2 Year Retention 4.55 4.74 -0.19 

Students’ preparation/performance and personal achievements ratings predict retention for FTFY 
students in opposite directions (see Table 2.7). On the one hand, higher ratings for preparation & 
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performance are positively related to one and two-year retention (increasing the odds of one year 
retention by 17% and of two year retention by 16% for each additional standard deviation in rating – 
approximately 1.2). The average difference in scores for students who are retained are approximately 
0.4 and 0.3 points higher for one-year and two-year retention, respectively, than students who are not 
retained (see Figure 2.10). On the other hand, higher ratings for personal achievements are negatively 
related to one-year and two-year retention (decreasing the odds of both one-year and two-year 
retention by 7% each additional standard deviation in rating – approximately 1.6). The average 
difference in scores for students who are retained are approximately 0.2 points lower than those who 
are not. Preparation/performance exhibits a larger effect sizes than personal achievements related to 
retention, suggesting it is a better predictor for future success. 

Academic Interests and Major Declaration 

Finally, we examined the relationships among several variables related to students’ academic interests 
and major declaration. Students list a preferred major when they apply to UW, and we categorized this 
interest in two different ways. First, given the increasing interest in performance of STEM students, we 
compared students who were interested in STEM majors to students who were not. Second, we 
categorized students’ interests by the UW school to which the major belongs (utilizing College of Arts & 
Sciences as our reference category in our models). Finally, we examined the relationship between 
retention and whether or not students had declared a major at the conclusion of their first academic 
quarter at UW (which would include students entering direct admit programs, as well as students who 
decide to intentionally declare their major by the end of that first quarter, approximately 25% of FTFY 
and 63% of transfer students). 

Turning first to STEM majors, we found that whether or not students want to pursue a STEM major is 
related to one-year retention only for FTFY students (which is in contrast to our findings for graduation 
where we observe relationships with all of our graduation variables). Specifically, students who enter 
pursuing a STEM major are less likely to be retained one year (odds are lower by 10%). Further, an 
examination of preferred major college revealed that FTFY students who are interested in majors in the 
Foster School of Business exhibit increased likelihood of being retained along all of our retention 
measures. Specifically, the odds of being retained one and two years are increased by 32% and 29%, 
respectively, for a student interested in business compared to the College of Arts & Sciences (A&S). This 
contrasts with FTFY students who are interested in engineering and medical fields. Specifically, the odds 
for FTFY students whose academic interest are in the UW College of Engineering of being retained two 
years are decreased by 16% compared to students interested in majors in the College of Arts & Sciences. 
Additionally, FTFY students are less likely to be retained if they are interested in majors in the School of 
Medicine (with 25% decreased odds of one-year retention and 44% decreased odds of two-year 
retention compared to their A&S peers). Major interest is not related to retention status for transfer 
students. 
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Finally, declaring a major by the conclusion of one’s first quarter is positively related to retention for 
both FTFY and transfer students (Figure 2.9). Specifically, the odds of being retained one and two years 
increase by 17% and 14%, respectively, for FTFY students who declare a major by the end of the first 
quarter. The odds of being retained one year increase by 84% for transfer students who declare 
compared to students who do not. 

 
Many of the findings from our retention analyses mirror those from our graduation analyses. Therefore, 
we provide a comprehensive summary of these findings at the conclusion of Section 2 (page 34).  
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2.2 Graduation 

Similar to retention, UW students generally exhibit high graduation rates from 2008 to 2016 relative to 
their peers. According to UW Profiles, UW Seattle’s 6-year overall graduation rate for the 2016 cohort 
was 84.4%, 1.8 percentage points higher than the median of our AAU peers (UW OPB & UW-IT ERA, 
2019). Table 2.1 reveals that 64.8% of FTFY students graduate in four years (cohorts 2008-2014), 81.2% 
graduation in five years (cohorts 2008-2013), 83.3% graduate in six years (cohorts 2008-2012), and 
85.5% graduate within eight years (cohorts 2008-2010).  Turning to transfer students, nearly half 
graduate from UW within two years (47.1%, cohorts 2008-2016), 76.7% within three years (cohorts 
2008-2015), and 83.3% within six years (cohorts 2008-2014). Results of our logistic regression models 
(Tables 2.8 and 2.9), as well as disaggregated retention rates, reveal that these rates vary by a host of 
student characteristics. 

 

Sex 

Our analyses reveal a relationship between sex and graduation for both FTFY and transfer students. 
Specifically, when controlling for other student characteristics, female students exhibit increased odds 
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Table 2.4: Logistic Regression Models for First-Time First-Year Graduation  
 4-Year Graduation 5-Year Graduation 6-Year Graduation 8-Year Graduation 

 b SE OR b SE OR b SE OR b SE OR 
Sex (Female) 0.56 *** (0.03) 1.74 0.45 *** (0.03) 1.57 0.38 *** (0.04) 1.46 0.25 *** (0.05) 1.28 
African American                 
American Indian -0.27 ** (0.08) 0.76 -0.25 * (0.10) 0.78 -0.32 ** (0.12) 0.72     
Asian     0.32 *** (0.05) 1.38 0.34 *** (0.06) 1.41 0.38 *** (0.11) 1.45 
Caucasian 0.21 *** (0.04) 1.23 0.21 *** (0.05) 1.24 0.12 * (0.06) 1.13     
Hawaii/Pacific Islander                 
Hispanic -0.11 * (0.05) 0.90             
WA resident     0.40 *** (0.04) 1.49 0.43 *** (0.05) 1.53 0.54 *** (0.07) 1.71 
Large fringe metro a     -0.18 *** (0.04) 0.84 -0.18 *** (0.05) 0.84 -0.22 *** (0.06) 0.80 
Medium metro a -0.09 * (0.04) 0.91 -0.24 *** (0.05) 0.79 -0.27 *** (0.06) 0.76 -0.40 *** (0.08) 0.67 
Rural area a -0.22 *** (0.04) 0.80 -0.41 *** (0.05) 0.67 -0.39 *** (0.06) 0.67 -0.48 *** (0.08) 0.62 
International a 0.18 ** (0.07) 1.19 0.36 *** (0.09) 1.43 0.33 ** (0.12) 1.39     
Pell grant eligibility -0.24 *** (0.04) 0.79 -0.26 *** (0.05) 0.77 -0.31 *** (0.06) 0.74 -0.33 *** (0.09) 0.72 
Washington College Grant     0.24 *** (0.06) 1.27 0.32 *** (0.07) 1.37 0.39 *** (0.10) 1.48 
Subsidized Stafford loan                 
Unsubsidized Stafford loan -0.08 * (0.04) 0.92 -0.17 *** (0.05) 0.84 -0.23 *** (0.05) 0.79 -0.16 * (0.07) 0.86 
First generation college student -0.16 *** (0.04) 0.85 -0.18 *** (0.05) 0.84 -0.20 *** (0.05) 0.82 -0.22 ** (0.08) 0.80 
Service                 
Entry GPA b 0.25 *** (0.02) 1.28 0.26 *** (0.03) 1.30 0.22 *** (0.04) 1.25 0.18 *** (0.05) 1.20 
ACT score b -0.05 ** (0.02) 0.95             
Prep/performance  ranking b 0.13 *** (0.03) 1.14 0.16 *** (0.03) 1.18 0.20 *** (0.04) 1.22 0.19 ** (0.06) 1.21 
Personal achievements ranking b -0.10 *** (0.02) 0.91 -0.09 *** (0.02) 0.91 -0.10 *** (0.03) 0.91     
AP/IB credits b 0.32 *** (0.02) 1.37 0.28 *** (0.02) 1.33 0.27 *** (0.03) 1.31 0.28 *** (0.04) 1.32 
Transfer credits b 0.54 *** (0.02) 1.72 0.22 *** (0.03) 1.24 0.15 *** (0.04) 1.17     
STEM major -0.16 *** (0.03) 0.85 -0.11 ** (0.04) 0.90 -0.16 ** (0.05) 0.85 -0.17 ** (0.07) 0.84 
School of Business c 0.21 *** (0.04) 1.24 0.31 *** (0.05) 1.36 0.25 *** (0.06) 1.28 0.32 *** (0.09) 1.38 
College of Engineering c -0.19 *** (0.05) 0.83 -0.26 *** (0.07) 0.78 -0.27 *** (0.08) 0.76 -0.31 ** (0.10) 0.73 
Medical field c -0.25 *** (0.06) 0.78 -0.48 *** (0.07) 0.62 -0.51 *** (0.08) 0.60 -0.51 *** (0.11) 0.60 
Other college/school c                 
Declared major by  first quarter     0.11 * (0.05) 1.12 0.13 * (0.06) 1.14 0.18 * (0.08) 1.20 
Nagelkerke R2 0.13    0.10    0.10    0.10    
NOTES: * p < 0.05, * p < 0.01, * p < 0.001; a Reference category = Large central metro; b Variables standardized as Z scores; c Reference category = College of Arts & Sciences; ^ 4-
Year N = 37,598 for cohorts 2008-2014, 5-Year N = 31,514 for cohorts 2008-2013, 6-Year N = 25,527 for cohorts 2008-2012, and 8-Year N = 14,473 for cohorts 2008-2010 
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Table 2.5: Logistic Regression Models for Transfer Student Graduation 
 2-Year Graduation 3-Year Graduation 4-Year Graduation 
 b SE OR b SE OR b SE OR 

