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ABSTRACT

Students encounter many issues that influence their persistence in college; some
they come with, others they encounter while enrolled. Factors influencing students’
success in college have taken on much interest in recent years. Students’ persistence
studies have been increasing; however, there is much to be learned about factors
influencing college persistence in Belizean junior colleges.

No research has been done in the area of student persistence in Belize. Since
information in this area is limited, the focus of this research is to investigate whether pre-
matriculation and college experience affect student persistence. The purpose of this
quantitative, ex post facto research is to find out which factors; student characteristics,
precollege factors, financial aid, and college experience, affect student persistence at
Stann Creek Ecumenical Junior College. This design was employed to answer the four
research questions. The target population consisted of first time, full-time, degree seeking
freshmen at Ecumenical Junior College for the school year 2010 to 2011. After obtaining
IRB approval, pre-existing data were collected for a total of 148 first year students. Data
was analyzed using SPSS version 19.

Descriptive (frequencies, means, standard deviations, cross-tabulations) and
inferential statistics (linear regression analyses) were utilized to answer the research
questions. The three factors found to be predictor of persistence were age, high school
GPA, and first semester college GPA, first semester college GPA being the best

predictor.
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Implications derived from study include the need for institutional practitioners
and policy makers to focus on strategies to improve educational opportunities to the

diverse groups of students who attend community colleges in Belize.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

With the rapid onset of globalization, Belize, a developing country, with a
population of 312,971 (Statistical Institute of Belize, 2010), needs to seek to maintain
domestic prosperity and international competitiveness. Belize is an independent, English-
speaking nation in the heart of Central America (a Spanish-speaking region) that still
acknowledges the British Monarch as Head of State (Thomson, 2004). The British and
Spanish disputed the region in the 17th and 18th centuries, but it formally became a
British colony in 1862 (Shoman, 2000). Belize’s historical experiences of conquest,
divide, rule, and manipulation have earned it its unique identity; a mixture of people of
diverse origins (Leslie, 2002). The 2010 National Census revealed that the Belizean
population was made up of 50% Mestizo, 21% Creole, 10% Maya, 4.6% Garifuna, and
14.4% other ethnic groups (Statistical Institute of Belize, 2010). The unique history and
identity that Belize inherited have had far reaching implications on the education system.
The ineffectiveness of the system of “colonial” education was noted far back into the
18th Century and reform efforts were attempted as far back as 1935 (Pastor, 1995;
Bennett, 2008). The 21st Century inherited a “nationalist” education system as a result of
the Education Ordinance of 1962, but yet, reform attempts are still being made in hope of
improving the outputs of Belizean education. Bennett (2008) stated that Belize’s

education system still operates in the vestiges of colonial education.
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Belize has an essentially private-enterprise economy where tourism is the number
one foreign exchange earner, followed by agriculture. Approximately 72% of the labor
force is employed in the services sector (World Factbook, 2007). Belize imports more
goods than it exports: $616 million in import and $385 million in export in 2009. Major
goods exported include sugar, bananas, citrus, clothing, fish products, molasses, wood,
and crude oil. Imports include machinery and transport equipment and manufactured
goods: fuels, chemicals, pharmaceuticals: food, beverages, and tobacco. As indicated by
the Task Force on Higher Education and Society, higher education has been forced to
confront expansion, differentiation, and knowledge revolution (World Bank, 2000).
Expansion is notable in the increase in the number of student enrollment whereby
institutions of higher education need to adjust to accommodate the changes;
differentiation is noted in new types of institutions being born and new providers entering
the education sector; and knowledge revolution is noted in structural changes to the
economy. Economies are becoming less agricultural and industrial and moving more
towards technology and information. With global wealth investing less in factories, land,
tools, and machinery, the knowledge, skills, and resourcefulness of people are
increasingly critical to the world economy (World Bank, 2000).

Investment in higher education is beneficial to the individual, the institution, and
society at large (Leppel, 2002). Higher educational attainment has also been found to
reduce inequalities in human conditions (Park, 1996). For success in the recently created

knowledge-based economy, there is need for a well-educated populace with relevant
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education and a highly qualified workforce (Snyder, Acker-Hocevar, & Snyder, 2000;
Seidman, 2005a). Recent events in Belize, such as the need for accreditation and the
signing of international agreements (for example, the CARICOM Single Market
Economy, CSME), have led to increased interest in the performance of students at post-
secondary institutions. CSME is an integrated development strategy envisioned at the
tenth meeting of the conference of heads of government of the Caribbean Community
(CARICOM). It is intended to benefit the people of the Region by providing more and
better opportunities to produce and sell goods and services and to attract investment. Its
key elements include: free movement of goods and services, right of establishment, a
common external tariff, free circulation, free movement of capital, a common trade
policy, and free movement of labor (Caribbean Community Secretariat, 2009).

A close look at education statistics from the Ministry of Education’s (MOE)
Education Management System (EMIS) in Belize is showing that not much attention has
been given to tertiary affairs, especially in the area of college student access and success.
Research on postsecondary access is nonexistent. Presently, the Policy and Planning Unit
has only collected information on retention and dropout rates for primary and secondary
schools (Education at a Glance, 2008-2009; Education Statistical Digest, 2006-2007;
Abstract of Statistics, 2008-2009). The Policy and Planning Unit is a branch of the MOE
that is charged with the responsibility of collecting, compiling, and disseminating
statistics on the education system in Belize. Collecting data on postsecondary persistence,

retention, and attrition is a tedious task. The only available information disseminated by
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the Policy and Planning Unit on postsecondary institutions is college enrollment. From a
total of 3,391 students enrolled at the national level in 2008, 314 were from the Stann
Creek Ecumenical Junior College (Appendix A). According to the Consortium for Belize
Educational Cooperation Conference (COBEC) 4% of Belizean students seek tertiary
enrollment at postsecondary institutions (P. Faber, personal communication, February 04,
2009). Belizean educators are concerned over the low enrollment and graduation rate of
students from tertiary institutions, but no empirical study has been conducted in Belize to
inform the literature in this area.

Student attrition/dropout has become one of the most significant issues facing
higher education. Belize is no exception. According to Johnson (2007) countless hours
and a significant amount of money have been spent on trying to determine why some
students leave and others persist in college. Many tertiary institutions have recently
stepped up on their recruitment drive in hope of increasing enrollment. According to
Tinto (1993), the recruitment campaigns cannot produce the gains in enrollment
necessary to counter the high rates of attrition. Johnson (2007) also noted that the cost of
recruitment is much higher than the cost of retaining already enrolled students. Therefore,
it is more economically beneficial to retain students. When students persist, an institution
gains financial security and fulfills its mission which in turn has positive impacts on the
reputation and credibility of the institution (Bean, 2005).

The low enrollment and, by extension, low persistence of students in

postsecondary institutions, must be addressed most urgently if Belize is to embrace the

19



challenges of globalization. Education is more valued as an indicator of knowledge in
developed countries, while it is more valued as a credential in developing countries
(Babones, 2000). Despite the bifurcation in the relationship between globalization and the
importance of education, Babones, in a comparative analysis of returns to education in 80
countries, found that globalization everywhere increases the economic importance of the
knowledge embodied in education at the expense of valuing education merely for the
credential. The world economy is changing as knowledge supplants physical capital as
the source of present wealth (World Bank, 2000). According to the 2000 World Bank
Task Force report, higher education becomes more important as knowledge does; the
quality of education generated within higher education, and its availability to the wider
economy, is becoming increasingly critical to national competiveness. Since there is a
need to improve human capital to combat intellectual and economic marginalization,
there is a call for the strengthening of postsecondary education in Belize in a manner that
promotes the acquisition of timely knowledge.

A notable change in the structural shift of Belize’s economy has been the
replacement of agriculture by tourism as the major foreign exchange earner (Richardson,
2007). The contribution of agriculture and tourism to the gross domestic product in 2007
was 21.3% and 28.2% respectively (World Travel and Tourism 2007; World Fact Book,
2007). The changes in economic focus have affected the workforce and, by extension, the
responsibilities of postsecondary institutions. Today, most jobs require some

postsecondary education and training (Hagedorn, 2005). Davies (2001) stated that higher
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education has an enormous responsibility to a society’s well-being. Hunt (2007) added
that in addition to strengthening the reputation of an institution, students’ completion of a
program plays a vital role in strengthening a society as much as the individual. 1t must
then be understood that the issues surrounding retention are dynamic and many academic
and non-academic factors affect both college persistence and retention (ACT, 2004).

The Stann Creek Ecumenical Junior College (EJC) is located in the Stann Creek
District. This district in Belize is a region with distinguishing features managed by a local
government. There are six districts in Belize: Corozal and Orange Walk in the north,
Toledo and Stann Creek in the south, Cayo in the west and Belize as the central district.
EJC, over the past 24 years, has evolved from a Sixth form focused only on business
studies to a junior college offering seven associate degrees (School Catalogue, 2009).
Sixth forms in Belize were extensions of high schools solely focused on preparing
students for advance level examinations and the world of work. Junior colleges were
created to provide the first two-years of university studies that would help to facilitate the
transfer of credits to universities abroad. An open admissions policy at EJC, allowing
students to enroll with a broad range of preparedness, contributed to a retention rate of
around 50% (School Records, 2007-2008). Attracting students to EJC has never been a
problem. It has been the only existing junior college in the district until 2007 when the
Independence Junior College (1JC) was developed. 1JC operates as a part-time institution,
an extension of the high school, where the students attend classes in the evening. It offers

a small range of programs and is still going through many internal changes. EJC’s
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strategic position in southern Belize and its track records of academic excellence declare
its preeminence. While there has been a gradual increase in enrollment since 2003
(Appendix A), retaining students seems more problematic. According to Hauptman
(2007) less than half of the students in the U.S. who begin a baccalaureate program of
study complete their degree. He added that the completion rates for associate and
bachelor’s degrees among students who initially enroll in community college are much
lower. From a total of 149 students enrolled at EJC during the 2007-2008 school year,
around 83 made it into second year, and a total of 65 graduated within the traditional two
year cycle. One hundred thirty one students enrolled for the 2008-2009 school year, 93 of
these persisted into second year (School Records, 2008-2009).

There is, presently, no alignment between the exit requirement of high schools
and the entrance requirements of colleges in Belize, neither is there a locally created
national secondary school curriculum that would reflect some sort of articulation
agreement with the junior colleges. What are used as standard for high school
accomplishments (and by extension, college readiness), are students’ High School Grade
Point Average (GPA), the Caribbean Examination Council (CXC) examinations, a
regional examinations; and the Association of Tertiary Level Institutions in Belize
(ATLIB) placement examination. Students are made to sit the examinations, in various
subjects, at the end of their last semester in high school. Students’ academic preparedness
for college is determined by their performance on CXC, ATLIB, and their high school

GPA. Junior colleges in Belize, on the other hand, do not have set or standardized criteria

22



by which they evaluate the readiness or deficiency of the students that matriculate from
the high schools. A divide is created when high schools and junior colleges find
themselves blaming each other for the high attrition or lack of persistence of students in

colleges, especially in their first year of schooling (Conley, 2005a).

Statement of Problem

There have been major shifts in the sources of economic growth over the years;
agricultural, industrial, and now, knowledge-based. According to Snyder, Acker-
Hocevar, & Snyder (2000), “the great challenge for educators is to cease tinkering with
work on the systems of schooling we have known and to instead connect school
development in more fundamental ways with current global transformation.” (p. 4).
Knowledge, therefore, is the key to development. A lack of knowledge is a major
constraint to economic and social progress (Varghese, 2008). According to Varghese, the
higher education sector plays an important role in facilitating the production and
distribution of knowledge. Given the importance of knowledge in development to
encourage growth, and acknowledging the dearth of enrollment of students in
postsecondary institutions in Belize, there is a call upon higher education to seek ways to
attract and retain students.

National education statistics shows a 4% student enrollment for postsecondary
education in Belize, but no national data are available on retention of these students. The

National Education Summit of 2004, the Minister of Education Action Plan 2005-2010,
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the Belize National Tertiary Education Conference of 2006, and 2009 conference of the
Consortium for Belize Educational Cooperation identified major challenges faced by
Belizean public education system. However, although none of these national events are
directly conveying the urgent need for retention of students in postsecondary institutions,
more focus on issues affecting college completion is vital if Belize is to continue with its
economic development.

Research has shown that almost 50% of students entering two-year colleges, and
more than 25% of those entering four-year institutions, in the United States leave before
or at the end of their first year (Tinto, 1993; Barth, Haycock, Huang, and Richardson,
2001). These findings have broad societal implications. Research has also shown that first
year students with high precollege academic achievements persist through to the end of
their first year in college (Barefoot, 2000; Ishitani, 2006). Certain student attributes, such
as gender, age, and ethnicity, have also been noted to influence persistence along with
parents’ level of education and financial aid. According to Tinto (1975) individuals enter
postsecondary institutions with a variety of attributes, pre-college experiences, and family
backgrounds. Each of these, according to him, has direct or indirect impact on college
performance. They also influence the development of the educational expectation and
commitments that the individual brings with him/her into the college environment.

Some first year students, with high precollege academic achievements, may
struggle to persist, or may drop out, within the first year of college. Student persistence is

highly complex and multi-dimensional (Lewallen, 1993). Other factors may influence
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students’ performance and persistence. Thus, a conflict exists. Some students with ideal
characteristics for college including high precollege academic achievement struggle to
persist, or they drop out, within the first year of college. For example, of the 65 students
who entered EJC in 2009 with more than six CXC passes and tuition grants from the
government, 32 lost their scholarship by the end of semester one, and nine dropped out
by the end of the school year (School Records, 2009-2010). Many factors affect students’
persistence; these include pre-college factors (Cabrera, Nora, Castaneda, 1993; Astin,
1991; Chen, 2007), institutional factors (Tinto, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991), and
environmental factors (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Wylie, 2004).

Chen (2008) proposed a theoretical framework explaining the college persistence
process. Her heterogeneous model incorporates factors from the five dominant
persistence theories; psychological, sociological, organizational, interactional, and
economic. This model adds economic concepts that may aid in better understanding the
differential effects of aid on student outcomes. Chen’s model identified nine clusters of
variables from the dominant perspectives on college persistence: the outcome variable,
student background characteristics, educational aspiration, precollege preparation,
financial factors, college experience, institutional attributes, time in college, and
interaction effects. The focus of this study was determine the relationship between
selected student background characteristics, precollege preparation, financial factors, and
college experience at EJC and to determine whether these characteristics can be used to

predict the persistence of first year students in college.
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Purpose of Study

The purpose of this predictive non-experimental research study was to use pre-
existing data from the student database at EJC to examine whether there were significant
relationships between students’ background characteristics, precollege preparation,
financial factors, and college experience with their ability to persist within their first year
of college attendance. The background characteristics were gender, age, ethnicity, and
parental education level; the precollege preparations included high school GPA, ATLIB
score, and number of CXC exam passes; financial factors involved financial aid; and the
college experience involves college GPA. According to Johnson (2001), “non-
experimental quantitative research is an important area of research for educators because
there are so many important but non-manipulable independent variables needing further
study in the field of education.” (p. 1).