Sex (Female) 0.30 *** (0.04) 1.35 0.27 *** (0.05) 1.31 0.29 *** (0.06) 1.34 
African American             
American Indian     -0.46 ** (0.16) 0.63 -0.43 * (0.19) 0.65 
Asian -0.31 *** (0.06) 0.73 -0.25 ** (0.08) 0.78 -0.19 * (0.09) 0.83 
Caucasian             
Hawaii/Pacific Islander             
Hispanic             
WA resident -0.29 *** (0.06) 0.75         
Large fringe metro a             
Medium metro a -0.27 *** (0.08) 0.77 -0.31 *** (0.08) 0.74 -0.39 *** (0.10) 0.68 
Rural area a -0.18 * (0.08) 0.83     -0.21 * (0.11) 0.81 
International a             
Pell grant eligibility -0.16 ** (0.05) 0.85         
Washington College Grant             
Subsidized Stafford loan             
Unsubsidized Stafford loan             
Service 0.24 * (0.11) 1.27         
Entry GPA b 0.08 *** (0.02) 1.08 0.21 *** (0.02) 1.23 0.24 *** (0.03) 1.27 
AP/IB credits b 0.19 ** (0.05) 1.21 0.29 *** (0.07) 1.33 0.32 ** (0.10) 1.38 
Transfer credits b 1.35 *** (0.06) 3.87 0.86 *** (0.06) 2.37 0.66 *** (0.07) 1.94 
STEM major -0.68 *** (0.05) 0.51 -0.49 *** (0.06) 0.61 -0.40 *** (0.07) 0.67 
School of Business c     0.38 *** (0.08) 1.47 0.24 * (0.10) 1.28 
College of Engineering c 0.14 * (0.07) 1.15 0.28 ** (0.09) 1.32 0.33 ** (0.11) 1.39 
Medical field c 1.32 *** (0.10) 3.76 0.63 *** (0.13) 1.88 0.49 ** (0.17) 1.62 
Other college/school c 0.20 ** (0.07) 1.22         
Declared major by  first quarter 0.76 *** (0.04) 2.13 0.67 *** (0.05) 1.95 0.54 *** (0.06) 1.72 
Nagelkerke R2 0.18    0.11    0.08    
NOTES: * p < 0.05, * p < 0.01, * p < 0.001; a Reference category = Large central metro; b Variables standardized as Z scores; c Reference category = College of Arts & Sciences; ^ 2-
Year N = 10,855 for cohorts 2008-2016, 3-Year N = 10,521 for cohorts 2008-2015, and 4-Year N = 9,979 for cohorts 2008-2014 
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of graduating at all time-points over their male peers. Their odds of graduating within four years 
increase by 74%, by 57% within five years, by 46% within six years, and by 28% within eight years. As 
figure 2.9 reveals, the largest gap is at the four-year graduation mark and shrinks the more time is 
afforded to earn a degree. Similar patterns are seen in transfer students, as odds increase for female 
students by 35%, 31%, and 34% for two-year, three-year, and four-year graduation, respectively, 
compared to male students. Again, the gaps are largest at the shorter time interval and shrink over time 
down to nearly five percentage points for four-year graduation. 

Race/Ethnicity 

Several groups exhibited increased odds of graduating after controlling for other student characteristics, 
while inequities persist for American Indian/Alaska Native students (AI/AN), mirroring results from our 
retention models. White and Asian students exhibit increased odds for graduating. Specifically, 
compared to their non-White peers, White students odds increase by 23% for graduating in four years, 
24% for graduating in five years, and 13% for graduating in six years. Similarly, odds increase by 38% for 
graduating in five years and 41% for graduating in six years for Asian students compared to their non-
Asian peers. Hispanic students are less likely to graduate only within four years, with odds decreasing by 
10% compared to non-Hispanic peers. As mentioned above, AI/AN students exhibit persistent gaps, with 
their odds of graduating decreased by 24%, 22%, and 28% in four, five, and six years, respectively, 
compared to their non-AI/AN peers. While Figure 2.10 indicates that African American (AA) students 
exhibit lower graduation rates, our analyses (see Table 2.4) reveal that these gaps are no longer evident 
when we control for other student characteristics. 

Turning to transfer students, we again found gaps for AI/AN students, whose odds of graduating within 
three and four years decrease by 37% and 35% respectively, compared to their non-AI/AN peers. 
Contrary to the FTFY models, we found that Asian transfer students are less likely to graduate compared 
to their non-Asian peers, with odds decreased by 27%, 22%, and 17% for graduating in two, three, and 
four years, respectively. Figure 2.10 displays graduation rates by race and ethnicity for FTFY and transfer 
students. 
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Geography 

Our graduation analyses largely mirrored our retention analyses when examining geographic origin of 
our students, with some exceptions (see Figure 2.14 for graduation rates by Washington state 
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residency). Beginning with state residency, we again found that FTFY students who are Washington state 
residents are more likely to graduate within five and six years, while Washington resident transfer 
students are less likely to graduate within two and three years. On the one hand, the odds of graduating 
increase by 49% and 53% within five years and six years, respectively (residency is not related to four-
year graduation for FTFY students) for FTFY Washington residents compared to their out-of-state peers. 
Their five-year graduation rates are 4.8 percentage points higher and six-year graduation rates are 4.4 
points higher than out-of-state students. On the other hand, the odds of graduating decrease by 25% in 
both two and three years for Washington resident transfer students compared to their out-of-state 
peers. Their two-year graduation rates are nearly 10 percentage points lower than out-of-state students. 

 

Similarly to retention, we also uncovered relationships to graduation based on the degree of 
urbanization in the county from which students come (see Figure 2.12 for graduation rates by 
urban/rural county). Again, we direct the reader to Figure 2.4 on page 11, which presents a map of the 
Pacific Northwest with a legend of six county classifications in order from most to least urban based on 
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population: large central metro, large fringe metro, medium metro, small metro, micropolitan, and non-
core counties (we combined the three least urban counties into one category – rural). FTFY students 
from large central metro counties (e.g., King in Washington, Multnomah in Oregon) exhibit the highest 
graduation rates of all of our domestic students (65.0% within four years, 83.2% within five years, and 
85.8% within six years). Again, compared to these students, domestic students’ chances of graduating 
generally decline the more rural the county they hail from.  

• Large fringe metro (e.g., Pierce, Snohomish, Clark): Odds of graduating within five and six years 
are 16% lower for students from large fringe metro counties compared to students from the 
most urban counties. These students exhibit graduation rates 2.3 percentage points lower than 
urban students. 

• Medium metro (e.g., Kitsap, Spokane, Benton): Odds of graduating are 9%, 21%, and 24% lower 
within four, five, and six years, respectively, for students from medium metro counties 
compared to students from urban counties; their graduation rates are three to three-and-a-half 
points lower than urban students. 

• Rural (combination of small metro, micropolitan, and non-core counties – e.g., Whitman, Grays 
Harbor, Skagit, Walla Walla): Odds of graduating are 20%, 33%, and 33% lower within four, five, 
and six years, respectively, for students from rural counties compared to urban students; their 
graduation rates are also six to eight points lower than urban students. 

• International students generally perform at or better than most students based on geographic 
origin.  These students exhibit a 19% increase in odds of graduating within four years compared 
to domestic urban students, 43% increase within five years, and 39% increase within six years. 

We found similar patterns for transfer students from large central metro counties, who exhibit the 
highest graduation rates among our domestic students (48.6% for two-year, 78.2% for three-year, and 
84.7% for four-year). Compared to these students, domestic students’ chances of graduating generally 
decline the more rural the county they hail from, but less consistently than for FTFY students: 

• Large fringe metro (e.g., Pierce, Snohomish, Clark): Our models reveal no statistical difference in 
likelihood of graduating between students for large central and large fringe metros counties. 

• Medium metro (e.g., Kitsap, Spokane, Benton): We found the most consistent findings for 
students from medium metro counties, for whom the odds of graduating are 23%, 26%, and 
32% lower for two-year, three-year, and four-year graduation, respectively, compared to 
students from the most urban counties. These students exhibit graduation rates roughly seven 
to eight-and-a-half points lower than students from more urban counties. 

• Rural (combination of small metro, micropolitan, and non-core counties – e.g., Whitman, Grays 
Harbor, Skagit, Walla Walla): Odds of graduating are 17% lower for two-year and 19% lower for 
four-year graduation compared to urban students (no differences in graduation odds for three-
year graduation); they exhibit lower two-year and four-year graduation rates by roughly 7.5 
percentage points compared to students from urban counties. 

• International: The odds of international transfer students graduating do not significantly vary 
from those for domestic urban students. 
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Financial Aid and First Generation Status 

As we did for retention, we included several variables related to students’ financial need and first 
generation status in our graduation models. In this section we examine Pell grant eligibility, whether 
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students received several types of aid including Washington College Grant (WCG) and 
subsidized/unsubsidized Stafford loans, and first generation status (FTFY students only).  

Beginning with FTFY student, we see conflicting results based on need and grants. Our models reveal 
that Pell eligibility is significantly negatively related to graduation at all time points. Specifically, the odds 
of Pell-eligible students graduating in four, five, and six years are reduced by 21%, 23%, and 26%, 
respectively compared to their non-Pell-eligible peers. However, students who receive WCG’s are more 
likely to graduate compared to students who do not; the odds of graduating in five and six years are 
higher by 27% and 37%, respectively, for these students compared to students who do not receive these 
grants (we found no significant relationship between WCG and four-year graduation). Graduation rates 
for Pell-eligible students are four-and-a-half to nine percentage points lower than the UW average. Even 
though the likelihood of graduating is increased for WCG recipients when we control for other factors, 
their absolute graduation rates for WCG recipients are two to three percentage points lower than the 
UW average. Again, similar to the retention models, we found that taking out loans in the first year is 
negatively related to graduation, with the odds of graduating decreasing by 8-21% specifically for 
unsubsidized Stafford loan recipients compared to non-loan recipients; graduation rates for these 
students are three to four percentage points lower than the UW average.  

 

We also identified significant findings for FTFY first generation students compared to their non-first 
generation peers. Specifically, the odds of first generation students graduating in four, five, and six years 
are 15%, 16%, and 18% lower, respectively; they exhibit lower graduation rates by seven to 12 
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percentage points compared to their peers. Figure 2.16 displays graduation rates for FTFY students only 
based on financial need and first generation status. 

Turning to transfer students, we again found little relationship between financial need and our 
graduation variables. The exception to this is Pell eligibility, which is negatively related to transfer 
students graduating only within two years, lowering their odds of graduation by 15%.  

 

Prior Academic Performance 

We included the same variables for prior academic performance in our graduation models as we did for 
our retention models: prior GPA and college entrance exam scores (FTFY only), the number of credits 
students transfer in, separating these into course-based transfer credits and credits from AP/IB courses, 
and academic and personal rankings assigned students by the admissions office (FTFY only). We 
standardized these variables (i.e., grand mean centered) prior to their inclusion in the model so that we 
could evaluate their relative effect sizes. 

GPA and Standardized Tests 

Prior GPA is positively related to graduation at all time points for FTFY and transfer students, while ACT 
score is negatively related only at the four year graduation mark for FTFY students, suggesting the 
predictive power of prior GPA is much stronger. One standard deviation increase in FTFY student high 
school GPA (roughly 0.22 on a 4-point scale) is associated with 28%, 30%, and 25% increased odds of 
graduating in four, five, and six years, respectively. FTFY students who graduate within these timeframes 
exhibit higher average high school GPA’s by 0.08 to 0.10 points (see Table 2.10). 

 

  

85.0%

82.5%

66.7%

77.9%

74.6%

54.3%

83.8%

81.2%

64.8%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

FTFY 6 Year
(n = 28,400)

FTFY 5 Year
(n = 36,486)

FTFY 4 Year
(n = 41,074)

Figure 2.14: FTFY Graduation Rates by First Generation Status

UW Average

First Gen

Non First Gen



OEA Report 19-02: UW Seattle Undergraduate Retention and Graduation Study 2019 29 

Table 2.10: Average Prior GPA by Graduation Status 
  n Graduated Not Graduated GPA Diff. 
FTFY 4 Year Graduation 41,704 3.78 3.70 0.08 
 5 Year Graduation 36,486 3.77 3.67 0.10 
 6 Year Graduation 28,400 3.76 3.66 0.10 
Transfer 2 Year Graduation 14,687 3.47 3.46 0.01 
 3 Year Graduation 13,179 3.48 3.40 0.08 
 4 Year Graduation 11,597 3.47 3.37 0.10 

Due to increased missingness of college entrance exams scores for transfer students, we only included 
prior GPA in our transfer student models. Similar to FTFY students, undergraduate GPA is positively 
related to graduation for transfer students. Specifically, the odds of graduating in two, three, and four 
years are increased by 8%, 23%, and 27% for each standard deviation higher a student scores on their 
GPA (0.37 on a 4.0 scale). Transfer students who graduate within these timeframes exhibit higher 
average undergraduate GPAs by 0.01 to 0.10 points (see Table 2.10). 