The words persistence and retention are often used interchangeably. Hagedorn
(2005) stated that the National Center for Education Statistics differentiates these two
terms by using retention as an institutional measure and persistence as a student measure.
Therefore, institutions retain and students persist. This study focuses on student

persistence at a Belizean community college.

Rationale of Study
Many important considerations motivated this study. First, no prior studies

examined the factors affecting students’ persistence at a community college in Belize.
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The following study provides a baseline of information for understanding the issue
surrounding persistence in postsecondary institutions in Belize. Second, recruiting and
retaining students require a critical understanding of pertinent factors. Third, college
administrators need to have a grounded understanding of the factors affecting and
contributing to students’ persistence and how these factors may influence dropout. This
study provides them with information to aid in building of programs and intervention
strategies geared at increasing students’ persistence and retention in higher education in
Belize. Fourth, once more students are provided with the opportunity to enter and
complete college, they will be more likely to fulfill their educational goals and contribute
positively to the Belizean society.
Procedures

Selected pre-collegiate (independent/predictor variables) data for freshmen
students at EJC along with college GPA were analyzed to examine their influence on
college persistence. Higher education researchers have long been concerned with the
development and application of methods to assess the effect of college on students,
especially in the field of retention research (Dey & Astin, 1993). The outcome variable in
this study was measured as a continuous variable (first year cumulative college GPA): a
GPA of 2.00 or more indicated that students persisted up to the end of the school year and
GPAs less than 2.00 indicated non-persistence. The data were gathered from the student

database at EJC for this predictive, non-experimental study.
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An ex post facto design, employed to test the hypotheses, was appropriate since
this study examined relationships after the independent variables have occurred. Causal
comparison and correlational research are two forms of non-experimental quantitative
research. A predictive, correlational research was conducted for this study. Correlational
studies involve relationships, whereas causal comparison studies involve comparison
(Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2006). The researcher acknowledges that this study could not be
utilized as proof of a cause and effect relationship. The advantages of using a
correlational approach in this study was that it permitted investigation of variables that
could not or should not be investigated experimentally; it helped in facilitating decision
making; it indicated the need and provide guidance for experimental studies; and it was
less costly on all dimensions (Gay et al., 2006). Regression analysis was computed for
the research questions.

A permission letter (Appendix C) to use students’ data was sent to the managing
authorities, as soon as approval was granted by the Institutional Review Board at the

Oklahoma State University to conduct the study.

Overview of Precollege Academic Variables

A GPA of a minimum of 2.0 at the end of a semester is considered a pass at EJC.
A credit load of 15 or more hours for semester one is considered full-time, and a
cumulative grade of at least 36 hours at the end of the school year indicates success, that

is, the student has met the course credit requirement to move into second year. The
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programs of study at EJC are set up in a way that students would have a minimum of 72
credits at the end of their traditional two-years of enrollment. Students have three
semesters (fall, spring, and summer) to earn at least 36 credit hours before going into
second year. Students are only allowed to take six credits during the summer semester.
The MOE automatically pays the first semester tuition for all students going into second
year who meet the minimum requirement of a GPA of 2.0 and who have earned a
minimum of 32 credit hours. The continuation of this assistance from the Ministry is
dependent on student’s performance at the end of semester one. Students are expected to
maintain a GPA of 2.5 or above.

The number of CXC passes helps to determine the program of study students will
take in college. At EJC, students who pass six or more CXCs are allowed to choose their
programs of study. Those students also receive tuition grants from the MOE provided that
they maintain a GPA of 2.50 or above at the end of the first semester. Decisions on
student program is made using a combination of the high school transcript, ATLIB score
and CXCs passes (by subjects) for those with less than six passes in CXC. In some cases,
students are called in for an interview with school administrators to determine placement.

The ATLIB exam is a placement examination used by most junior colleges in
Belize to determine which Math and English courses students will take upon entry into
college. EJC accepts a grade of 60 for English and 55 for Math for entry into the college

English and Math courses. Students who do not meet these requirements are required to
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take a remedial Math and/or English course in their first semester before going on to the
college level courses.

Three subgroups of students will be examined: students coming from the Stann
Creek Ecumenical College (EC), Independence High School (IHS), and Delille Academy
(DA). These three high schools use different systems for grading; EC and DA use a four-
point grading system, while IHS continues to report grades by percentage. A review of
the grading schemes for these schools revealed that all three use the same alphabet
equivalent for their number grades. Hence, high school GPA will be treated as a
continuous variable. No other decisions are made using student pre-matriculation data

once they have enrolled at EJC.

Research Questions

Framed within Chen’s (2008) model, the following research questions guided this

study:
Do statistically significant relationships exist between student background characteristics
(age, gender, ethnicity, parental education level) and persistence of students at the
Ecumenical Junior College.
Do statistically significant relationships exist between precollege preparation factors
(High School GPA, ATLIB scores, number of CXC passes) and persistence of students at

Ecumenical Junior College.
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Do statistically significant relationships exist between financial factors (financial aid) and
persistence of students at Ecumenical Junior College.
Do statistically significant relationships exist between college experience (first semester

college GPA) and persistence of students at Ecumenical Junior College.

Null Hypotheses

There is no significant relationship between:

. the backgrounds of students at Ecumenical Junior College through their first year in
college

. the precollege preparation of students Ecumenical Junior College through their first year
in college

. the financial factors of students Ecumenical Junior College through their first year in
college

. the college experience of students Ecumenical Junior College through their first year in

college

Theoretical Perspective

The theories of student change in college could be grouped in two broad
categories: developmental theories of student change and college impact models of

student change (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Developmental theories or models
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address the nature, structure, and processes of individual human growth, which is not the
focus of this study. The college impact models emphasize changes associated with the
characteristics of the institutions students attend or the experiences they have once
enrolled. College impact models also identify and evaluate several sets of variables (e.g.
student related, organizational, or environmental) that are presumed to influence some
aspect of change.

Several theoretical perspectives are used to describe and explain student success
in college: psychological, sociological, organizational, interactional, and economic
(Chen, 2008). Retention theorists have posited that many factors influence students’
persistence in college. These may include students’ precollege characteristics,
institutional factors, and environmental factors (Astin, 1975; Bean, 1980; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 1980; Spady, 1971; Tinto, 1975). This study was ex post facto and took on a
non-experimental quantitative approach to the study of college impact. Chen’s (2008)
heterogeneous approach guided the study. This framework added financial factors to the
multifaceted factors identified by the dominant perspectives and included the influence of
race/ethnicity on college persistence. Data was collected following proper scientific
methodology and the predictive relationship between the independent variables and

dependent variables was computed using regression techniques.
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Significance of Study

The expansion of tertiary education access across Belize brought with it an
increasingly large and diverse student population. The current tertiary education system
functions to get students into college, but there is speculation as to whether the students
have been learning or are being provided with what is needed to persist in post-secondary
institutions. Paulsen (1998) stated that there is a large earning differential between
college educated and high school educated members of the workforce. Evans, Green &
Murinde (2002), in studying the relationship among economic growth, financial
development, and human capital, found that money makes a significant contribution to
growth. With global reality upon Belize and the seriousness of the issues of not having a
decent college degree, it was important to investigate issues of persistence, retention, and
dropout to inform educational decision making and to recommend preventative and
intervention strategies.

By examining the students’ background characteristics, precollege preparation,
financial factors, and college experience of first year college students at EJC, this study
aimed to provide empirical evidence on how these may influence students’ persistence in
college; once identified this can lead to development of preventative and intervention
strategies in attempt to keep Belizean postsecondary dropout competitive nationally and
regionally. The technique used in the analysis, being able to produce a regression
equation, will enable institution personnel to make early and accurate estimation for the

possibilities that an individual falls into either category: persisting or non-persisting.
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Better understanding of the factors that affect persistence will enable policymakers,
school administrators, and the MOE to draw up intervention efforts targeted at the
individual needs of the students.

Limited research has been conducted on persistence of students at two-year
community colleges despite the fact that these colleges serve a diverse group of students.
None such study has been attempted in Belize at an institutional level, nor at the national
level. This study’s findings help to fill the gap and increase the knowledge base by
enhancing the understanding of the factors that influence student persistence at a two-
year community college in Belize. This information will also assist other two-year
institutions throughout Belize to identify students’ characteristics that may predict

successful degree completion or need for intervention.

Limitation

Due to the lack of research studies on retention in Belize, this study used a broad
amount of data on college persistence and highlights studies done at various community
colleges in the United States. This study sought to provide a comprehensive
understanding of the roles of demographic factors and academic preparation on student
persistence at an institutional level. A state level study would require the compilation of
national data. The poor state of informed data collection; especially in terms of collecting
and aggregating statistical data on access, enrollment, persistence, retention, and degree

completion from postsecondary institutions in Belize limited the scope of this research.
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And lastly, due to the structure of the dataset, not all of Chen’s (2008) model
factors were examined. Unfortunately, educational aspirations, organizational

characteristics, time in college, and interaction effects were not examined.

Delimitation of Study

For the purpose of this study, the population was limited only to first-year
students enrolled in the fall of 2010 at EJC. Therefore the data may not be generalizable
to community colleges elsewhere in the country. The variables for this study were also
limited to a few specified student pre-collegiate and academic factors. It was recognized
that other factors and additional variables may affect first-year student persistence.
Family socioeconomic status and student involvement in secondary school have been
shown to impact freshmen college persistence, but these were not included due to lack of
available data. Some institutional practices and barriers may also significantly affect

student persistence; these were excluded to limit the scope of this research.

Assumption
It is assumed that the data examined in this study were accurate and correctly
entered into the student database, and that students correctly filled out the school student

personal data form.
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Definition of Terms

ATLIB: stands for the Association of Tertiary Level Institutions in Belize. This is
an organization comprised of administrators and stakeholders of tertiary institutions in
Belize who come together to discuss critical issues affecting higher education. The
ATLIB examination is a placement examination (Math and English) given to high school
leaving students in February. The results of the ATLIB exam aid in the placement of
students in Math and English courses in college.

Attrition: used to describe students who fail to re-enroll at an institution in
consecutive semesters (Seidman, 2005a)

Community college: in Belize, community colleges (called junior colleges) are
two year institutions that provide higher education and lower level tertiary education and
grant associate’s degrees.

Composite ATLIB score: the average of a student Math and English grade on the
ATLIB exam

CXC: stands for the Caribbean Examination Council. CXC provides criterion
referenced examinations and certification to over 15 Caribbean territories at the
secondary and tertiary levels. The Caribbean Secondary Education Certificate (CSEC)
examination is offered to students at the end of secondary school. This study refers to
CXC CSEC examination results.

Dropout: refers to a student whose initial goal was to complete a degree but did

not complete it.
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Ethnicity: for this study related to the classification of students into groups on the
basis of racial characteristics

Financial Aid: referred to financial assistance students receive from the
government, educational institutions, and some public or private sectors, to assist with
their college career. These may include grants, loans, and work study assistance.

Persistence: the action of students in staying within the higher education system
from the beginning of the school year to the end in good academic standing (Stewart,
2010).

Precollege academic variables: the high school GPA, ATLIB scores, and number
of CXC passes.

Retention: referred to the ability of an institution to keep a student from the point
of admission to graduation (Seidman, 2005a).

Two-year institution: referred to a postsecondary institution that offers an
associate degree as the highest level.

Withdrawal: referred to the departure of a student from college

Summary and Organization of the Study
Chapter 1 provides an outline of the challenges faced by Belize’s higher education
institutions. It draws attention to the persistence problem at EJC. The focus of the study
was to determine whether there were significant relationships between students

‘background characteristics, precollege preparation, financial factors, and college
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experience on the persistence of students in Belizean community colleges. Chen’s (2008)
heterogeneous model was used to direct the study while a non-experimental quantitative
design was employed. The importance of this study included addition to knowledge base,
filling the gap of the lack of persistence studies in Belize, and the provision of empirical
evidence on how student’s pre-matriculation variables affect college persistence, which
can aid administrators to plan programs and policies to help retain students in college.
Chapter 2 contains a review of the literature related to factors affecting students’
persistence in community colleges. The methodology and the procedures used to gather
and analyze data for this study are presented in chapter 3. The result and analyses are
presented in chapter 4. A summary of the study, a discussion of the findings, along with
recommendations are presented in chapter 5. Reference and Appendix sections are

included at the end of chapter 5, respectively.
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CHAPTER II

LITERATURE REVIEW

The knowledge of factors affecting college success, and understanding the
processes how these play out throughout the college experience, aid educational
stakeholders to propose and implement policies and strategies aimed at improving
persistence of students in postsecondary institutions (Seidman, 2005a). No formal study
on retention and persistence has been attempted in Belize. Belizean secondary schools
completion rate was estimated at 61.9% (Abstract of Statistics, 2008/2009). The rate of
postsecondary enrollment has been estimated at 4% (P. Faber, personal communication,
February 4, 2009). Of the 6,972 students enrolled in higher education in 2008/2009,
2,608 were males and 4,564 females. Belize possesses a fairly young population with an
average age of 22 (Statistical Institute of Belize, 2010). This figure increased from 19 in
2000. Noteworthy to mention is the fact that tourism has replaced agriculture as the major
foreign exchange earner, and presently 71% of the workforce is employed in the service
sector (World Factbook, 2007).

Provided in this chapter is a brief synopsis of the development of
retention/persistence theories, an integration of what is known about the individual
attributes (age, gender, ethnicity, financial aid and parental educational attainment) and
academic characteristics (high school GPA, number of CXC passes, and ATLIB scores,

and college GPA of first year college students, and a highlighting of how these influence
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persistence at a community college in Dangriga Town. Chen’s (2008) heterogeneous
model guided this study. Information was obtained from Oklahoma State University
Library and online databases such as Proquest, ERIC, and JSTOR. Searches were
conducted using the following words or combination of words: college success, attrition,
college retention, college persistence, pre-matriculation variables and college persistence,
academic achievement and college persistence, student success in college, minority

students in college, and nontraditional students in college.

Development of Retention/Persistence Theories

Over the past three decades, research regarding student retention and persistence
in postsecondary institutions has significantly increased. Since then, many studies have
emerged describing how precollege characteristics, social, and institutional attributes
affect students’ persistence in college. Many theoretical and conceptual models have been
purported to explain the processes of retention and persistence (Spady, 1970, 1971; Astin,
1975; Tinto, 1975, 1987, 1993; Bean, 1985; Bean & Metzner, 1985; Pascarella, 1985;
Cabrera, Nora, & Castaneda, 1993). Each model or theory proposed has unique
components: sociological, psychological, economic, or organizational. Some however
borrow from, add to, or complement other models. Among these models are assertions
regarding the interaction of students and their institutions and how these influence college
outcomes: precollege factors (Astin, 1991; Cabrera, Nora, Castaneda, 1993; Kuh, Kinzie,

and Buckley, 2006), student institutional fit (Spady, 1970, 1971; Tinto, 1987, 1993,
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Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991), campus climate (Hurtado, 1992; Nora & Cabrera, 1996),
and organizational climate (Pascarella 1985; Volkwein & Cabrera, 2000). Tinto’s (1975,
1987, 1993) Student Integration Model is the most widely known and studied model. His
model borrowed largely from Durkheim’s Suicide Model, Van Gennep’s Rite of Passage,
and the Spady Model of Student Attrition. The other widely used retention model is Bean
(1980, 1982, 1985) Student Attrition Model. The other models, mostly extend, critique,

or refine these highly quoted models.