Transfer Credits 

The number of transfer credits FTFY students bring to UW (both AP/IB and transfer due to dual credit, 
running start, etc.) is positively related to graduation (Table 2.11 lists graduation rates by these credits 
for FTFY students). The odds of graduating in four, five, and six years increase by 37%, 33%, and 31%, 
respectively, for each additional standard deviation in AP/IB credits students bring (roughly 16 credits); 
on average FTFY student who graduate in these timeframes arrive with four to five additional AP/IB 
credits compared to those who are not retained (the approximate difference of one extra class). The 
odds of graduating in the same time periods are 72%, 24%, and 17% larger, respectively, for each 
additional standard deviation in transfer credits students bring (roughly 23); on average, students who 
graduate within these timeframes bring in roughly one to five more transfer credits than those who 
have not graduated.  While this may seem small, the variation in transfer credits brought in varies 
greatly, as indicated by the relatively large standard deviation. Based on these analyses, transfer credits 
have a larger effect on graduation in the oft-stated four year graduation window, but AP/IB credits have 
larger effects when we expand the graduation window. 

Table 2.11: Average Credits by Graduation Status for FTFY Students 
  n Graduated Not Graduated Credit Diff. 
AP/IB credits 4 Year Graduation 41,704 12.3 7.7 4.6 
 5 Year Graduation 36,486 11.1 6.6 4.5 
 6 Year Graduation 28,400 10.3 6.1 4.2 
Transfer credits 4 Year Graduation 41,704 9.3 7.0 2.3 
 5 Year Graduation 36,486 9.0 7.3 1.7 
 6 Year Graduation 28,400 9.0 7.8 1.2 

Turning to transfer students, both traditional transfer and AP/IB credits are positively related to 
graduation, but the effect of transfer credits is much larger than for AP/IB credits (Table 2.12 lists 
graduation rates by these credits for transfer students). As a reminder, transfer students on average 
bring very few AP/IB credits (M = 1.15, SD = 5.58) and many more transfer credits (M = 85.70, SD = 
19.22). The odds of four, five, and six year graduation for transfer students increase by 21%, 33%, and 
38% for each additional standard deviation of AP/IB credits they bring (roughly 5-6 credits). Contrast 
these findings with the odds of graduating in two, three, and four years increasing by a magnitude of 



OEA Report 19-02: UW Seattle Undergraduate Retention and Graduation Study 2019 30 

3.87 (in other words, by 287%), 2.37 (137%), and 1.94 (94%), respectively, for each additional standard 
deviation of transfer credits they bring in (approximately 19 credits). On average, transfer student 
graduates bring in between nine and ten additional transfer credits compared to peers who have yet to 
graduate. 

Table 2.12: Average Credits by Graduation Status for Transfer Students 
  n Graduated Not Graduated Credit Diff. 
AP/IB credits 2 Year Graduation 14,687 1.1 1.2 0.1 
 3 Year Graduation 13,179 1.2 0.9 0.3 
 4 Year Graduation 11,597 1.1 0.8 0.3 
Transfer credits 2 Year Graduation 14,687 90.9 81.1 9.8 
 3 Year Graduation 13,179 88.0 78.6 9.4 
 4 Year Graduation 11,597 87.5 78.9 8.4 

Admissions Department Ratings (FTFY students only) 

The final variable we included in graduation models for FTFY students are the admissions rankings of 
students’ admissions applications. Again, the UW Office of Admissions engages in holistic review of 
student applications, rating students in two categories: 1) preparation & performance, and 2) personal 
achievement & characteristics. We refer the reader to descriptions of these ratings on page 16.  

These scores were rated on a nine-point scale, with 1 being highest and 9 being the lowest. We reverse 
scored them for their inclusions in our models. 

Table 2.13: Average Admissions Ratings by Graduation Status (FTFY Students Only) 
  n Graduated Not Graduated Score Diff. 
Preparation & Performance 4 Year Graduation 41,704 6.84 6.42 0.42 
 5 Year Graduation 36,486 6.77 6.32 0.45 
 6 Year Graduation 28,400 6.75 6.28 0.47 
Personal Achievements 4 Year Graduation 41,704 4.49 4.81 -0.32 
 5 Year Graduation 36,486 4.60 4.89 -0.29 
 6 Year Graduation 28,400 4.66 4.94 -0.28 

Students’ preparation/performance and personal achievements ratings predict FTFY graduation in 
similar ways that they do for retention. On the one hand, higher ratings for preparation & performance 
are positively related to graduating in four, five, and six years, increasing the odds of graduating by 14%, 
18%, and 22% respectively, for each additional standard deviation in rating (approximately 1.2). The 
average difference in scores for students who are graduated are approximately 0.45 points higher than 
students who have not graduated (see Table 2.13). On the other hand, higher ratings for personal 
achievements are negatively related graduating in four, five, and six years, decreasing the odds of 
graduating by 9% for each additional standard deviation in rating (approximately 1.6). The average 
difference in scores for students who graduate are approximately 0.3 points lower than those who are 
not. As with retention, preparation/performance exhibits a larger effect sizes than personal 
achievements related to graduation, suggesting it is a better predictor for future success. 

Academic Interests and Major Declaration 

Finally, we examined the relationships among several variables related to students’ academic interests 
and major declaration and graduation. Again, we categorized students’ requested major by college, as 
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well as whether or not it was STEM or non-STEM. We also examined the relationship between 
graduation and whether or not students had declared a major at the conclusion of their first academic 
quarter at UW. 

Turning first to major declaration (Figure 2.14), students’ declaring a major by the end of the first 
quarter is positively related to graduation for both FTFY and transfer students. Specifically, FTFY 
students exhibit 12% and 14% increased odds of graduating in five and six years, respectively, when they 
declare by the end of the first quarter. This effect is much more pronounced for transfer students, 
whose odds of graduating in two, three, and four years increase by 113%, 95%, and 72%, respectively, 
when they declare within the first quarter. 

 

While pursuing a STEM major is generally not significantly related to retention, we did find that STEM 
major interest is negatively related to graduation for both FTFY and transfer students (Figure 2.15). 
Specifically, the odds of graduating in four, five, and six years decrease by 15%, 10%, and 15% for FTFY 
students pursuing STEM majors compared to those that are not. Their graduation rates are roughly two-
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and-a-half to four-and-a-half percentage points lower than non-STEM majors. This phenomenon is more 
pronounced in transfer students, for whom the odds of graduating in two, three, and four years 
decrease by 49%, 39%, and 33% for students pursuing STEM majors compared to those that are not. 
Their graduation rates are roughly between 1.3 and 4.5 percentage points lower than non-STEM majors. 

 

An examination of preferred major college for FTFY students mirrors findings from our retention models 
(Figure 2.16); students pursuing a major in the School of Business are more likely to graduate compared 
to students pursuing majors in A&S, while students pursuing majors in the College of Engineering and 
Medical School are less likely to graduate. Specifically, the odds of graduating in four, five, and six years 
are increased by 24%, 36%, and 28%, respectively, for a student interested in business compared to an 
A&S major. The odds for FTFY students whose academic interest are in the UW College of Engineering of 
graduating in four, five, and six years are decreased by 17%, 22%, and 24%, respectively, compared to 
students interested in majors in A&S. Additionally, FTFY students are less likely to graduate if they are 
interested in majors in the School of Medicine (with 22%, 38%, and 40% decreased odds for four-year, 
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five-year, and six-year graduation, respectively, compared to their A&S peers). Transfer students exhibit 
a different pattern, with pursuing majors in business, engineering, and medical fields all increasing 
likelihood of graduating compared to A&S majors (between 28% and 47% increased odds for business, 
between 15% and 39% increased odds for engineering, and between 62% and 276% increased odds for 
medical field majors).  