Student integration Model

The root of student departure can only be fully understood fully only by referring
to the understanding and experiences of each and every individual who departs from an
institution (Tinto, 1975, 1993). Tinto proposed three categories of factors that may
influence students’ departure from an institution: the disposition of the individuals who
enter, the character of their interactional experience within the institution after entry, and
the external factors that may influence their behavior within the institution (Tinto 1993).
On the individual level, Tinto mentioned two student attributes that determine whether
they will persist or depart: intention and commitment. He stated that these not only
determine individual attainment but also influence their integration within the institution.
On the institution level, four student attributes affect departure or retention; each
describing an important interactional outcome based on the students’ experiences within

the institution: adjustment, difficulty, incongruence, and isolation. Tinto added that these
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four attributes also reflect the pre-matriculation characteristics of individual student’s and
the effect of external forces that affect their participation. He pointed out two important
external factors that influence persistence: obligations and finances.

Tinto’s (1975) model, institutionally oriented, has reached near paradigmatic level
(Braxton, Sullivan, & Johnson, 1997; Braxton, 2000). It argues that the process of
dropout can be viewed as a longitudinal process of interactions between an individual and
the institution. The nature of academic and social integration influences the individual’s
level of commitment to the institution and gradually his or her decision to persist or
depart. This model is rooted in Durkheim’s (1951) theory of suicide which stated that the
likelihood of suicide in society increases when two types of integrations are lacking:
insufficient moral integration and insufficient collective affiliation. Durkheim (1951)
argued that suicide is not an individual act but a social reality tied to social structures. He
theorized three different types of suicide found in all kinds of societies: egotistic,
altruistic, and anomic. Egotistic suicide, he proposed results from lack of integration of
an individual into society. Altruistic suicide results in societies with high integration
where the individual needs are seen less than that of the society on a whole. Anomic
suicide results from the lack of regulation of the individual by society.

In the development of his integration theory, Tinto (1987) turned to social
anthropology and studied the process of establishing membership in traditional societies.
He used the work of Arnold Van Gennep to explain the process of separation that he

proposed occurred when students enter college. Van Gennep (1960), in proposing his rite
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of passage framework, was concerned with the movement of individuals and societies
through time and the issue of social stability in times of change. He noted that all human
societies perform some ceremonial rites, which he termed rite of passage, to mark
significant transitions in the social status of individuals. He proposed that these rites
occur in a sequence of three stages: rites of separation from everyday life, a luminal or
marginal state of transition from one status to the next, and rites of aggregation or
reintroduction to the social order with a new status. Tinto used this idea to describe the
process through which college students establish membership within the college or
university communities and also to explain the cases of early departure from college.

Tinto (1975) also built on Spady’s sociological model of the college dropout
process as he formulated his theory of student integration. Spady (1970) proposed five
variables that contributed directly to social integration: academic potential, normative
congruence, grade performance, intellectual development, and friendship support. He
supported the idea that social integration was a key to retention and built on Durkheim’s
theory of suicide. Accordingly, when a person views college as a social system having its
own value and social structure the person can treat dropout from that social system in a
manner similar to that of suicide in the wider society. Astin (1975) also influenced
Tinto’s Student Integration Model. His involvement theory argued that student learning
and retention are influenced by students’ level of involvement in an institution.

An analysis of the Tinto model reveals that he placed emphasis on the importance

of academic and social integration for the retention of students at postsecondary
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institutions. The integrity of Tinto’s use of Durkheim’s Suicide Theory and Van
Gennep’s Rite of Passage in explaining integration and students’ departure process has
been questioned. Tierney (1999) argued that Tinto’s model, borrowing from Durkheim,
suggests that students ought to commit cultural suicide if they are to integrate and
assimilate into college and be successful. Tucker (1999/2000) asserted that using
Durkheim’s Suicide Theory as an analogy for departure is too powerful to use for
describing students’ reaction to failing. He stated that suicide seems to be more a
condition that accompanies hopelessness rather than frustration which is the usual student
reaction to failing. Tierney also pointed out that Tinto viewed college as an institution
ritual whereby the success of the student is dependent on the degree to which they are
able to integrate into the social and academic life of postsecondary institutions.

The effectiveness of using Tinto’s assertions to aid in explaining students’
persistence at two-year community colleges may be questionable. His study was
conducted using traditional-aged students at four-year institutions. The demography of
the new community colleges has also changed dramatically. Community colleges are now
accessed by a diverse group of students with varying educational needs and expectations.
Many of these students have been labeled nontraditional, as they are noted to be older,
working, and may enroll part-time in college. Bean and Metzner (1985) built their model
to explain the persistence or departure processes of this nontraditional group of

postsecondary students.
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Much attention to students of color and financial factors were not made in Tinto’s
earlier models (1975, 1987). He included these when he revisited his student integration
model later. According to Tinto (1993), since under-represented students are more likely
to come from disadvantaged background and to have experienced inferior schooling prior
to college, they are more likely to enter college with serious academic deficiencies. They
tend to face greater problems in meeting the academic demands of school work and in

obtaining sufficient financial resources for college education.

Student Attrition Model

Many reviews have identified variables significantly correlated to student
attrition, but these have failed to describe how they affect attrition (Tinto, 1975, 1993;
Bean 1985). Bean (1980, 1982) took an organizational stance in his look at student
departure. He proposed an alternative model that is more psychological in nature to
explain the college persistence process and posited that student attrition is analogous to
turnover in work organizations (Cabrera, Nora, & Castaneda, 1992). He viewed the
occurrence of student departure as reflecting the impact that the organization has on the
socialization and satisfaction of students (Tinto, 1993). In his study of a group of students
at a major mid-western research university during April of 1982, Bean found that social
life has large significant effects on institutional fit for each class. The finding indicates
that students seem to have a much greater effect on the attitudes of other students than do

faculty members. Hence, this finding suggests that students actively shape their

45



socializing environments. Bean’s model seems to have similar theoretical foundation to
Pascarella’s (1980) in that both posited that socialization is a dominant force in
influencing dropout decisions.

The research base on student persistence prior to the 1990s was biased toward
traditional students; those who were supposed to be White, between 18 to 22 years, who
attended four-year institutions full-time and lived on campus, and had little or no family
obligation (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Bean (1985) stressed the importance of
behavioral intentions as predictors of persistence behavior: beliefs shape attitude, attitude
shape intention. He stated that a major gap in Tinto’s (1975, 1987) theory is its limited
information on the role of external factors in shaping perceptions, commitments, and
preferences of students. The models of student attrition for nontraditional student (Bean
& Metzner 1985, Wylie 2004) were proposed to account for the behavior of those
students who normally would be excluded when using Tinto’s Student Integration Model.
Bean & Metzner suggested that the environmental pressures may be different for
nontraditional students; they have fewer interactions within the college environment, but
more with the external environment. Wylie’s model proposes that non-persistence
decisions are a short-term cyclic process, where a student’s poor adjustments in academic
and social self-worth results in a re-evaluation of and separation from their course

participation.
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Comparison between the two models

Both major theorists view departure from college as a process where students’
decision to persist is determined by the ongoing interactions between precollege
characteristics and institutional environments. According to Bean (1985) his model of
student attrition (Bean, 1980, 1982) has much in common with Tinto’s (1975) model. A
close analysis of both models revealed that the two theorists used different words to
describe the same concept (Cabrera et al, 1992) of institutional commitment (Tinto, 1975)
and institutional fit (Bean, 1980, 1982). The differences, according to Bean’s (1985)
revised model, are that the student integration model includes (a) family background and
individual attributes, (b) initial goal and institutional commitments, (c) grade
performance and intellectual development leading to academic integration, and (d) the
expectation that goal commitment and institutional commitment directly affect dropout.
These, according to Bean, are manifested in the student attrition model in the socio-
psychological variables and also in later institutional and goal commitments.

The empirical base supporting Tinto’s influential model has been extended,
critiqued, and refined by many researchers (Astin, 1993; Braxton, Sullivan, & Johnson,
1997; Nora & Cabrera, 1996; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Many other
retention/persistence/attrition models and theories have also been developed to aid in the
explanation of college retention/persistence. These include Bean & Metzner’s (1985)
Conceptual Model of Nontraditional Student Attrition, Cabrera et. al’s (1992) Integrated

Model, Nora & Cabrera’s (1996) Student Adjustment Model, Bean & Eaton’s
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(2001/2002) Psychological Model, Pascarella’s (1985) General Causal Model, and

Wylie’s (2004) Theoretical Model of Nontraditional Student Attrition, among others.

Conceptual Frameworks

The dominant paradigm in retention research posited that academic achievement
and social relations within the college environment promote learning and retention.
Theoretically, academic achievement and social relations are assumed to influence
student attitudes, including their college completion goals, which in turn affect retention
and persistence in college (Tinto, 1975, 1987, 1993; Cabrera, Nora, & Castaneda, 1993;
Braxton, Sulivan & Johnson, 1997; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).

Blau & Doucan (1967), in an examination of the early occupational attainment by
race, class, and gender in the United States, posited that higher education acts as an
equalizer in status attainment. This assertion by Blau and Doucan magnifies the need to
examine the student characteristics and precollege and college factors that may affect
students’ persistence in community colleges.

This study was conducted with the assumption that students’ background (age,
gender, ethnicity, financial aid, parental education) and academic preparation (high
school GPA, standardized test scores, college GPA, and credits earned) may influence
their persistence in college. An understanding of the relationship between the various

student factors and college persistence can help institutions to implement policies and
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strategies aimed at addressing persistence issues from the beginning of the students’
college experience.

This study analyzed data to aid in understanding the pre-collegiate and collegiate
attributes that may affect students’ performance and persistence in a Belizean higher
education institution. Chen (2008) conceptual framework was chosen to help to focus the
study on the student factors that influence the process of departure. Focusing on this was
not to downplay the importance of the college institutional and environmental factors that
may also influence college persistence. Different theories have contributed significantly
to the understanding of student retention and persistence. According to Cabrera et al
(1992), merging the unique and similar premises into a single model may prove to be
more effective in explaining persistence than either model by itself. Tierney (1992) also
suggested that different theoretical models should be utilized rather than those based
upon one or two theories alone.

Existing literature proposes five categories of theories that guide student departure
studies: psychological, sociological, organizational, interactional, and economic (Braxton
& Hirschy, 2005). According to Chen (2008), the psychological approach emphasizes the
impact of individual psychological attributes in the process of dropout; the sociological
and economic approaches focus more on the broader external social and economic forces;
in the organizational theory, student departure is seen as affected by immediate
organizational influences on student behavior; and interactional theories stress that both

individual and environmental forces play important role in the departure process. Chen

49



also noted that the first four theories have identified various factors that provide evidence
on understanding the student departure decision process: student background
characteristics, educational aspiration, precollege preparation, college experience, and
organizational attributes. She pointed out major limitations to the aforementioned
theories: lack of model clarification, limited data, problems in examining aid effects,
limited attention to the socioeconomic gap, lack of consideration of the racial group
differences, and methodological problems.

Chen (2008) proposed a synthesized model integrating all the theoretical approaches. She
used this model, also refered to as the heterogeneous model, to examine how changes in
the amount of financial aid are differentially related to the dropout risk of students from
different income and racial/ethnic background over time (Figure 1). This synthesized
model fosters a more comprehensive explanation of student departure. It aims to
investigate the process of student departure, and explain some of the reasons why
students withdraw from institutions. Chen identified these nine clusters of variables (one
dependent, and eight independent) from the five aforementioned perspectives: the
outcome variable, student background characteristics, educational aspiration, precollege
preparation, financial factors, college experience, institutional attributes, time in college,

and interaction factors.
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Two-Year Community Colleges

Most, if not all, community colleges in Belize were organizationally developed as
upward extensions of secondary schools (Chan, 2005). These colleges carried the
responsibility to provide students with post-secondary education until the inception of the
University of Belize in 2000 (Bennett, 2008) when they acquired the added responsibility
of providing the first two-year education towards a bachelor degree by conducting lower
division courses for the university.

Notable changes have been seen in Belizean education since the development of
community colleges in the districts, especially in expanding access. Prior to the 1980s,
higher education was accessible only to Belize City residents who could afford to pay for
tuition, books, and other fees. For the most part, it presented the opportunity to an elite
population to pursue an associate degree (Chan, 2005). The only exceptions were those
students from the other districts who were awarded financial assistance to pursue their
degree in Belize City.

According to Cohen & Brawer (2003):

The community college reached out to attract those who were not being served by

traditional higher education: those who could not afford the tuition; who could not

take the time out to attend a college full time; whose ethnic background had
constrained them from participating; who had inadequate preparation in the lower

schools; whose educational progress had been interrupted by some temporary
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condition; who had become obsolete in their jobs or had never been trained to

work at any job; who needed a connection to obtain a job... (p. 29).

Many social forces contributed to the rise of community colleges in the United
States (Cohen & Brawer, 2003): prominent among these were the need for workers
trained to operate the nation’s expanding industries and the drive for social equity. The
reasons for the growth of community colleges are varied; but what is noteworthy is that
they have led to notable changes in American higher education, especially in terms of
increasing access. Increase in enrollment also led to major changes in the composition of
the student body attending higher education (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Presently,
community colleges are widely diverse in student population, attributes, and
characteristics in comparison to their four year counterpart (Terenzini et al., 1994). This
demographic shift, among others, in the population of college students has brought with it
multiple challenges; among which, a major one is the issue of persistence and retention
(Allen, 1999).

Due to the nature of the student populations at two-year community colleges, they
tend to have a higher rate of departure or withdrawal than four-year institutions. The
majority, if not all, community colleges in Belize have open-admissions policies. This
reality allows a diverse array of students to enroll at community colleges: those who may
be academically unprepared, financially independent, of ethnic minority, commute to

campus, attend on a part-time basis, and older, among others. Research has also shown
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that other factors may affect students’ persistence in community colleges, but this review
focuses only on those factors that students bring into the college environment. According
to Seidman (2005a), once at-risk students are identified, the institutions can begin to
target these students with intervention strategies. Swail (2006) noted that institutions
must understand what each student brings with him or her in order to provide the

appropriate support to ensure student success.

College Student Retention/Persistence

Pascarella & Terenzini (2005) identified two categories of theories of college
student change: developmental theories and college impact theories. Developmental
theories address the nature, structure, and processes of individual human growth. The
college impact models emphasize change associated with the characteristics of the
institutions students attend or with the experiences they have while enrolled. This study
will be framed on theories of college impact as proposed by college retention theorists.

The dearth of research on community colleges is a profound problem in the study
of retention (Bailey & Alfonso, 2005). College student retention and persistence have
long been of interest to educators, university administration, governments, and
researchers as noted by the overabundance of research three decades ago exploring the
issues of college dropout (Spady, 1970, 1971; Astin, 1975; Tinto, 1975, 1987; Bean,
1980, 1982, 1985). Subsequent work by these researchers, and more, continue to seek to

demystify the reasons for student departure from postsecondary institutions (Tinto 1993,
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1999; Bean & Metzner 1985; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005). Tinto (1975) stated
that little has been done in the area of trying to understand the process of student
departure.

Student retention issues have become significant in the life of higher education.
Considerable amount of money and time have been spent in attempts to determine why
some students leave college while others persist (Tinto, 1993; Seidman, 2005a). Strauss
and Volkwein (2004) point out that the proportion of students leaving college without a
degree is always twice as large at two year than four year campuses. Almost 50% of
students entering two-year colleges and more than 25% of those entering four-year
institutions in the United States leave before or at the end of their first year (Tinto, 1993;
Barth, Haycock, Huang, & Richardson, 2001). One must be cautious when making
assertions on departure as Polinsky (2002/2003) noted that there are two types of
attrition: positive and negative. Positive attrition is when a student departs without a
degree but achieving his or her goals. Negative attrition occurs when the student departs
without a degree and not achieving his or her goals. The type of attrition of concern in

this study is negative attrition.

Benefits of retention/Persistence
Many education, social, and political leaders underscore the benefits of retaining
students in postsecondary institutions. Retention has implications for the individual,

institution, as well as the society. With changing requirements of the workforce in
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today’s global economy, Hoffman and Vargas (2007) noted that postsecondary education
is the best assurance of economic health for young people, their communities, and the
nation. Completing a college degree helps the individual to fulfill their dreams and
achieve occupational prestige (Seidman, 2005a). Institutions fulfill their missions when
students’ persist; they also gain financial security (Bean, 2005).

The media in Belize is swamped with news on crime and juvenile misdemeanor
on a daily basis. Watts (2001) emphasizes the decreased reliance on public assistance and
lower demands on criminal justice systems as retention drive is increased. A strong
economy may also depend on the educational attainment of its populace (Johnson, 1999;
Hagedorn, 2005). Earnings are significantly related to the levels of educational
attainment (Clark, 2004). For these benefits to be realized, both secondary school and
postsecondary educators must understand, embrace the challenges, and work together to

facilitate positive student outcomes (Conley, 2005b; Bueschel & Venezia, 2006).

Cost of attrition/dropout

Retention theorists contended that student departure occurs when there is
incongruence between the students’ pre-entry attributes, intention, goals, and
commitment and the campus environment (Tinto, 1975, 1987; Astin, 1985; Pascarella,
1985). Cost of attrition may be threefold; society, individual, and institution (Pascarella
& Terenzini, 1991). Pascarella, Edison, Nora, Hagedorn, & Terenzini (1996) advised that

most college impacts on students are the cumulative result of a set of interrelated
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experiences sustained over an extended period of time rather than the result of any single
experience.

Cuseo (2002) suggested four roots to student attrition from college; these include
academic, motivational, psychological, and financial. The academic root arises from
inadequate preparation to meet the academic demands of college coursework; the
motivational root is due to low level of commitment to college and perhaps, the perceived
irrelevance of the college experience; the psychological root is evidenced by social and
emotional issues; and the financial root is caused by the inability, or perceived inability,
to afford the total cost of college and the perception that the cost of college outweighs its
benefit. Habley (2004) mentioned the institutional loss of tuition and fees and the
increased cost of recruitment. Retention of students is therefore a financial necessity

(Desjardins, Ahlburg, & McCall, 2002).

Pre-matriculation Variables
The college population today is different from that of the students who
participated in foundational retention studies (Strage, 1999). Several researchers have
studied student persistence and withdrawal behaviors in hope to identify similar variables
that may be significant in predicting college success. Johnson (2007) used pre-existing
data to determine the rate of retention for a cohort of degree-seeking students who
enrolled at a selected two-year technical college in the Fall of 2004. The relationship

between selected pre-matriculation variables, academic, and environmental factors on
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student persistence were examined along with the ability of these factors to predict
student persistence. She found that the majority of leavers depart during their first year at
the institution; that age, ethnicity, high school GPA and ACT scores, and first-year first
semester college GPA, and course-taking behavior were significantly related to student
persistence. She also noted that external factors such as family status and financial aid
influence persistence. Peltier, Laden and Matranga (1999) stated that students’
satisfaction with and success in college are affected by many factors which they bring
with them.

Stewart (2010) examined student demographic, family characteristics, precollege,
and college academic factors that predict persistence between freshmen students who
were placed or not placed in remediation courses. The participants were 3,213 first time,
fill-time, and part-time degree-seeking freshmen students enrolled at the University of
Oklahoma during the fall 2006 through the fall 2008 semesters. Using Tinto’s (1993)
Longitudinal Model of Institutional Departure to guide the study, Stewart found
statistically significant mean differences (o = 0.01) for ethnicity, financial aid, and
remediation status on persistence; a statistically significant relationship ((o. = 0.01)
between high school GPA, first semester college cumulative GPA, ACT composite
scores and persistence; and academic factors that predict persistence revealed that first
semester college cumulative GPA and high school GPA were statistically significant
predictors of persistence and together accounted for slightly over 26% of the variance.
Stewart used an ex post facto design and utilized ANOVA, Pearson’s Product Moment
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correlations, and stepwise multiple regression to examine group differences on
persistence after the independent variables had occurred.

This next section of the review focuses on pre-matriculation factors that have
been proposed to affect students’ persistence in college. The researcher acknowledges the

fact that many other factors influence persistence and retention in community colleges.

Age

Older students enter college for a wide range of reasons (Tinto, 1993). Some
aspire for better standard of living, desire job changes, due to job requirement, or want to
assist with family income, among others. For many of these students, it is their first time
in college. For others, it is the continuation of a college career that may have been
disrupted for some reason. According to DesJardins, Ahlburg & McCall (2002) these
groups of students are more focused and show stronger commitment to learn. Many
studies posited that older students achieve higher college GPA than traditional-aged
students (Grime, 1997; Hagedorn, 2005; Cofer & Somers, 2000; Leppel, 1984).

Many other studies suggest that older students are more likely to drop out of
college due to having to juggle more responsibilities and are more likely to be influenced
by environmental factors (Tinto, 1975, 1987, 1993; Bean, 1980; Mohammadi, 1996;
Byun, 2000). Bean & Metzner’s (1985) Nontraditional Model of Student Attrition posited
that older students are more likely to drop out due to one or more of the following

reasons: academic performance, intent to leave, previous performance and educational
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goals, and environmental variables. They are more likely to have family and financial
obligations that restrict their involvement in college life (Tinto, 1987; St. John, Carter,
Chun, Musoba, 2006). Unlike Tinto’s (1975) model that emphasized the importance of
social integration as a determinant of students’ persistence in college, Bean (1980) noted
that for these groups of students, external factors seemed to predict persistence. These
students are expected to balance the demands of jobs and family with college obligations.
They have less time to socialize on campus. Delayed entry into college has also been
found to be significant in predicting persistence (Craig, 2005; NCES, 2005). Other
studies, such as Clark (2004) and Johnson (1999) have no significant difference in

persistence between older and younger students.

Gender

There has been a general increase in the enrollment of female students in
community colleges. This trend is notable both in the United States and in Belize. An
analysis of the enrollment data from the 2000-2001 to 2008-2009 school years for the
Stann Creek Ecumenical Junior College shows that females have dominated college
attendance for the nine-year period (Abstract of Education Statistics, 2008-2009). An
average enrollment of 2.5 female to 1 male ratio has been noted. No data is available on
gender participation and persistence in postsecondary institutions in Belize. This study
reviewed data gathered about gender participation and persistence in higher education in

the United States.
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The rising cost of living and the need to contribute to family income have
prompted more women to return to work. Many women are attending postsecondary
education due to the increasing need for higher education in the workforce (Peltier et
al.,1999). The results of studies have been mixed. Feldman (1993) indicated that females
have higher persistence rate than males. This trend was also noted by Boyer (2002) and
Johnson (1999). Boyer’s reason was that females were more able than males to integrate
socially into the college environment by interacting with peers. A study done by Grime
(1997) reveals that men exhibited more academic difficulties and showed lower interest
in college courses, both of which may put them at higher risk of dropping out.

Hagadorn, Maxwell, & Hampton (2001) examined what variables would predict
academic success and retention among African American females in a historically Black
liberal arts college and indicated that both academic and social adjustment were
significant in predicting persistence. Their conclusion shows that African American
women face many impediments in their success and that they are more likely to leave
college. Females were also predicted to leave more than men because of personal and
family reasons (Bradburn, 2002; Mohammadi, 1996). Robertson (1991) noted that
results have been conflicting on relationship of gender and persistence. Other studies
show no significant difference in persistence for males and females (Leppel 2002; Bailey,

Jenkins, and Leinbach, 2005).
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Ethnicity

The ethnic diversity of students on community college campuses has expanded
greatly over the years, but despite massive gains in enrollment, a major gap still exists
between educational attainment and graduation rate across racial groups of students
(Ishitani, 2006). As the diversity of students increases within community college
campuses, so do the issues associated with their retention (Seidman, 2005b). Several
studies have found that many ethnic groups have high college dropout rates (Cofer &
Somers, 2000). Morley (2007) conducted a study at the University of Massachusetts to
examine the influence of racial/ethnic dynamics on the process of social and academic
integration. She interviewed students throughout their freshman year and at the beginning
of their sophomore year (Fall of 1995) about pre-college and in-college experiences. Her
analysis revealed six ethnic dynamics that hindered the social and academic integration of
minority students at a Predominantly White Institution (PW1). These dynamics included
the role of family life, being placed socially by race/ethnicity, racial/ethnic
accountability, the pervasiveness of White culture, the pursuit of a color-blind society,
and the overrepresentation of minority students among weaker students.

Belize is a multiethnic nation: its ethnic diversity can be credited to its long
history of colonialism and conquest (Dobson, 1973). The ethnic breakdown of Belize in
2007 was: Mestizo, 50%; Creole, 25.8%; Maya, 8.7%; Garifuna, 6.8%; Mennonite, 3.3%,
East Indian, 3.0%, Asian, 0.7%, Caucasian/White, 0.7%, Other, 1.0% (Statistical Institute

of Belize, 2007). This diversity is also notable in institutions of learning throughout the
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country, but no national statistical data are available on the ethnic breakdown of students
enrolled at higher education. Like in the United States, once college access was made
available to the masses, community colleges in Belize saw an increase in the ethnic
diversity of students attending colleges.

Since no reliable data is available on the impact of ethnicity on college success in
Belize, this analysis will draw from information available on minority studies in higher
education in the United States. In 2007 the National Center for Education Statistics
reported a 64.4% White to 32.2% minority ethnic breakdown. This 32.2% minority
breakdown is divided into Black, 13.1%, Hispanic, 11.4%, Asian or Pacific Islander,
6.7%, American Indian, 1.0%, and Non-Resident Alien, 3.4%. Statistics from the US
Department of Education (2009) on the college completion rate for different ethnic
groups for students between the age of 25-29 years shows a completion rate of 78.6% for
Asian/Pacific Islanders, 68.1% Whites, 53.4% Blacks, and 34.5% Hispanic.

According to Seidman (2005b) there are many reasons for disparity between
Whites and minority groups. Most minority students are academically underprepared for
college. Asian students have been labeled the “model minority” (Suzuki 2002) because
most studies are indicating that they are persisting and graduating at a higher rate even
than White students (Seidman, 2005b; Yeh, 2007).They have been cast outside the
peripheries of normalcy (Ng, Lee, & Pak, 2007), but this assumption may not be true for
some subgroups. Some studies show that subgroups in this population are showing low

college attendance and persistence rates (Education Testing Service, 1997). Many intra-
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group differences are seen among the Asian/Pacific Islanders, for example in English
proficiency. Students who experience significant language barriers are more at risk of
departure from college prior to graduation (Suzuki, 2002; Pang, 1995).

African American students at PWIs reported feeling that the campus environment
was hostile and unsupportive of their social and cultural needs (Fleming, 1984).
Hagedorn, Maxwell, and Hampton (2007) investigated what significant factors predict
retention among African American males at an urban community college with high
student diversity on the West Coast. They studied three cohorts of degree seeking
students who enrolled Fall of 1995, 1996, or 1997, collected data for three consecutive
semesters, and used logistic regression to determine the significance of the relationships.
They learned that as students’ progress in college, their academic preparations become
increasingly more important in determining outcomes. Age was also found to be
significant. Hagedorn, Maxwell, and Hampton (2007) found that older men tend to
confront more problems and face many distracters that decrease their likelihood of
persisting in college. Hours of course enroliment were also noted to be positively
significant predictor of retention. For African American women at a historically black,
private, liberal arts college in the Southeast, Schwartz and Washington (2007) found that
academic and social integration were also significant predictors of persistence.

Hernandez and Lopez (2007) reported demographic characteristics, personal
factors, environmental factors, involvement factors, and socio-cultural factors as affecting

the persistence of different subgroups of Latino students in college. Noteworthy is the
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high heterogeneity of the Latino community. Latino is a name given to multiple people of
Hispanic descent. Once separated, subgroups of this ethnic group show varying
background characteristics such as country of origin, first language, and immigration
status, among others. Some groups, like the Central and South American Latinos seem to
attain higher graduation rates than Puerto Ricans or Mexican Americans (Suarez-Orozco
& Paez, 2002). Joined together, recent studies are showing that Latinos are trailing
behind all other groups in earning undergraduate degrees (Rooney, 2002; U.S.
Department of Education, 2008).

Studying personal and institutional factors affecting the retention of American
Indian students, Belgarde & LoRé (2007) found that economics and family situations
seem to be the primary causes for departure for this group. Maintaining connections to
home communities and attending cultural ceremonies have also been shown to impact on
the ability and desire for Native American students to persist in college (Barnhardt,
1994).

Eimers and Pike (1997) studied 799 freshmen at a residential, public research
university, to investigate the differences or similarities in adjustment of minority and
non-miniority students in college. Results indicated that non-minority students were more
positive in their evaluations of their first-year experience, but minority students had
significantly higher levels of faculty-student interaction. No significant differences were

observed in intent to persist between minority and non-minority students.
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High School Grades and Test Scores

High school attributes influence persistence (Barefoot, 2000; Feldman, 1993;
Ishitani, 2006; Flemings, 2002; St. John, 2001). In a longitudinal study analyzing the
organizational data from three semesters for three cohorts of African American males in
an urban community college and using logistic regression to identify the factors that best
predict retention, Bauer (2003) found that SAT or ACT scores and high school grade
point averages constantly explained the largest variance in college outcomes when those
outcomes are investigated using precollege characteristics. An ACT (2004) study also
found that high school grade point average, ACT scores, and socioeconomic status have
positive relationship to college retention. High school GPA was found to be the strongest
predictor, followed by socioeconomic status and ACT scores.

Reuschel (2009) studied the associations between high school GPA, high school
academic path, ACT scores, and first-year college success (measured by number of
college hours completed and college GPA). She used transcript data for 19 years and
younger, fulltime freshman students enrolled at Walters State College during the Fall of
2007 and employed a correlational study design to predict the association between high
school performance and college success. She found a moderate positive relationship
between high school GPA and college GPA at the end of the academic year, but noted
that high school grade point average and ACT scores were statistically significant in
predicting the number of college credit hours at the end of the college academic year. She

also noted that students who were more likely to attend university tend to have higher
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high school GPA, more likely to have a higher college GPA and earned more college
credit hours at the end of the first semester and end of the year at college.