 

 

82.7%

74.8%

45.8%

85.0%

82.9%

64.3%

86.7%

81.9%

65.9%

74.1%

71.6%

56.0%

87.8%

81.0%

46.5%

81.5%

78.2%

58.3%

87.9%

83.8%

50.6%

86.6%

84.3%

68.7%

81.9%

74.1%

42.7%

84.5%

81.9%

66.5%

83.3%

76.7%

47.1%

83.8%

81.2%

64.8%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Transfer 4 Yr
(n = 11,597)

Transfer 3 Yr
(n = 13,179)

Transfer 2 Yr
(n = 14,687)

FTFY 6 Year
(n = 28,400)

FTFY 5 Year
(n = 36,486)

FTFY 4 Year
(n = 41,074)

Figure 2.16: Graduation Rates by Major Preference

UW Average
Arts & Sciences
Business
Engineering
Medical
Other



OEA Report 19-02: UW Seattle Undergraduate Retention and Graduation Study 2019 34 

2.3 Institutional Data Analysis Summary 

The results of this institutional data analysis provide complex and nuanced insights related to retention 
and graduation among the UW Seattle undergraduate population. Key findings and takeaways from our 
analyses include: 

1. Evidence suggests that while UW boasts relatively strong retention and graduation rates, 
disaggregating these data reveal persistent equity gaps for some students. Specifically, 
American Indian/Alaska Native students; rural students; Pell-eligible and unsubsidized loan 
recipients; and first generation students exhibit lower retention and graduation rates, as well as 
decreased odds for achieving these outcomes when we control for other student characteristics. 
Results for AI/AN, Pell students, and first generation students mirror findings from 2014, while 
the rural and first generation findings highlight a new group of students worthy of attention. 
More concerted effort and attention should be given to these students to ensure they are 
supported and can thrive in meeting these important outcomes. 
 

2. Some aspects of prior academic performance are more predictive of retention and graduation 
than others. GPA is consistently related to retention and graduation among our undergraduate 
students and exhibits much larger effects in these associations compared to student 
performance on college entrance exams. Prior credits from both AP/IB courses and transfer 
credits are both predictive of graduation and retention, with AP/IB credits showing the most 
consistent and generally larger effect sizes. Admissions ratings of applications are related to 
retention and graduation, with academic preparation/performance playing a larger role in 
predicting who will be retained and graduate compared to personal achievements. 
 

3. Findings related to preferred majors and major declaration are nuanced beyond what we can 
uncover here. We felt it necessary to control for students major choices in our models, but 
trying to make broad-sweeping claims or policy decisions related to majors based on our 
analyses would be difficult. As the landscape continues to change with direct-to-major 
admissions, it will be important for UW to pay close attention to how well students are 
achieving their goals and identify any systemic patterns that might develop which could support 
or hinder our students, especially as it relates to equitable outcomes for students from groups 
such as those identified above. 
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3. STUDENT FOCUS GROUPS 

At the conclusion of the institutional data analysis, researchers in OEA identified four groups of students 
with which to engage in focus groups: American Indian/Alaska Native students; rural students; Pell-
eligible students; and first generation students. We recruited students via email invitations sent to 
students who fit the selection criteria (see Appendix A), addressed from the Vice President for Minority 
Affairs & Diversity (Dr. Rickey Hall), Vice President for Student Life (Dr. Denzil Suite), and Dean of 
Undergraduate Academic Affairs (Dr. Ed Taylor). The recruitment period ran for two weeks in early May, 
and the hour-long focus groups occurred between May 28 and June 3, 2019. Descriptions of the 
participants in the four focus groups can be seen in Table 3.1. 

Table 3.1: Descriptive Statistics for Student Focus Groups 

 N % 
Focus Group   

First generation a 4 21% 
Pell-eligible 5 26% 
Rural 7 37% 
American Indian/Alaska Native a 3 16% 

Gender   
Female 12 63% 
Male 7 37% 

Race/Ethnicity   
Underrepresented minority (URM) b 9 47% 
Asian American 5 26% 
White 5 26% 

Class Standing   
Sophomore 4 21% 
Junior 8 42% 
Senior 7 37% 

NOTES: a Due to difficulty in sampling, two students who attended the first generation focus group also participated in the 
AI/AN focus group. Questions in each focus group were focused specifically on the characteristic/identity of the group, which 
resulted in different findings from these students, which is why we report their findings in aggregate below. b URM students in 
the sample include students who identify as African American, AI/AN, and Hispanic. 

The focus group protocol can be found in Appendix B. Each focus group was conducted by an OEA 
researcher, with note-taking support from an OEA intern. Student conversations in focus groups were 
recorded and transcribed using a third-party transcription service. OEA researchers utilized an inductive 
process of constant comparison (Creswell, 2013) when reviewing notes and transcripts to identify 
emerging themes for each question, as well as overarching themes related to challenges and facilitators 
of success. The following sections summarize the broad findings from the focus groups in two parts: 
student challenges and facilitators of student success. As Tables 3.2 and 3.3 reveal, many of the 
challenges and facilitators of success discussed by students were common across more than one group. 

3.1 Student Challenges 

Navigating a Large University 

Students from all four focus groups expressed that navigating a large university like the UW comes with 
its challenges, explaining that it is “easy to feel lost or isolated” both from an academic and social 
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standpoint. Finding your way around campus, tracking down academic and social support services, 
finding student clubs and organizations, and deciding on a major were all mentioned by students as 
potential obstacles. Moreover, these challenges are compounded when students are the first in their 
family to attend college. In the words of one AI/AN student: 

I don’t really have anyone like who understands the experience. Like no one in my family…So it 
was just kind of like adjusting on my own, figuring out how to do things and how to talk to my 
advisors and really, you know, get to where I want to be. 

Generally, students commented that, given the large number of students at UW, competition for 
resources is high. One student went so far as to label the culture as “cut-throat.” The size of UW led to a 
number of challenges for students. Students reported that class sizes are oftentimes very large, 
especially in lower level courses, leaving students with little opportunity to make meaningful 
connections with their professors; therefore, students must increasingly rely on their TA’s for academic 
support.  

Students in the first generation focus group expressed specific concerns regarding course sections, 
noting that they typically do not get much out of the experience. Furthermore, in some courses, they 
reported a lack of communication between TAs and professors leading to unclear expectations 
regarding assessments (e.g., exams and papers). Finally, students in the first generation focus group 
spoke of being turned down to participate in extra-credit or the chance to attend a supplemental lecture 
given the large number of students and subsequent high demand for these opportunities. 

Competitive Majors 

Students in the first generation and AI/AN focus groups explained that they experience a great deal of 
uncertainty in being admitted to competitive majors (e.g., business, science) at UW. They stated that 
being accepted to UW is, undeniably, a great achievement; however, students pursuing competitive 
majors carried the additional burden of jumping through yet another hoop to study in their field of 
interest. If they do not get into their major of choice they will have wasted both time and money leading 
to additional stress and anxiety. Forging an alternate path will likely require a longer time to completion 
and more tuition dollars. One first generation student said: “It’s like I’m coming here, but what if I don’t 
get into something I want to do? I can’t change what I like.” 

Along the same vein, students commented that there will be no time to “try something out” if things fall 
through with their first choice in major and highlighted the importance of having a plan B from the 
outset.  