In another study, Smith (1990) noted that the combined pre-matriculation
variables (high school grades, SAT scores, SES, and parental education) account for only
approximately 12% of the variance in attrition or college grade. Adelman (2004) study
also indicates that academic preparation accounted for only 17% of college completion
rates. These findings suggest that there are significant variations in college success that
cannot be explained by academic preparation alone. Geiser and Santelices (2007)

questioned the use of standardized test scores as part of postsecondary admission process.

Parent Educational Level

Parental education in this study is implied to indicate the level of educational
attainment beyond high school. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) and Stage (1988) found
that parental educational attainment affect college student attrition. This study focuses on
the generation status of the enrolled first-time in college students. Levine and Nidifer
(1996) noted that first generation students exhibit different college enrollment behaviors
than those students whose parents have more education. In a study to examine whether
first generation students who were equally prepared academically were comparable to
students whose parents went to college, Warburton and Nunez (2001), found that the
academic rigor of students high school curriculum was strongly associated with their

postsecondary GPA, the amount of remedial coursework they took, and with their rates of
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persistence and attainment. The more rigorous the high school curriculum was, the more
likely students were to persist at postsecondary institutions where they had initially
enrolled. The study also found a relationship between parents’ level of education and the
likelihood that students would undertake a more rigorous high school curriculum.
Parent’s level of education was also found to influence the enrollment, performance, and
persist of students in four-year postsecondary institutions. First-generation students were
also more likely to attend public comprehensive institutions. The findings in this study
support previous research demonstrating that first-generation students have particular
demographic characteristics that distinguish them from other students (Horn & Nunez,
2000).

Studies commonly show that students with higher socioeconomic status are more
likely to persist in postsecondary education (Astin, 1993; NCES, 1995). Ishitani (2003)
noted that the persistence rate of first-generation students is, on average, lower than those
of continuing generation students. Paulsen and St. John (2002) noted that the effect of
socioeconomic status on persistence may not be the same for all groups of students.
These effects may differ by ethnicity. Warburton and Nunez (2001) study shows no
significant difference in the first year college GPA and remedial course-taking patterns
for first-generation students who took rigorous high school courses and scored high on

their college entrance examinations.
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Financial Aid

A key strategy used by governments to promote equal opportunity is financial aid
(Contento, 1999). There are many forms of financial aid: grants, loans, and work study
will be examined in this study. In Belize, financial aid has been available to college
students since the late 1980s. Most of these have been merit-based or in the form of loans
(government or bank). The merit-based financial aid is dependent on students’
performance on the CXC examinations in high school. The loans are issued to students
who qualify on a needs-based measure. The results of recent studies on student aid have
shown that it is effective in compensating for the disadvantage of low income in that it
increases the likelihood of low income students’ persisting in college in comparison to
the more affluent student (St. John, 1990).

According to Chen (2007) different types of aid are found to affect students’
dropout behavior differently. In some studies, grants are found to have positive effects on
persistence (Astin, 1975). Some show negative effects of grants on persistence (St. John
& Starky, 1995) while others show negative effects for low income students only while
no significance was noted for more affluent students (Paulsen & St. John, 2002). In two
studies to evaluate the impact of tuition and financial aid on persistence from fall to
spring of the first year of study at a community college among traditional age students
(St. John & Starkey, 1994) and nontraditional students (Hippensteel, St. John, & Starky,
1996), St. John et al (1996) found that grants have negative effect on persistence and

loans had a small insignificant effect. Cofer and Somers (1999), on the other hand, using
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a combined sample of traditional and nontraditional age students, found positive effects
of both grant and loans on persistence. St. John and Starky also found that the amount of
work study is significantly and negatively related to persistence for students from low
and middle income families. Pascarella and Terrenzini (2005), in their review of college
impact, concluded that work study assistance increase the chance of students persisting in
college.

In a five-year study to investigate the relationship between student background,
financial aid and persistence, Contento (1999) found that nearly all variables (
demographic, social, and economic) show favorable advantage for more economically
affluent students, but financial aid did not show a significant influence on persistence and

completion for the lower income nor the more economically affluent student.

College Experience

College GPA

Research has indicated that social mobility and status attainment are a function
not simply of individual ability and family social status but also of intervening
experiences such as educational experiences and attainment (Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005). In their review of literature on how college affects students, Pascarella and
Terenzini concluded that specific college experiences promote students’ persistence and
attainment. These include academic achievement and the degree of students’ integration

into campus life. They pointed out that no other variable’s relation to persistence or
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degree completion has attracted more attention than grade performance. Despite their
reluctance in suggesting grades to be a perfect measure of student performance relative to
other students, they agreed that college grades may be the single best predictor of
students’ persistence, degree completion, and graduate school enrollment.

A new body of research employing event history analysis is suggesting that the
effects of grade performance may very over time. According to Desjardins, McCall,
Ahlburg & Moye (2002) event history modeling, in the study of college experience,
considers the temporal nature of this student outcome. In a study using the National
Center for Educational Statistics postsecondary transcript file of the High School and
Beyond/Sophomore cohort and using event history modeling, Desjardins et al. (2002)
results indicate that college GPA is a very powerful predictor of bachelor’s degree
attainment. They also found that GPA is initially positively and strongly related to
graduation, but the trend is slightly negative. They concluded that this result indicate that
GPA is a very important predictor of graduation, but as time passes the effect wanes
slightly. The analytical technique (event history modeling) allows for the observation of
the relationship between the regressor and regressand and the direction the relationship
takes over time.

Summary

The review of selected research and literature has presented two dominant models
in the study of student persistence and retention. These two models provided the ground

work for the many retention studies that have been performed in the last three to four
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decades. Despite the dearth of research focused specifically on the study of students’
persistence at two-year postsecondary institutions, three levels of factors have been
identified to affecting students’ persistence in higher education: pre-entry, institutional,
and environmental factors. This study analyzes the impact of the pre-entry factors and
college experience on student persistence in college. Noted also were the many
demographic differences between students traditionally enrolled at four-year institutions
and those now seen in two-year community colleges. Many factors have been identified
to have substantial impact on students’ retention and persistence at two-year community
colleges. These include age, gender, ethnicity, high school GPA, standardized test scores,

financial aid, parental education status, and college experience.

The next chapter described the methodology used to test the research questions. It

comprised of a description of the population, data collection, and data analysis.
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CHAPTER IlI

METHODOLOGY

A wealth of research has been conducted on factors affecting college persistence
(Spady, 1970, 1971; Tinto, 1975, 1987, 1993; Bean, 1985; Bean & Metzner, 1985;
Pascarella, 1985; Cabrera, Nora, & Castaneda, 1993). Many studies identify academic,
social, economic, and environmental factors as influencing college persistence of first-
year college students. The research methodology in student departure research has
evolved over the past three decades. According to Chen (2008) a reliable examination of
student departure depends on the quality of data. Some persistence studies are done at the
institutional level (Cabrera, Nora, & Castaneda, 1993; Ishitani, 2003; Johnson, 2008;
Stewart, 2010) and others at the national level (Leppel, 2002; Chen, 2007; Paulsen & St.
John, 2002, Dowd, 2004). No college student departure research has been conducted in
Belize at the postsecondary level or at the national level. College administrators and
enrollment managers in Belize traditionally use student data only for placement purposes
during enrollment. Important pre-enrollment data for colleges in Belize are ones on
student program of study at high school, passes in ATLIB, and in CXC. These data shed
light on the probable program of study the student may pursue in college and the level of
Math and English courses they will take in their first semester. Once enrolled, not much

is done with the remaining information provided by the student.
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The ATLIB examination is a national college placement examination in Math and
English given to students in February of their senior year in high school. This exam aids
to determine whether students will require remedial courses in Math and English or if
they will directly enroll into college Math and English courses. Placement in Math and
English has implications for the students in that these help to determine their length of
stay in college and the need to take summer courses. Remedial course credits are not
included in the 72 credits needed for meeting graduation requirement at EJC. Students
who take remedial courses incur more financial burdens than students who enroll directly
into college level courses. The CXC is a regional examination in specific subject areas;
like ATLIB, it is given to students in their senior year in high school. Decisions made
using CXC supersede those made from ATLIB. The Ministry of Education also uses
information on the number of CXC passes to provide financial assistance to students;
students with six or more passes, including English, get tuition grants from MOE.

Ecumenical Junior College collects detailed information on its students; students
must submit a completed application form when applying to attend the college, and they
are required to fill out a student data form during orientation (Appendix E). The problem
at EJC, and also at the national level, is the lack of a proper data management system.
Chen (2008) identified multiple limitations in the use of institutional data in the study of
student persistence: the small samples and number of dropouts, the possible homogeneity
in the background of the sample, the similarity in aid packages, and the limit in time-

perspective. Despite these limitations, the lack of proper data management, and the dearth
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of research in this area in Belize, this study seeks to add local perspectives into the
student departure process. It is intended to provide the groundwork for further study in
the area of retention and student persistence in Belizean community colleges.

Many statistical methods are now available for studying student persistence:
linear regression, logistic regression, sequential regression analysis, and event history
modeling (Chen, 2008). Since this study is new to Belize, is focused on one institution
with the hope of being able to predict persistence from early into the college experience,
and seeks to provide baseline data on persistence in colleges in Belize, linear regression
IS an appropriate statistical method. The outcome variable (cumulative college GPA) for
this study is continuous. The data used in this study is cross-sectional. Once a culture of
research in this area is practiced in Belize, and data are properly managed at both local
and national levels, future studies can focus on longitudinal data that can be studied using
a longitudinal approach and considering the temporal nature of student departure.

The purpose of the study and the research questions are presented here. These are
followed by a description of the population, research design and data collection, data
analysis, research variables, and a summary. The purpose of this predictive non-
experimental research study is to use pre-existing data from the student database at EJC
to examine whether there are significant relationships between students’ background
characteristics, precollege preparation, financial factors, and college experience with their

ability to persist within their first year of college attendance.
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Conceptual Framework

Chen (2008) proposed a comprehensive conceptual framework, in the study of
factors affecting student persistence at institutions of higher learning, with a focus on the
differential effect of financial aid on dropout risk across subgroups (ethnic and income).
According to Chen, her framework integrated the best of the existing theoretical
frameworks on college persistence. Borrowing from the dominant perspectives
(psychological, sociological, interactionalist, economic, and organizational), she
identified eight clusters of variables that are important in explaining the student dropout
process: student background, educational aspiration, precollege preparation, financial
factors, college experience, institutional characteristics, interaction effects, and time in
college. Chen’s model aimed to aid in the re-conceptualization of the student departure
process from an economic perspective in addition to the other perspectives from the other
disciplines. It focused not only on describing the continuing disparities in the educational
attainment of different groups of students in higher education, but also directly on what
can be specifically done to improve student conditions. This model aimed at explaining
why a particular type of aid may be more important to one group of student than to
another.

Mendoza, Mendez, and Malcolm (2009) did a study using pre-existing data to
assess the effect of financial aid on the persistence of full-time students in associate’s
degree programs at the Oklahoma community colleges using Chen (2008) conceptual

framework to frame their study. Chen’s framework was chosen for this study because it
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was the most current model available in the literature about the impact of financial aid on
persistence and because it emphasized the differential role of financial aid packages on
students in different ethnic and income groups. The study was designed to investigate the
interaction of ethnicity, income, and financial aid in predicting students’ success. Three
different types of aid were investigated: the Federal Pell Grant (need-based), the Stafford
Loan Program, and Oklahoma Higher Learning Access Program (Oklahoma’s premier
state grant). The findings suggested that ethnicity, income level, and financial packages
interact in many ways in predicting students’ persistence. The results also indicated that a
hybrid program like Oklahoma’s premier state grant, one focused both at meeting the
needs and awarding the performance of students, is effective in promoting student
persistence.

Many theoretical and conceptual models have been purported to explain the
process of retention and student persistence. Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993) Student
Integration Model is the most widely known and studies model. He proposed three
categories of factors that may influence students’ departure from an institution: the
disposition of the individuals, the character of their interactional experience, and external
factors. Even though, the Tinto model was institutionally oriented and has reached near
paradigmatic level (Braxton, 2000), not much attention to student of color and financial
aid were made. The other widely used retention model was Bean’s (1980, 1982, 1985)
Student Attrition Model. Bean took a rather organizational stance to the departure

process. The findings of his studies suggest that socialization is a dominant force in
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influencing the dropout process. The other models, to a large extent, borrowed from these
two highly quoted models. The following factors made Chen’s (2008) model very
different and selective in comparison to these models: it took into consideration the
temporal effects of different factors on persistence and the impact of differential aid type
on different groups of students (ethnic and socioeconomic status) and it includes five
factors related to student dropout that have been extensively studies in previous research
(student background characteristics, educational aspiration, precollege preparation,
financial factors, and college experience), but not collectively as presented by Chen.
Chen purported that her heterogeneous approach provided additional power to explain
how students from divergent social backgrounds may behave in their dropout decisions.
She added that the heterogeneous approach may be extended to studies on college
success gaps, as well as policy intervention that target at narrowing inequalities in higher
education.

Framed within Chen’s model, this study will examine whether there are
significant relationships between students’ background characteristics, precollege
preparation, financial factors, and college experience with their ability to persist within

their first year of college attendance.

Research Questions
Framed within Chen’s (2008) model, the following research questions guided this

study:
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1. Do statistically significant relationships exist between student background
characteristics (age, gender, ethnicity, parental education level) and
persistence of students at Ecumenical Junior College.

2. Do statistically significant relationships exist between precollege preparation
factors (High School GPA, ATLIB scores, number of CXC passes) and
persistence of students at Ecumenical Junior College.

3. Do statistically significant relationships exist between financial factors
(financial aid) and persistence of students at Ecumenical Junior College.

4. Do statistically significant relationships exist between college experience (first
semester college GPA) and persistence of students at Ecumenical Junior

College.

The following null hypotheses were tested:
Null Hypothesis #1

“There is no significant relationship between the backgrounds of students at
Ecumenical Junior College through their first year in college.” Johnson (1999) and Clark
(2004) investigated the effect of pre-college and college factors on students’ persistence
and dropout risk and found no significance difference in persistence between older and
younger students. Leppel (2002) studied the similarities and differences in persistence of
men and women and found no significant difference in persistence. Eimers and Pike

(1997) investigated the differences or similarities in adjustment of minority and non-
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minorities and found no significant difference in intent to persist between minority and
non-minority students. Warburton & Nunez (2001) found no significant differences in
the first-year college GPA for first generation students who took rigorous high school

courses and scored high on their college entrance examinations.

Null Hypothesis #2

“There is no significant relationship between the precollege preparations of
students Ecumenical Junior College through their first year in college.” Smith (1990)
noted that the combined pre-matriculation variables (high school grades, SAT scores, and
parental education) account for only approximately 12% of the variance in college grades
and Adelman (2004) determined that academic preparation accounted only for 17% of

college completion rates.

Null Hypothesis #3

“There is no significant relationship between the financial factors of students
Ecumenical Junior College through their first year in college.” Contento’s (1999) five-
year study to investigate the relationship between student background, financial aid, and
persistence indicated that financial aid did not show a significant influence on persistence

and completion for the lower income nor the more affluent student.
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Null Hypothesis #4

“There is no significant relationship between the college experience of students
Ecumenical Junior College through their first year in college.” After reviewing several
studies on retention, Ishitani and DesJardins (2002) reached a conclusion that college

grades were negatively related to attrition but positively related to persistence.

Population

There are 12 postsecondary academic institutions in Belize that prepare students
for higher education degrees and for employment. Among these are two national
universities [University of Belize (UB) and Galen University] and 10 junior colleges. UB
is a public university, while Galen is private. UB has campuses in Belize City, Belmopan,
and Toledo. Galen has campuses in San Ignacio, Belmopan and Dangriga. Belize
Adventist Junior College, Centro Escolar Mexico Junior College, Corozal Junior College,
Muffles Junior College, and San Pedro Junior College (San Pedro Island) are located in
the northern part of the country. Sacred Heart Junior College is located in the western
part of the country. Belize City (central) hosts both St. John’s College and Wesley Junior
College. Ecumenical Junior College and Independence Junior College are located in the
south in the Stann Creek District.

EJC, the oldest community college in the Stann Creek District, was founded in
1986 as part of the Government’s drive to make higher education accessible to people

throughout the country of Belize. It was a sister school to Ecumenical College (a high
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school) up to 2003 and was focused on preparing students for work and for taking the
advanced level Cambridge examination. With the amalgamation of five tertiary-level
institutions (the Bliss School of Nursing, Belize Technical College, Belize Teachers’
College, the University College of Belize, and the Belize School of Agriculture) to create
UB in 2000, and the relocation of the main office of the university to the capital city of
Belmopan, EJC had acquired the added responsibility to offer lower level university
courses and prepare students for smooth transfer of grades to UB. EJC, along with the
other junior colleges throughout Belize, is presently dialoguing with UB, by mode of a
national articulation framework, to rationalize programs for easy transfer to any of the 12
tertiary institutions within Belize. The drive for the articulation agreement began in 2007,
and is presently being spearheaded by UB (A. Leiva, personal communication, June 4,
2011).

The population for this study was the 171 degree seeking first year students who
enrolled fall of 2010 at EJC. These students traditionally come from the three secondary
schools in the Stann Creek District: Stann Creek Ecumenical College (EC), Independence
High School (IHS), and Delille Academy (DA). Of the 171 students enrolled, 103 are
from EC, 18 from IHS, 36 from DA, and 14 came from a pool of 10 other high schools
within Belize. The first year enrollment in 2009 was 145. Of the total of 171 enrolled
students, only 148 were first-time degree seeking students, the others were recurring or

have transferred from other junior colleges across the country. The data set for these 148
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first-time college students is what was used in the analysis: EC, 94; DA, 26; IHS, 15;
other, 13.

EC is an academically focused, public government aided institution in Dangriga
Town with a current enrollment of 728. It came into existence in 1974 as a result of the
amalgamation of two denominational high schools: Stann Creek High School and Austin
High School. EC, up to 2003, was the sister school of EJC. IHS is an academically
focused, public, full government high school located in Independence Village in the
Stann Creek District. It currently has a student enrollment of 780. DA is a public,
vocational, government aided high school in Dangriga Town, managed by the Catholic
Church. Its current student population is 530. Two other high schools operate in the Stann
Creek District: Georgetown Technical High School and the Agriculture and Natural
Resource Institute. These two schools recently opened and have not yet provided students
to EJC.

The age range for the student population at EJC since 2006 is 16 to 47 (Student
Records, 2008), this is a dramatic change from the traditional age range of 16 to 24 seen
before 2006. This change is explained by increased enrollment of in-service teachers into
the education program at EJC. School records are also showing a large female to male
ratio (Abstract of Education Statistics, 2008/2009). The ethnically diverse population of
EJC reflects the multicultural mix of the Belizean population. The 2010 report of the
national population census indicates the following population breakdown: Mestizo, 50%,

Creole, 21%, Maya, 10%, Garifuna, 4.6%, and others 14.4%. The statistical report for the
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Stann Creek district in 2010 is as follows: Mestizo, 30.1%, Garifuna, 23.7%, Creole,
16.3%, Maya, 14.4%, East Indian (including Hindu and Lebanese), 3%, Asian, 0.8%, and
others, 11.5%. Others include Black/African, Caucasian/White, Mennonite, and mixed
ethnicity groups (Statistical Institute of Belize, 2010). The breakdown of EJC population,
in August 2010, by ethnicity is: Garifuna, 44.6%, Mestizo, 19.6%, Creole, 15.5%, Maya,
10.8%, East Indian, 8.8%, and Asian, 0.7%.

EJC offers associate degrees with concentration in the areas of Business, Arts,
Science, General Studies, and Teacher Education or a combination of any two of these
programs. Students are allowed to choose one or two majors from a total of 13:
Mathematics, Computer Science, Information Technology, Biology, Environmental
Science, Hospitality and Tourism Management, Management of Business, Accounting,

Economics, History, Spanish, Sociology, and Primary Education.

Research Design and Data Collection
The design employed the use of school records/ transcripts/student data at EJC.
The design is ex post facto because, while independent variables are defined, they are not
manipulated (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2006). The researcher submitted the proposal for
approval to the Institutional Review Board at Oklahoma State University (Appendix B)
and also sent a request form to the Managing authority of EJC for permission to use first

year college students’ data for the 2010-2011 school year (Appendix C). Once approval
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and permission (Appendix D) were granted and confidentiality procedures were agreed
upon, the researcher began to review records and gather data.

The following data were used for this study (Appendix F): students’ background
characteristics (gender, age, ethnicity, and generation classification), pre-college
preparation (high school GPA, Association of Tertiary Level Institutions in Belize
[ATLIB] scores in English and Math, and the number of Caribbean Examination Council
[CXC] exam passes), financial factors (financial aid type), and college experience (first
semester college GPA). The data on students’ background characteristics were available
at EJC by the third week of classes. Each student at EJC is traditionally given a student
personal data form to fill out at the second general assembly meetings (Appendix E). A
tradition at EJC is having a general assembly meeting every Tuesday at 9:35a.m. for
students, administration, and faculty to assemble to discuss school issues or host guest
lecturers. The application forms that students need to submit by the end of April include
information on pre-college preparation. Information on financial factors was available at
the bursar’s office from the end of the second week of classes. The drop/add period ends
two weeks after school opens for the fall semester. All students are expected to pay their
registration fees of $336 (two Belize dollars equal one U.S. dollar) by the end of the
second week. Students are considered enrolled once their registration fees have been
paid. The tuition cost ($28 per credit hour) can be paid by installments. Data on college
experience were collected after December 2010, the end of first semester, when approval

was gotten from IRB and in May 2011, the end of the school year. Therefore, information
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on student factors, pre-college and college academic factors were readily available for
conducting the research.
Students’ data at EJC are usually stored in paper format or computerized using
Excel or Word. As noted by Martinez (2009):
The delivery of information to students at EJC is very slow due to the time
consuming task of entering student data into the computer. Records are mostly
stored away in paper form in filing cabinets. A few data are stored in the
computer in simple format (Word and Excel). Records are generally stored

independently of other records for the same students (p. 6).

Data was requested in computerized format. All data collected were kept

confidential. The dataset was stripped of all identifiers and was stored in a locked cabinet.

Data Analysis
A quantitative methodology (SPSS software version 19.0) was used to analyze
the data. The design for this ex post facto research was quantitative, non-experimental
focused on specifying functional relationships that can statistically predict the outcome
variable from predictor variables. There are a number of important educational problems
for which it is impossible or feasible to manipulate the independent variables. In the case
of this study, some of the variables are organismic; the characteristic of the subject

cannot be directly controlled. For example: age, gender, ethnicity, and generation
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classification (Gay et al., 2006). Ethical consideration also prevents the manipulation of
some variables. Despite the fact that both correlational and causal comparative research
would permit the investigation of a number of variables that cannot be studied
experimentally and both would facilitate decision-making, a correlational, predictive,
research design would be more appropriate based on the type of data set being used.

The focus of this study was to predict a dependent, continuous variable
(cumulative college GPA), from a number of independent variables (student background
characteristics, pre-college preparation, financial factors, and college experience). Since
part of the purpose for this study was to derive a predictive model for student persistence
at EJC, using the cumulative College GPA as the outcome variable (continuous variable)
instead of persistence (dichotomous variable) would aid interpretation and facilitate better
decision-making. College administrators and student affairs personnel would be able to
predict with high degree of accuracy students’ cumulative college GPA from information
on the independent variables. The value of the cumulative college GPA would also
indicate whether students’ are likely to persist or not persist. In this study, the cumulative
GPA gave information on the persistence of students; a cumulative GPA of 2.00 or more
at the end of the school year indicated that a student had persisted to the end of the
freshman year and was able to move on to sophomore year in good academic standing.

In this case where the dependent variable is continuous, linear regression is preferred to

logistic regression.
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Since the dependent variable is continuous, and there is more than one
independent variable in the study, multiple linear regression technique (modeling) was
preferred to simple linear regression and discriminant analysis for research questions 1
and 2. Multiple linear regressions are appropriate when the outcome variable is
continuous (Dey & Astin, 1993). Simple linear regression is used when only one
independent variable is used (as in the case of research question 3 and 4) and
discriminant analysis can only be used with continuous independent variables. The
independent variables in the study comprised of both continuous and categorical data.
Frequency, bar charts and cross-tabulation were employed for the nominal data and
descriptive data, histograms, and scatterplots are used for the continuous data. Additional
procedures were performed to test the assumptions of regression. These included: the
number of cases, accuracy of data, missing data, outliers, normality, linearity,
homoscedasticity, heteroscedasiticy, and multicullinearity.

Regression is usually used with naturally-occurring variables (Abrams, 2007).
The models provide quantitative ways to identify students most likely to dropout since
they can calculate individual probabilities of dropping out for each student. Also an
importance of this model is the ability to identify and predict persistence of at-risk
students. At-risk students being defined as those students with characteristics that made

them more likely to drop out of college within their first year.
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Research Variables

Outcome Variable

The outcome variable in this study was continuous: used to identify students who
persisted in college and those who did not. Persisters were those students who made it up
to the end of school year with the minimum enrollment requirement of 2.00 that would
enable them to enroll without being placed on academic probation for the next school
year. Non-persisters were those students who dropped out before the end of the school
year or who do not meet the minimum requirement of a GPA of 2.00 to continue in good

academic standing the following school year.

Independent Variables

The following groups of variables were investigated to identify whether there are
statistical relationships between them and the persistence of students in Belizean
community colleges: students’ background characteristics, pre-college preparation,
financial factors, and college experience. The levels of measurement for gender,
ethnicity, generation classification, and financial aid are categorical. Interval and ratio
scales were grouped together as quantitative variables; these are age, the number of CXC

passes, high school GPA, college GPA, and ATLIB scores.

Student background characteristics

e Gender: male or female (categorical variable)
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Ethnicity: Mestizo, Creole, Maya, Garifuna, Mennonite, East Indian, Asian,
Caucasian, other. Mestizo was used as the reference group since this group
represents the dominant ethnic group in the country (categorical variable).
Generation classification: first generation, continuing generation (categorical
variable).

Age, a continuous variable, was determined for students as of August 23, 2010 to

May 16, 2011.

Pre-college Preparation

Number of CXC passes: (continuous variable)

CXC provides a range of grades: | through V1. Only grades I to Il are considered
pass at all junior colleges in Belize. At EJC the number of CXC passes is
important for decision-making. Having six or more CXC enables a student to
choose his or her college major. Six or more CXCs also qualify them for a
government tuition grant.

ATLIB scores (continuous variable)

ATLIB scores are given to students and schools as raw scores. EJC accepts a
minimum of 60 for English and 55 for Math. Students with these grades, or
above, are enrolled directly into college level courses. Lower grades on ATLIB
require students to take remedial English and/or Math courses before getting into
college level courses.
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e High school GPA (continuous variable).

Financial factors

e Financial aid: Government tuition grant (MOE), Development Finance
Corporation (DFC) loans, sponsor, and work study
Tuition grant amount is dependent on the number of credit hours a student is
taking within a semester. Therefore, each student may not get the same amount.
Loan amounts may also vary; they are normally need-based. Work study at EJC
allows for the cancellation of bills; whether tuition, registration, or both.

(categorical variable)

College Experience

e College GPA (continuous variable)

Summary
Chapter 3, methodology, includes population, research design and data collection,
and data analysis. The student population consisted of 148 first-year degree seeking
students who enrolled at EJC in the Fall of 2010. Descriptive statistics and statistical
modeling were performed for the ex post facto, predictive research design. Chen’s
(2008) conceptual framework, used to guide the study, posited that understanding the

differential effects of different types of aid across race/ethnic and income levels and
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student dropout decision can eventually aid in decision making focused at improving
student conditions. The data were extracted from the student database at EJC to conduct

the descriptive and univariate analyses (linear regressions) using SPSS version 19.
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CHAPTER IV

RESULTS AND DATA ANALYSIS

The results and analysis section of this study is presented in two sections. Data
were analyzed to determine if significant relationships exist between students’
background characteristics, precollege academic preparation, financial aid, and college
experience with their cumulative college grade point average (CCGPA). CCGPA
determined students’ persistence or non-persistence. The Statistical Package for the
Social Sciences (SPSS), version 19.0 for Windows was used for the analysis of the data.
The first section analyzed descriptive data on the 148 first-time, degree seeking college
students at the Stann Creek Ecumenical Junior College (EJC). Descriptive analysis
methods used included frequencies, means, standard deviations, and cross-tabulations.
During the analysis, special attention was paid to the distribution and variation of
variables by feeder schools. A total of 171 students enrolled at EJC in August 2010.
Twenty three of these were students who had been previously enrolled (recurring) at EJC
or transferred from other junior colleges hence they were not included in the analysis.
The second section analyzed the predictive relationship between variables in the research
questions using regression analysis techniques. Tables are also used to aid in discussing

the results and analysis. This chapter ends with a summary of the findings.
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Descriptive Data Analysis

This first section provides a descriptive analysis of the selected categories of
predictor or independent variables: student background characteristics (gender, age,
ethnicity, and generation classification), precollege preparation (high school GPA,
ATLIB scores, and number of CXC passes), financial factors (type of financial aid), and
college experience (college GPA) from the major feeder schools in the Stann Creek
District. Descriptive statistics provided means, percentages and frequency distributions
on the factors identified. Of the 148 first- time, degree seeking freshmen enrolled at EJC,
94 (63%) were from EC, 26 (18%) from Delille Academy, 15 (10%) from Independence
High School, and 13 (9%) from other junior colleges in Belize (Figure 2). Table 1
presents the student background characteristic variables used in the analyses. Table 2
presents the precollege factors. Table 3 presents financial actors and Table 4, college

experience.
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Figure 2: Percentage Population Breakdown of Fall 2010 First-time, Degree Seeking,