Talking specifically about admittance to competitive majors, students in the AI/AN focus group reported 
that they looked to their academic advisors for guidance given they are the experts but, at times, felt as 
though they were offered too little direction given the complexity of the process (e.g., which courses to 
take, when to take them). Moreover, other students wished that advisors in competitive majors had 
more accurate knowledge of both the required courses, sequencing, as well as how easy, difficult, 
and/or beneficial particular classes might be. One Native American student commented on advising 
within the competitive majors: 
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It seems to be mostly a problem within like the big competitive majors, because I was originally 
interested in business. But trying to get into that major was really difficult, and then I decided it 
wasn’t worth my effort, and so I wanted to do something different. And so I found a lot more 
support from the academic advisors in the linguistics department and also American Indian 
studies… 

In addition, students in the first generation and Pell-eligible focus groups reported that the culture is so 
competitive that they struggle to form study groups because many students are hesitant to work with 
one another lest they lose their advantage. Given some students’ reticence to work with others, focus 
group participants mentioned that these students often have trouble working effectively with others, a 
skill that they recognized as vital for success in their careers. Students commented that it is particularly 
helpful when departments have structured study centers or, at the very least, an area outside of office 
hours where students can congregate and work together on challenging problems. One student in the 
Pell-eligible focus group gave the following advice: “I would highly advise against taking a class without a 
study group and the social structure, because they’re very competitive and hard to do on your own.” 
Furthermore, students commented that when professors and TAs make themselves widely available, 
that encourages students to come to a shared space and work together.  

Students suggested that it would be helpful if professors would “develop a system” for facilitating the 
formation of student study groups given the barriers they face. One student from the Pell-eligible group 
said: “…there should be some more like systematic way of creating study groups, just so that everybody 
has the access and not just the select few that make friends.” 

Finances 

Students in the rural and Pell-eligible focus groups commented that not only are they dealing with the 
academic and social pressures of college, they are struggling financially to provide for their basic needs 
(e.g., adequate living arrangements, food). They expressed that they often had to work one or more 
jobs, sometimes cobbling together several part-time jobs, in addition to the pressures of choosing a 
major, studying for exams, and/or writing papers. They viewed living on campus at UW as a “privilege,” 
which few could afford that is typically more expensive than living off campus. It is not uncommon for 
students or their friends to live in crowded dorms (e.g., a quadruple), move off campus to a less 
desirable area (e.g., high crime, farther away) and/or endure challenging living circumstances for 
financial reasons. Moreover, one rural student commented that they had friends who struggled with 
food insecurity: 

 I had friends who went hungry because they could either pay rent or they could eat and there 
 was no in between for them…it’s just so expensive to live here. We are either studying or we’re 
 working or we’re sleeping, and there’s nothing – like there’s nothing we can do.  

Academic Challenges 

Students in the rural focus group discussed academic challenges, specifically the rigor of STEM courses 
and the limited number of assessments used to determine final grades in many of these courses. In turn, 
students have very little idea of their grade until the end of the quarter leaving no time for mid-quarter 
adjustments. One student summed up this sentiment: “That makes it more challenging. So there’s not 
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much you could do to change things if you don’t know where you’re at.” Moreover, students explained 
that the quarter system forces professors to move through content quickly with little flexibility to spend 
additional time on difficult topics. One rural student added that they have learned the most in courses 
that include group work, independent research, and/or writing as opposed to those courses that rely on 
memorization and regurgitation. Another rural student noted that they struggled in language courses 
because there are very few resources available outside of the main languages taught (e.g., French, 
Spanish).  

Mental Health 

Students in the rural focus group discussed mental health challenges, including depression and 
addiction. Students noted that Hall Health does provide valuable services for students struggling with 
mental health issues; however, it can be difficult to get an appointment, especially if the need is urgent, 
and there is very little outreach leaving students to fend for themselves in initiating follow-up 
appointments. In the words of one student: 

I didn’t feel as if there was a lot of outreach from them [Hall Health] towards making sure that I 
was doing well throughout the course of the year or even on like a daily basis, it would have 
been nice to have some sort of program [to] check up on you throughout the school year or 
yeah, schedule some sort of like weekly or even like check in with some sort of perpetual or long 
term advisor.  

One student explained the challenges of being on a college campus when struggling with addiction, 
adding that it is hard to avoid alcohol and other substances in social situations. To help others with 
similar challenges, they are spearheading a Registered Student Organization (RSO) at UW to offer 
substance free events and provide a space for students who are dealing with issues surrounding 
addiction and provide opportunities to connect with one another. Table 3.2 summarizes these findings. 

Table 3.2: Distribution of Challenges Faced by Focus Group 
Challenges First Gen AI/AN Pell Rural 
Large university: Difficult to navigate; “easy to feel lost or 

isolated;” large class sizes in lower-level courses X X X X 
Competitive majors: Uncertainty; worries of wasted time 

and money if you do not get in; “I can’t change what I 
like;” competitive culture is a challenge 

X X X  

Finances: Struggles to meet basic needs   X X 
Mental health: Struggles with things like depression and 

addiction; feel lack of support or scarce resources to 
access 

  X X 

Academics: Feeling not prepared; quarter system moves 
quickly; lack of supports/resources outside of class    X 

3.2 Facilitators of Student Success 

Overall, students across focus groups described a wide array of resources (e.g., student organizations, 
tutoring, mental health resources) available to support students at the UW; however, there was a 
general perception that you have to be proactive and “actually put yourself out there” to take 
advantage of these myriad services. Moreover, one student from the Pell-eligible group explained that 
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the UW has so many options that they sometimes experiences “choice dilemma.” They expounded in 
the following quotation: 

We have too much options and we don’t know where to go from there, and the buy in to get 
help from certain faculty is pretty high, in that they deal with so many students that it’s really 
hard to come up to them and ask for help, and you have to really build that relationship, which 
can sometimes take a long time.   

Table 3.3 lists the distribution of these facilitators of student success across the groups. 

Importance of Advisors  

In general, focus group participants reported that they found an advisor who provided valuable 
academic and, sometimes, social support; however, the type of advisor who turned out to be the best fit 
varied considerably from student-to-student. Whereas some students found a connection with their 
general academic advisors, others gravitated towards their major-specific advisors, EOP advisors, 
student athlete academic advisors, or a caring faculty member who took the place of an advisor. For 
some students the process was more “trial-and-error” and took considerable time. One student from 
the Pell-eligible group said: 

…there’s like so many different advisors that we’re keeping track of, I feel like having like a 
broad range of advisors to choose from in itself is very important…Then you can kind of hone in 
on which one is best for you. 

Another student from the rural group reported that their advisor in the athletics department was very 
helpful, talking with them about classes and specific majors, even suggesting a possible major that 
resonated with the student who ended up declaring that major. 

Structured Academic Support Programs  

A variety of structured academic support programs were identified by students across the focus groups. 
The benefit of these structured programs is that they often provide a variety of services targeted 
specifically to the students involved with them. One such program is the Instructional Center (IC), a 
resource available to students who belong to one of several student programs part of OMAD, including 
the Educational Opportunity Program, TRIO SSS, CAMP (College Assistance Migrant Program), and the 
Champions program. Students from the AI/AN, first generation and Pell-eligible groups reported that 
they received invaluable support from the IC including group tutoring sessions (e.g., for Organic 
Chemistry), study skills support as well as resume, and/or essay review. One student from the Pell-
eligible focus group underscored the value of the Instructional Center: 

My first year was really bad. I had really bad grades in STEM classes, and I did not know how to 
study, and to have that as a free resource for me to have people to, you know, kind of reinforce 
what I learned was a good help, and it definitely helped raise my grade up. 