Full-time Students at EJC by Feeder schools

Other High Student by Feeder School
Schools
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The frequency of the student background variables used for the first-time degree
seeking freshman in this study was as follows: 73% were between the ages 16 and 19
suggesting that the sample largely represented traditional college students; females
represented 59% of the population, which is consistent with the patterns presently seen in
Belizean postsecondary institutions; Garifuna comprised the majority of the ethnic group
at 44.6%, followed by Mestizos at 19.6%, Creoles 15.5%, Mayas 10.8%, East Indians
8.8%, and Chinese 0.7% ; 48% were first generation students, 52% have parents or

siblings who had entered college.
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The majority of the students from EC and IHS were traditional aged students,
while those from DA were older. More first generation students were from DA than the
other schools. EC and IHS showed relatively equal ratios of males and females. DA
showed a stark disparity in gender, with 23 females and only 3 males. The dominant
ethnic groups at the feeder schools were Garifuna for EC and DA and Maya for IHS.
Mestizo was the second largest ethnic group at EC. While the national population showed
that Mestizo is the dominant ethnic group in the country, the student population results

complement the dominance of the Garifuna population in Dangriga Town.
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Table 1

Independent Variable: Student Background Characteristics

. Ecumenical Delille  Independence Ot_her Percentage
Variables College Academy  High School High — Total (%) of
Schools Total
Age
16-19 84 8 10 6 108 72.97
20-24 6 15 3 4 28 18.92
25-29 2 2 2 2 8 5.41
30-34 1 1 0 0 2 1.35
35+ 1 0 0 1 2 1.35
Total 94 26 15 13 148 100
Gender
Male 46 3 8 3 60 41
Female 48 23 7 10 88 59
Total 94 26 15 13 148 100
Ethnicity
Garifuna 39 17 4 6 66 44.6
Creole 14 6 1 2 23 15.5
Maya 7 0 9 0 16 10.8
Mestizo 23 2 1 3 29 19.6
Chinese 1 0 0 0 1 0.7
East Indian 10 1 0 2 13 8.8
Total 94 26 15 13 148 100
Generation
Classification
First (Yes) 42 16 6 7 71 48
Other (No) 52 10 9 6 77 52
Total 94 26 15 13 148 100

Table 2 shows the breakdown of the precollege preparation variables for the
feeder high schools. The mean score of the variables were as follows: high school GPA,

2.61; ATLIB English scores, 57.82 and ATLIB Math scores, 53.28.
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Relative to the number of students from each feeder school, it was noted that 51%
of students from EC had high school GPA below 2.50 and only 49% had a GPA of 2.50
and above, 46% of the DA students got a GPA below 2.50, 54% got a GPA of or above
2.50. Only 7% of the students from IHS got a GPA below 2.50, 93% got GPA at or above
2.50. Fifteen percent of the remaining students (from the other community colleges)
enrolled with GPAs below 2.50, 85% had GPAs at or above 2.50. From a total of 105
students who sat the ATLIB exams, 45.7% got scores of 60 or above, the remaining
54.3% got scores less than 60. A total of 47.6% of the students got 55 or more on the
ATLIB Math exam and 55.4% got grades less than 55. A total of 61.5% of the new first-
time students came with six or more CXC passes. In comparison to all the other high
schools, students from EC had lower high school GPA, but they performed better in both

ATLIB and CXC examinations.
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Table 2
Independent Variable: Precollege Preparation

. Ecumenical Delille Independence Ot_her Mean
Variables College Academy  High School High Total Score
Schools X
High
School
GPA
2.00 - 48 12 1 2 63
2.49
2.50- 29 9 12 10 60 2.61
2.99
3.00- 17 5 2 1 25
4.00
Total 94 26 15 13 148
ATLIB
English
Score
<60 28 13 8 8 57 57.82
> 60 39 5 3 1 48
Total 67 18 11 9 105
ATLIB
Math
Score
<55 32 15 3 5 57 53.28
> 55 35 3 8 4 48
Total 67 18 11 9 105
Number of
CXC
passes
<6 12 24 10 11 57
>6 82 2 5 2 91
Total 94 26 15 13 148
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Table 3 shows that 62.8% of the students received the Ministry of Education
tuition scholarship, 11.5% got sponsored from private sources, 4.1% got loans from the
Development Finance Corporation (DFC), 21.6% were self-sponsored (no scholarship),
and none were on work scholarship. A total of 78.4% of the sample population had some
form of financial assistance upon enrollment at EJC. The majority of students from EC
and IHS got assistance from MOE. Most of the DA students did not receive any form of
financial assistance. Financial aid from MOE is based primarily on a student’s number of
CXC passes. The resulting breakdown of the type of aid demonstrated that financial aid
to students entering EJC is predominantly merit-based. Noteworthy is that financial
factors may not be a major issue for students from EC and IHS, but may impact more
specifically students from DA and the other high schools, hence the need for need-based

assistance.

Table 3

Independent Variable: Financial Factors

Variables Ecumenical Delille Inerendence %tigir Total Percent
College Academy  High School
Schools

Financial

aid
DFC 1 3 2 0 6 4.1
MOE 75 6 8 4 93 62.8
sponsor 6 4 3 4 17 115
none 12 13 2 5 32 21.6
Total 94 26 15 13 148 100.0
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Table 4 shows the breakdown of college experience for the feeder high schools.
The mean score for first semester college GPA was 2.17. A majority of the students from
EC (76%) and IHS (60%) had GPAs greater than 2.00. A total of 50% of DA students
got GPAs less than 2.00 and 63.6% of the students from the other high schools got GPAs
below 2.00. When comparing the college experience with what the students bring in
terms of pre-college preparation, notable is the generally low high school GPAs for
students from EC in comparison to students from the other high schools, yet these
students earn high first semester college GPA, and consequently have higher persistence.
Special notice was that over 50% of DA students came with high school GPAs over 2.50,

but 50% of these students failed to achieve a 2.00 GPA by the end of semester one.

Table 4

Dependent Variable: College Experience

. Ecumenical Delille Independence Ot_her Mean
Variables College Academy  High School High Total Score
Schools X
College
GPA
<2.00 22 13 6 7 48 2.17
2.00- 37 9 7 3 56
2.49
2.5+ 35 4 2 3 44
Total 94 26 15 13 148

The dependent variable, cumulative college GPA was measured as a continuous

variable, and it was used as an indicator of students’ persistence at EJC. Persistence was
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referred to as the action of students in staying at EJC from the beginning of the school
year (August 2010) to the end (May 2011) with a GPA of at least 2.00. A cumulative
college GPA of 2.00 or above translates to “persisting” and cumulative college GPAs less
than 2.00 translates to “non-persisting.” At the end of the first semester, 78% (116 out of
148) students persisted. At the end of second semester, 84% (97 of 116) of the students
were in good academic standing. This means that they met the academic requirement
(GPA of 2.00 or above) necessary to enter second year. Figure 3 shows the persistence
pattern for the students at EJC for the school year 2010-2011. Thirteen students did not
persist to semester two from EC, 9 from DA, 3 from IHS, and 7 from the other feeder
schools. At the end of the semester, two students had withdrawn and 17 did not get a
GPA of 2.00; these students were considered non-persisters in this study. The total
persistence rate for the first year degree seeking students for the school year 2010-2011

was 66%; 97 of 148).
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Figure 3: Student Persistence Pattern
100 —94
90 1 ol . B August -
2 80 1 'z December
g 70 - 2010
2 60 -
n W January-May
5 50 1 2011
@ 40 -
€ 30 - 26
S 17 End of year
2 20 - 15 ., 13
9 w11 - 6 2010-2011
. ==
0 .
EC DA IHS OTHER
Feeder Schools

Table 5 shows the breakdown and reasons for students’ leaving from the various
high schools: more students from EC discontinued due to academic reasons, while more
students from DA and IHS dropped out for other reasons. In relation to the total
population, dropping out was highest (53.8%) in students from high schools other than
EC, DA, and IHS. This finding requires further research into the characteristics of the
groups of students who enrolled at EJC from high schools other than the three major
feeder schools. Among the three main feeder institutions, DA showed the highest non-

persistence rate of 34.6%.
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Table 5
Students who do not Persist at EJC (by Categories)

Percent (%)

Feeder Academic  Dropout/Stopout/ Number of total
School failure transfer of enrollment

dropouts
EC 9 4 13 13.8
DA 4 5 9 34.6
IHS 1 2 3 20.0
Other 5 2 7 53.8
Total 19 13 32

Summary of Descriptive Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics show that at the end of semester one, two-thirds of the first-
time degree seeking students enrolled in Fall 2010 were in good academic standing, the
remaining students were either on probation or have dropped out. Dropping out was more
notable in DA students and high schools other than EC and IHS. The population
comprised of predominantly Garifuna students, traditionally-aged, and mostly females.
There was a balance in the number of first and continuing generation students. EC had
the highest college GPAs mean score. Over three-fourths of the enrolled first year

students had some form of financial assistance upon enroliment at EJC.
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Regression analyses

Predicting the relationship between persistence, students’ pre-matriculation, and
college factors was the focus. The purpose of this ex post facto study was to determine
the relationship between student background characteristics, pre-college academic
factors, financial factor, and college experience with student persistence at EJC and the

extent to which these variables can be used to predict persistence.

Research Questions
Four research questions were used to determine the relationship between student
background characteristics, pre-college academic factors, financial factor, and college
experience with student persistence at EJC:

1. Do statistically significant relationships exist between student background
characteristics (age, gender, ethnicity, parental education level) and
persistence of students at Ecumenical Junior College.

2. Do statistically significant relationships exist between precollege preparation
factors (High School GPA, ATLIB scores, number of CXC passes) and
persistence of students at Ecumenical Junior College.

3. Do statistically significant relationships exist between financial factors

(financial aid) and persistence of students at Ecumenical Junior College.
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4. Do statistically significant relationships exist between college experience (first
semester college GPA) and persistence of students at Ecumenical Junior

College.

Tests for the Assumptions of Regression

The first step in the analysis was to test for the assumptions of regression. The
number of cases was far more than the ideal case-to-independent variable ratio of 20:1.
The dataset was an established dataset exported from Excel. All cases that do not have
values for the variables used in the regression were not included. The assumptions of
normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity were met based on the outputs from the
histogram, normal probability plot, and the plot of the residuals (see Figures 4-1, 4-2, 4-
3), and multicollinearity was not a problem since none of the independent variables
reached a correlation of .90 or higher, also the tolerance values were higher than .1 and

the VIF scores were very low (far lower than 10).
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Figure 4-1 Test for the Homogeneity of Variance using a Histogram
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The histogram above shows that the distribution was normal based on the line used to
depict the shape. Therefore, the assumption of normality was met.
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Figure 4-2 Normal Probability Plot

Normal P-P Plot of Regression Standardized Residual
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The actual values line up along the diagonal that goes from lower left to upper right. This
plot also indicates that the distribution is normal. Normally distributed data also lesson
the problems of heteroscedasticity.
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Figure 4-3 Plot of the Residual
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The residual looks somewhat rectangular, with a concentration of points along the center
and a few trailing off symmetrically from the center. This plot was used to test for and
show that the assumptions of normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity were met.
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Relationship between Student Background Characteristics and Persistence

Research question one sought to determine whether statistically significant
relationships exist between student background characteristics (age, gender, ethnicity,
generation classification) and persistence of students at a selected community college in
the Stann Creek District. The null hypothesis examined was: “There is no statistically
significant relationship in student background characteristics and their persistence at a
selected Belizean community college.” The cumulative college GPA, a continuous
variable, was the dependent variable in the multiple linear regression analyses while
student background characteristics served as the independent variables. Students who
earned cumulative college GPAs of 2.00 or above were considered to have persisted in
college. Students earning less than 2.00 were considered not to have persisted.

The multiple linear regression explains 7.4% of the variance in the data (R Square
=.074), that is, how much the variance of cumulative college GPA was accounted for by
student background characteristics (Table 6-1). This result indicates a weak relationship

between student background characteristics and persistence.
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Table 6-1
Model Summary of Regression Analysis for Hypothesis #1

Adjusted R Std. Error of

Model R R Square Square the Estimate

1 271 074 .040 467

The predictive power of the model was marginal (a =.078). The F test was not
significant at a = .05. This indicates that there is a between 5-10% probability that there
is not a significant relationship between cumulative college GPA and student background

characteristics.

Table 6-2
Model Summary ANOVA Table

Sum of Mean

Model df F Sig.
Squares Square
1 Regression 1.884 4 471 2.163 .078°
Residual 23.735 109 218
Total 25.618 113

The result of the regression revealed that age, when controlling for the other
variables, was the only significant predictor (B = .023, p = .045). Relationship between

age and cumulative college GPA was positive. This indicated that for one unit increase in
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age, the cumulative college GPA increased by 0.191 units. Impact of age on cumulative

college GPA was small as indicated by the small B value.

Table 6-3
Model Summary Coefficients

Unstandardized Standardized
Coefficients Coefficients
Model B Std Error Beta t Sig.

1 (Constant) 2.195 341 6.430 .000
Gen. class. -.106 .088 -112 -1.207 .230
Gender -.096 .090 -.099 -1.061 291
Ethnicity .052 .035 139 1.483 141
Age .023 011 191 2.025 .045

Relationship between Pre-college Preparation Factors and Persistence

Research question two sought to discover whether statistically significant
relationships exist between precollege academic factors (High School GPA, ATLIB
scores, number of CXC passes) and persistence of students at a selected community
college in the Stann Creek District. The null hypothesis was “there is no statistically
significant relationship between pre-college preparation and student persistence at a

selected community college in Belize.” The cumulative college GPA, a continuous

112



variable, was the dependent variable in multiple linear regression analyses and precollege
academic factors were used as the independent variables.

R Square value = .333, indicating that approximately 33% of the variance of
cumulative college GPA was accounted for by the model. Such variance indicated a

moderate relationship between pre-college preparation and persistence.

Table 7-1
Model Summary of Regression Analysis for Hypothesis #2

Adjusted R Std. Error of

Model R R Square Square the Estimate

1 577 333 .283 377

The predictive power of the model was significant (a <.05). Therefore, the model
was able to predict cumulative college GPA at a rate better than chance; there was only a
5% chance that a relationship does not exist between cumulative college GPA and pre-

college preparation factors.
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Table 7-2
Model Summary ANOVA Table

Model Sum of df Mean F Sig.
Squares Square
1 Regression 3.756 4
939
Residual 7.515 53 6.622 .000
142
Total 11.271 57

Result of the regression revealed that only high school GPA was significant when
controlling for the other variables. Impact of high school GPA on cumulative college
GPA was large as indicated by a large B value (B = 0.682). The relationship between
high school GPA and cumulative college GPA was positive. This shows that for a unit

increase in high school GPA, cumulative college GPA increased by 0.593 units.
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Table 7-3
Model Summary of Coefficients

Unstandardized Standardized

Coefficients Coefficients
Model B Std Error Beta t Sig.
1 (Constant) 425 480 .886 .380
HS GPA .682 170 593 4.022 .000
ATLIB Engl .012 .007 210 1.674 .100
ATLIB Math -.008 .005 -.225 -1.544 128
# of CXC .001 .041 .002 .015 .988

Relationship between Financial Factor and Persistence

Research question three revealed whether statistically significant relationships
exist between financial factors (financial aid) and persistence of students at a selected
community college in the Stann Creek District. The null hypothesis examined in this
section was: “There is no statistically significant relationship between financial factors
and student persistence at a selected community college in Belize.” The cumulative
college GPA, a continuous variable, was the dependent variable in simple linear
regression analyses. Persisters were students who earned a cumulative college GPA of

2.00 or above while financial factor served as the independent variable.
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The linear regression explained 2.3% of the variance of cumulative college GPA
in the model (R Square =.023), thus indicating a very weak relationship between

cumulative college GPA and financial factors.