Two of the programs above were specifically mentioned by students in our groups: The Champions 
Program, which is designed to support students at UW who are foster care youth or alumni, and CAMP, 
which is a federally funded program designed to assist first year students from migrant and seasonal 
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farm working families.  In particular, a student suggested that CAMP helped make the “university 
smaller,” specifically helping to boost their career and networking skills: 

They really made the university smaller, and it helped with my transition from high school 
coming from an under represented community, they really like helped with the transition, and 
like they helped me with a lot of connections. We did a lot of networking throughout that year. 
We did lots of field trips. A lot of work, I would say, similar to like high school work, and like 
making the portfolio, building your resume, all of those important things. 

Other structured programs that provided students with direction and support related to their academics 
included Health Professions Academy (providing academic/career counseling, free MCAT preparation, 
and opportunities to shadow clinicians), an applied research program in their major (leading to 
connections with local companies and the opportunity to publish academic work), Freshman Interest 
Groups (interesting groupings of class that fostered connections among participants that lasted 
throughout the students’ time at UW), and other department-specific programs that allow students to 
connect more fully with their majors (e.g., artist in residence programs, newsletters and communication 
from their departments). 

Engagement and Social Support 

Students across the groups shared that having the opportunity to socialize and meet new people was 
very important in supporting them at UW. Examples include involvement with intramural sports and 
student clubs/fraternities. A student in our Pell group commented that they benefitted from the 
intramural sports program at UW, adding that they formed close friendships and developed a stronger 
support system as a result. Another student from our rural group mentioned that they were inspired by 
the number of student clubs advertising in Red Square and ended up joining a pre-med co-ed fraternity 
that has provided them with a significant support system. 

Students from the AI/AN focus group reported that they found the First Nations group to be a 
particularly valuable resource offering them an opportunity to meet other Native students and provide 
one another with support. In their own words: 

For me, instrumental support that I’ve had for my time here has been within the First 
Nations…just kind of getting that ground work of surrounding myself as people like me so I can 
feel more at home. 

Support and Advocacy related to Mental Health and Finances  

A variety of student supports and advocacy were discussed by students across the groups. Students 
from the Pell-eligible focus group commented on the value of the mental health resources provided by 
Hall Health. One student in particular explained that they had been homeless on more than one 
occasion, adding that the support system provided by Hall Health was extremely helpful in getting them 
through challenging times.  

In addition to mental health support, students relied at times on various resources to advocate for and 
assist them in securing additional financial resources and other support. One example from a first 
generation student included Champions (mentioned above), which provided invaluable support by 
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advocating for them in dealing with student loan forgiveness. Additionally, just general support from 
offices around campus are helpful. One of the Pell students explained how they were facing challenging 
financial situations (e.g., unable to pay back loans) and received financial assistance from those in 
Schmitz hall, which contributed to them remaining enrolled at UW. 

Table 3.3 Facilitators of Success 
 First Gen AI/AN Pell Rural 
Importance of Advisors: Advisors from across the 

university are crucial in helping students navigate 
academics 

X X X X 

Structured Academic Support Programs: Programs that 
provide set structure for students to receive academic, 
social, and career support 

X X X X 

Engagement and Social Support: Opportunities like clubs 
and organizations to connect and make friends from 
across the university; shared identity contributes to 
success of some of these supports 

 X X X 

Support and Advocacy related to Mental Health and 
Finances: Places and people who help students get 
support they need and advocate for them 

X  X  

3.3 Focus Group Summary 

The purpose of conducting these focus groups was to allow students the space and opportunity to share 
about their experience so that we may learn more not only about the challenges they face but also the 
supports they rely on to continue to enroll and ideally thrive at UW. The most notable finding we 
identify from these focus groups is the number of challenges and supports that are mentioned across 
the different groups. While we highlight select quotes from specific groups, Tables 3.2 and 3.3 reveal 
that these students have many experiences in common. This should not be surprising, as these identities 
are not mutually exclusive. It is in fact possible to find students that fit in all four of these groups. While 
we asked students to speak specifically to their experiences related to the group they are in, the many 
dimensions of their experience reveal that these challenges and supports are not simply attributed to 
one aspect of their identity bur rather the totality and complexity of the different facets of who they are. 
We think the findings of these groups do well in revealing this. 
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4. CONCLUSION 

In the intervening years since the UW Undergraduate Retention and Graduation Study 2014, concerted 
effort and resources have been put toward trying to improve retention and graduation rates at UW. A 
cursory glance at UW Profiles will reveal that modest improvements are being made in these rates, and 
this is no doubt due to these efforts. However, our analyses reveal that equity gaps still exist. Three of 
the primary groups identified in 2014 as not persisting and graduating at the same rate as their peers – 
American Indian/Alaska Native, Pell-eligible, and first generation students – continue to experience 
some of the largest effects of inequities in remaining at and earning a degree from UW. Trying to close 
these gaps in this time would be challenging, especially as we consider the systemic inequities inherent 
in the broad educational system for students from under-represented minorities, who have financial 
need, and/or are the first in their families to come to college. We further want to emphasize that we do 
not view these persistent gaps as indicators of deficits within these students. Rather we view these 
findings as evidence of systemic barriers within the larger education system and the need for more 
support and intervention at the university-level to ensure these students can thrive. Given the persistent 
gaps, it seems that more concerted efforts need to be made to specifically address the needs of these 
students. Our focus groups identified some of the key challenges these students face, as well as things 
that can facilitate their success. Pursuing targeted interventions directly for these students is an 
important next step so that these gaps do not continue to persist. 

Our analyses also revealed new findings that can influence policy and decision-making beyond the 2014 
study. This current study is one of the first at UW, if not the first, that we are aware of to examine 
challenges of students from rural communities. Some of our focus group findings were more specific to 
just those students, most notably the academic challenges and feelings of lack of preparation. More 
than 10% of our FTFY and 7% of our transfer students come from rural communities, and it is unclear 
what efforts, if any, UW has in place to help this population of students thrive. 

Table 4.1 Distribution of Four Key Demographics among FTFY Undergraduate Students (2008-2016) 
 All FTFY 

(N=54357) 
AI/AN 

(n=905) 
First Gen 
(n=7822) 

Pell 
(n=11579) 

Rural 
(n=5478) 

 n % n % n % n % n % 
AI/AN 905 2% -- -- 165 2% 349 3% 196 4% 
First Generation 7822 15% 165 19% -- -- 4592 39% 1131 21% 
Pell-Eligible 11759 22% 349 39% 4592 59% -- -- 1819 33% 
Geographic Origin           

Large central 24030 45% 322 36% 3466 45% 5463 47% -- -- 
Large fringe 12741 24% 278 31% 1859 24% 3120 27% -- -- 
Medium 6057 11% 107 12% 674 9% 1261 11% -- -- 
Rural 5478 10% 196 22% 1131 15% 1819 16% -- -- 

While we focus on discreet findings related to the four groups of students above, it is important to 
acknowledge that students are complex and experience the world with varying salience of their multiple 
identities (Jones & Abes, 2013). Preliminary discussions and early presentations of findings from this 
study have led administrators and other stakeholders to ask about the potential overlap in these 
identities. As we mentioned in the description of our institutional analyses (page 4), multicollinearity 
diagnostics revealed no significant concerns regarding correlation among the variables in our models. 
However, we present the distributions in Table 4.1 to reveal that many students do share many of these 
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characteristics. Each group of students our study revealed to be experiencing persistent inequity in 
graduation and retention (AI/AN, Pell-eligible, first generation, and rural) was also overrepresented 
across these groups. For example, while first generation students comprise 15% of the entire FTFY 
sample, they comprise 19% of AI/AN students, 39% of Pell-eligible students, and 33% of rural students. 
When we conducted our focus groups, we asked students to share their perspectives from one of their 
unique identities. However, for students with multiple group memberships, it would be difficult to 
separate their experiences and attribute them to one or another of their many identities. The fact that 
the focus groups demonstrated so much overlap in students’ challenges and facilitators of success 
speaks to this, suggesting that many of the solutions to closing the gaps for these different groups of 
students might serve to benefit more than simply those students targeted for intervention. 

The findings of our institutional analyses related to prior academic performance can also advance an 
important conversation about the best indicators for predicting future success and how to use these 
pieces of information to better support students. The relative predictive power of GPA compared to 
college entrance exams in predicting retention and graduation, for example, comes at a critical time 
when questions surrounding the validity specifically of SAT and ACT scores in college admissions are 
increasing (Gluckman, 2019). The consistent and large effects for GPA relative to college entrance exams 
scores among FTFY students could suggest that UW might reconsider its use of these exams as markers 
of academic preparation among its applicant pool.  

Findings related to prior academic performance also illustrate the complexities inherent in and nuance 
required to make meaning of these results. AP/IB credits are much more predictive of success among 
FTFY students, while, and perhaps not surprisingly, transfer credits are the largest predictor of transfer 
student graduation relative to other prior academic performance measures. We think the more 
interesting finding here, and one that requires greater nuance to interpret, is the importance of AP/IB 
credits compared to transfer credits (which would come through dual credit programs, e.g., running 
start, college in the high school) for FTFY students. This could suggest key differences in the FTFY 
students who pursue advanced placement course credits versus those who go the route of transfer 
credits through other programs. While FTFY students with more transfer credits are much more likely to 
graduate in four years compared to students with more AP/IB credits, these effects are reversed by the 
five- and six-year graduation marks, with AP/IB credits showing larger effects. This could be indicative of 
stronger academic preparation among students who opt for AP/IB credits, but it could also be indicative 
of the fact that schools with more AP/IB credits are likely to come from more affluent school districts, 
which would disadvantage students from rural districts, as well as Pell-eligible and first generation 
students. Further analysis reveals that students from rural counties, for example, earn significantly 
fewer credits compared to all of their peers from more urban districts (7.01 AP/IB credits on average 
compared to 12.34, 11.63, and 13.99 credits in more urban districts – F(3, 48,301) = 209, p < 0.001 ). This 
triangulates with our focus group findings that rural students in particular cite academic concerns and 
feeling under-prepared for college as a challenge they face. This example serves as an illustration of the 
importance of weighing these results through multiple lenses, while acknowledging the complexities of 
the educational system and its inherent inequities in preparing students for college.  

One final finding related to prior academic performance requires some attention here. We found that 
students who are rated more highly in academic preparation and performance are more likely to persist 
and graduate, while students rated more highly on personal achievement and characteristics are less 
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likely to persist and graduate. One perspective on these results might be to suggest that we should 
simply admit students with the most preparation and not consider these other factors, especially since 
analyses reveal that students who face more challenges and offer unique perspectives do not succeed at 
as high of rates. We strongly caution against this interpretation and go even further to say this would be 
an inappropriate application of these findings. We specifically included these variables because they 
represent information we know about students before they enroll at UW and may indicate students for 
whom we can target interventions to ensure that they will thrive. The UW Seattle campus community is 
more complete and fosters better learning because we have students with diverse experiences, 
achievements, and characteristics, and our goal should be to utilize the findings from these analyses to 
better support them to be successful. 

Administrators and practitioners might be asking themselves at this point, “So what do these 
researchers think should be done?” For this iteration and extension of the OEA retention and graduation 
study, we are opting to not prescribe specific interventions and policy considerations, choosing to leave 
those decisions to practitioners on the ground who support students on a daily basis to navigate the 
university, overcoming challenges while relying on existing supports. We wanted the focus groups in this 
current study to serve as a way to advance our understanding of the experience of students who 
continue to be under-served by the educational system, including here at UW. We believe valuable 
lessons about the student experience can be found in the conversations these students had, and rather 
than prescribe solutions based on them, we encourage university leaders and decision-makers to digest 
the patterns in the institutional analyses and learn from the specific experience, challenges, and 
facilitators of success to identify what more needs to be done. UW’s efforts since the 2014 study are 
commendable, and we hope these findings serve as a potential catalyst to spur further thinking and 
development of more targeted interventions to further close equity gaps in retention and graduation.   
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APPENDIX A: FOCUS GROUP INVITATION EMAIL TEXT 

Dear [Student Name], 

Ensuring the success of all University of Washington students is our highest priority. Our respective 
departments do the best we can to support every student in their educational journey at the UW, but 
we can always do more. 

To that end, we are enlisting the help of researchers in the Office of Educational Assessment (OEA) to 
assist us in listening and trying to better understand the experiences of various groups of students on 
the UW campus. We are inviting you to participate in a focus group designed to help us learn more 
about the experiences of [insert first generation students; students who come to us from less densely 
populated and/or more rural counties; students who are recipients of federal financial aid; our American 
Indian and Alaska Native students]. We are interested in hearing the ways in which you thrive here, as 
well as the ways in which we can provide better support. 

We are scheduling an hour-long focus group at [insert time and location]. If you are interested in 
contributing your perspective and are available to participate, please let us know by responding to Sean 
Gehrke, the director of OEA who is managing the research, at sjgehrke@uw.edu by Wednesday, May 15. 
We will provide food during the focus group. 

You were identified from among the student population above to participate in this focus group, and we 
will be selecting participants from those students who are among the first to respond to this email. You 
will receive a confirmation email if you are selected to participate. 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact Sean at sjgehrke@uw.edu or 206-543-9956. 

We want to learn more about your experience and care about what you have to say. Thank you in 
advance for your participation. 

Sincerely, 

Rickey Hall 
Vice President for Minority Affairs & Diversity 
University Diversity Officer 

Denzil Suite 
Vice President for Student Life 

Ed Taylor 
Dean and Vice Provost for Undergraduate Academic Affairs 
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APPENDIX B: FOCUS GROUP PROTOCOL 

As I mentioned, the purpose of today’s focus group is to learn more about your experience at the UW- 
what is going particularly well and what could be improved about your experience as a student. 

 
1. First, let’s go around the room.  Tell us your name, your year in school, your major or program—

and briefly tells us why you chose to attend the University of Washington. 
 

2. Take a moment to think about your overall experience as a student at UW. What is the most 
important thing the UW is doing to help you succeed as a student? (e.g., advising, classes, 
extracurricular activities)   
 

3. What challenges (academic and/or personal), if any, do you face as a student at UW? 
• What, if anything, could the UW do to help you overcome these challenges? 

 
4. Have you ever considered leaving the University of Washington? 

• If yes:  Why did you consider leaving?  What kept you from leaving? 
• What, if anything, could the UW do to help students experiencing challenges/hardships 

like you, in the future? 
 

5. Is there a person or group of people at the UW (e.g., a faculty member, advisor, coach, other 
staff member, peers) who has/have impacted your success as a student? 
 

• If yes, what is their role? 
• How long have you known them? 
• Describe the impact they have had. 

 
6. What about your social experience at UW.  How, if at all, have you been able to find social 

connections at a large university like UW? 
• What are the challenges, if any, that you face in making social connections at UW? 
• What, if anything, is the UW doing to help you make those connections? 

 
7. If you had a magic wand, what part(s) of your UW experience, if any, would you change?  Why? 

 
8. Knowing what you do now, what advice would you give to an incoming freshman at the UW?  

Explain. 
 

9. Those are all the questions we have for today’s focus group. Is there anything you’d like to add 
about your experience at the UW that we’ve not discussed? 
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