Table 8-1
Model Summary of Regression Analysis for Hypothesis #3

Adjusted R Std. Error of
Model R R Square Square the Estimate

1 152 .023 .014 473

The F test, at a = .05, was not significant. Therefore the predictive ability of the
model was very low with greater than 10% probability that there was not a relationship

between cumulative college GPA and financial factors.

Table 8-2
Model Summary ANOVA Table
Model Sum of df Mean F Sig.
Squares Square
1 Regression 590 1 590 2.641 107
Residual 25.028 112 223
Total 25.618 113
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Financial factor was not a significant predictor of cumulative college GPA, and
hence, persistence. The impact of financial factors on cumulative college GPA was very
weak as indicated by a very low B value (B = -0.103). The direction of the relationship

was negative.

Table 8-3
Model Summary of Coefficients

Unstandardized Standardized

Coefficients Coefficients
Model B Std Error Beta t Sig.
1 (Constant) 2.777 155 17.912 .000
Financial aid -.103 .063 -.152 -1.625 107

Relationship between College Experience and Persistence

Research question four revealed whether statistically significant relationships
exist between college experience (College GPA) and persistence of students at a selected
community college in the Stann Creek District. The null hypothesis examined in this
section was: “There is no statistically significant relationship between college experience
and student persistence in a selected Belizean community college.” The cumulative
college GPA, a continuous variable, was the dependent variable in simple linear

regression analyses and college experience was used as the independent variable.
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R Square value = .651 indicating that approximately 65% of the variance of
cumulative college GPA was accounted for by the first semester college GPA. This
indicated a strong relationship between first semester college GPA and cumulative

college GPA.

Table 9-1
Model Summary of Regression Analysis for Hypothesis #4

Adjusted R Std. Error of

Model R R Square Square the Estimate

1 .807 .651 .647 .283

The predictive power of the model was significant (a <.05) indicating a 95%
probability of a relationship between first semester college GPA and cumulative college

GPA. The model was able to predict cumulative college GPA at a rate better than chance.

Table 9-2
Model Summary of ANOVA Table
Model Sum of df Mean F Sig.
Squares Square
1 Regression 16.665 1 16.665 208.460 .000
Residual 8.954 112 .080
Total 25.618 113
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The result of the regression indicated that the relationship between first semester
college GPA and cumulative college GPA was positive. The B value (0.776) was very
high indicating that first semester college GPA had a high impact on cumulative college

GPA.

Table 9-3
Model Summary of Coefficient

Unstandardized Standardized

Coefficients Coefficients
Model B Std Error Beta t Sig.
1 (Constant) .658 133 4,954 .000
1* sem CGPA 776 .054 .807 14.438 .000

Result of Linear Regression Analysis

The results of the linear regression analyses show that age, high school GPA, and
first semester GPA were significant in predicting students’ cumulative college GPA, and
by extension their persistence in college (R Square = .666, p < .05, and a = .05).

Stepwise regression analysis shows that age was not significant when controlling
for high school GPA and first semester college GPA. Therefore, high school GPA and
first semester college GPA were found to be the two best predictors of cumulative college

GPA and persistence of students at EJC.
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Summary of Regression Analyses
The focus of this study was to determine the relationship between student

background characteristics, pre-college preparation factors, financial factors, and college
experience with student persistence at a selected community college in the Stann Creek
District. Pre-existing data were collected, and using an ex post facto design, descriptive
statistics and regression analyses were used to answer the research questions. The results
of the analysis showed that first semester college GPA was the best predictor of student
cumulative college GPA, and by extension, their persistence in college. High school GPA

was the next best predictor of persistence.
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CHAPTER V

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICES,
AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

Despite the fact that retention and persistence research have been developing in
the last 30 years, no such study has been conducted in community colleges in Belize.
Many persistence studies have focused on traditional-aged students attending four-year
colleges. This study attempted to fill the gap of the lack of informed data on factors
affecting students’ persistence in two-year community colleges in Belize. In this final
chapter are four sections: a summary of the purpose of the study, the literature review,
methodology, and the findings; section two presents the conclusions drawn from the
analysis of the data. The third section highlighted the implications for policy and
practices; and the final section provides recommendations for administrators and

policymakers, and for future research.

Summary
The main purpose of this predictive, ex post facto study was to determine the
relationship between student background characteristics, pre-college preparation,
financial factors, and college experience and persistence at a selected community college
in the Stann Creek District, Belize, Central America. In addition, the extent to which the

characteristics stated above predict student persistence was also investigated. Chen’s
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(2008) conceptual framework was adapted to guide the study. Chen purported that her
heterogeneous approach provides additional power to explain how students from
divergent social backgrounds may behave in their dropout decisions. Linear regression
techniques were employed in the analyses. The database used in the study was that of the
2010-2011 cohort of degree seeking students, enrolled at Ecumenical Junior College
(EJC) in the Stann Creek District.

The knowledge of factors affecting college success, and understanding the
processes how these play out throughout the college experience, aid educational
stakeholders to propose and implement policies and strategies aimed at improving
persistence of students in postsecondary institutions (Seidman, 2005a). No formal study
has been conducted in Belize; therefore, the review drew largely from work done in the
United States. The review of selected research and literature presented two dominant
models in the study of student persistence and retention: developmental theories/models
and college impact models; these provided the ground work for the many retention
studies that have been performed in the last three to four decades. Noted also were the
many demographic differences between students traditionally enrolled at four-year
institutions and those now seen in two-year community colleges. Many factors have been
identified as having substantial effect on students’ retention and persistence at two-year
community colleges. These include age, gender, ethnicity, high school grade point
average, standardized test scores, financial aid, parental education status, and college

experience.
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Findings of Study
Listed below are five major findings and the concluding remarks that suggested

some direction for actions:

#1.

Almost 50% of students entering two-year colleges and more than 25% of those
entering four-year institutions in the United States leave before or by the end of their first
year (Tinto, 1993; Barth, Haycock, Huang, & Richardson, 2001). At EJC, the majority of
the non-persisting students also depart by the end of the first semester in college: a total
of 32 at the end of semester one and 19 at the end of semester two. Among the three
major feeder schools, DA students had the highest level of non-persistence, 34.6%. The
findings also showed that DA students tend to be older, more likely to be first generation,
predominantly females, Garifuna, less likely to get financial assistance, and have low or
no ATLIB and CXC passes.

Bean and Metzner (1985) posited that older students are more likely to drop out
due to one or more of the following reasons: academic performance, intent to leave,
previous performances and educational goals, and environmental variables. These
students are also more likely to have family and financial obligations that restrict their
involvement in college life ( St. John, Carter, Chun, & Musoba, 2006; Tinto, 1975, 1987,
1993; Bean, 1980; Byun, 2000). Ishitani (2003) noted that the persistence rate of first-

generation students is, on average, lower than those of continuing generation students.
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Hagadorn, Maxwell, and Hampton (2001), in examining what variables would predict
academic success and retention among African American females, concluded that
African American females face many impediments in their success and that they are more
likely to leave college. Females are also predicted to leave college because of personal
and family reasons (Bradburn, 2002; Mohammadi, 1996). There are many reasons for
disparity in the performance of ethnically distinct students; one reason is that many
minority students are academically unprepared for college (Seidman, 2005a). High school
attributes have been found to influence persistence ( Barefoot, 2000; Ishitani, 2006; St.
John, 2001). Results of studies on the effect of student aid have also found that financial
assistance is effective in compensating for the disadvantage of low income (St. John,
1990; Paulsen & St. John, 2002; St. John & Starkey, 1994).

Based on the literature, DA students are highly at-risk of dropping out compared
to those students from the other two high schools, therefore retention initiatives should be
directed towards them from the beginning of their enrollment at EJC. According to
Seidman (2005a), when once at-risk students are identified, the institution can begin to
target these students with intervention strategies. The surprising finding about DA
students is that their high school GPAs were high, but their college GPAs were low.
Therefore, a stark disparity was seen in their academic preparation in high school and
their college performance. The majority of the dropouts from this group of students,

based on the descriptive statistics, also dropout for other reasons than academic.
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#2.

Among the four factors of student background characteristics (Gender, ethnicity,
generation classification, and age), only age was found to be significant when taking into
consideration the entire first-year study population. The relationship was positive; the
older a student is, the more likely he or she will get a higher cumulative GPA and more
likely to persist. This finding supports the literature that suggests that older students are
more focused, show stronger commitment to learn, and achieve higher college GPAs than
traditional-aged students (DesJardins, Ahlburg & McCall, 2002; Hagedorn, 2005; Cofer
& Somers, 2000). Retention initiatives, therefore, should be focused on providing support
systems (such as academic advising and counseling) for younger students to encourage

their persistence in college.

#3

Among the precollege academic preparation factors (high school GPA, ATLIB
English scores, ATLIB math scores, and number of CXC passes), only high school GPA
was found to be significant. This finding supported the result of an ACT (2004) study that
found high school GPA to be the strongest pre-collegiate predictor of college retention.
Feeder schools, therefore, must ensure that they are providing students with quality high

school academic content in preparation for college level courses.
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#4

Financial factors (types of financial aid) were found not to be significant in
predicting persistence at EJC. Actually, 78.4% of the total study population had some
form of financial assistance. The finding is similar to that of Contento (1990) whereby he
found that financial aid did not show significant influence on persistence and completion
for both lower income and more affluent students. One notable feature in the study was

that the types of assistance were mostly merit-based.

#5

The first semester college GPA, for college experience, was found to be the best
predictor of persistence. This was followed by high school GPA. This indicated that
students’ academic success in high school and college are the major determinant of their
persistence throughout their first year in college. For EJC, high school GPA and first
semester college GPA can be used to accurately predict the persistence of future first year
students about two-thirds of the time (R2 = .666). The best predictor of persistence was
first semester college GPA. This finding was supported by Pascarella and Terrenzini
(2005) in their review of literature on how college affects students. They agreed that
college grades may be the single best predictor of students’ persistence, degree
completion, and graduate school enrollment. This findings have implications for policies

within the institution. Early alert systems, academic tutoring, and counseling can be
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implemented to encourage better academic performance within the first semester of
college.
Conclusion

The focus of this study was to determine the relationship between student
background characteristics, precollege academic preparation, financial aid, and college
experience with their persistence at EJC and to indicate the extent to which these
variables can be used to predict persistence. The data analyses reveal that statistically
significant relationships exist.

The descriptive analyses revealed that 66% of students enrolled fall of 2010 at
EJC persistence up to the end of the school year. Among the three feeder schools, non-
persistence was highest in DA students. Reasons for non-persistence were not only
academic; students leave for academic reasons and for other reasons. The freshman
population was diverse and mostly traditionally aged. Garifuna students make up 44.6%
of the entire population. Merit-based aid was abundant, 78.4% of the entire student body
enrolled with some form of financial assistance. Students form EC and IHS enrolled with
better precollege academic attributes than students from DA and the other high schools.
They also show better college academic performance. There were not large disparities in
the gender and generation status of the enrolled first year students.

The results of the linear regression analysis indicated that the best predictor of
persistence at EJC were first sememster GPA, high school GPA, and age. Persisters were

those students whose cumulative GPAs were 2.00 or above at the end of their first year in
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college. When these variables were used alone, age was not significant and the linear
regression accounted for 66.6% of the variance in the data. This indicated that first
semester and high school GPAs have the biggest impact on the cumulative GPA (and, by
extention, student persistence). Retention efforts by EJC personnel should therefore be

determined mostly by information gathered on these two variables.

Implications for Policy and practices

The persistence of students in college is important to all institutions of higher
education. There are many answers to the question of why our students are leaving our
colleges, many of which are supported by research. This study is showing that students’
academic preparations are the best predictors of their persistence in college. Despite
popular answers and recommendations and significant efforts on recruitment and
enrollment, students still continue to depart in alarming numbers. This trend is evident
throughout colleges in Belize. Higher institutions, of recent, have aggressively sought to
recruit students from all across the country. It is common in Belize for enroliment and
admission officers to travel across districts and towns to recruit new students to their
colleges, but nothing much is in place to retain those students or encourage their
persistence.

According to Dennis (1998) retention management is more important than
enrollment management because it provides a greater measure of school success. He

added that retention management accounts for 75% of a school’s population and most of
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its tuition revenues. He also supports the notion for retention management to be a primary
component of enrollment management. For Belize, strengthening retention practices and
encouraging persistence of students would be of upmost importance for improving
college attendance and completion and also the economic development of the country.
Belize is a small and young nation. It is going through many changes in its economic and
educational policies as it positions itself for participation in the global society. The 2010
Population and Housing Census Report indicated that 88000 of Belize’s population are
enrolled in formal education and only 7400 are enrolled at tertiary institutions.
Noteworthy also is that the total population of the Stann Creek District is 31, 514 and
only 373 of this number accounted for students enrolled in tertiary education (Statistical
Institute of Belize, 2010).

Many studies have been done on persistence and retention of students at both two
and four-year community colleges, but none such studies have been attempted in Belize
despite the fact that Belize’s unique identity and history have impacted education at all
levels (Bennett, 2008). Community colleges have been noted to enroll students of diverse
backgrounds (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). This unique nature of community college
students, the low enrollment of students at postsecondary institutions in Belize, and the
need for economic development all point to the urgent need for retaining students and
understanding the factors that may influence their persistence. Many factors have been
proposed to influence persistence of students in college. These include student

background, precollege preparation, financial factors, and college experience, among
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others. Retention efforts are a vital necessity for the enhancement of post-secondary
education in Belize; not those formulated based on a generic model, but more focused at

the individual and meeting the unique needs of all students.

Recommendation

Recommendation for Policy

Many variables have been found to influence student persistence. This study
found that age, high school GPA, and college first semester GPA were the best predictors
of persistence. The descriptive statistics also revealed that students come to college with
diverse needs and backgrounds; therefore, a comprehensive program of services must be
developed to help in student persistence. Appropriate intervention strategies and policies
should also be focused at the individualized needs of the students. The following
recommendations may aid in increasing student persistence:

1. In Belize, a nation with a mixture of people of diverse origin, higher education
institutions must look at diverse solutions when trying to meet the expectations
and needs of students and when implementing retention strategies. The profiles
of the students from the different high schools were different. Delille students
were found to be more at risk in comparison to the other two feeder high schools.
For example, students from DA were less likely to get financial assistance from
MOE since aid was predominantly merit-based and these students were also less

likely to take standardized tests. Therefore, DA students tend to be underprepared

130



for college and more likely to depart before or by the end of the school year.
Policymakers and institutional practitioners should focus on strategies to improve
educational opportunities to the diverse groups of students who attend community
colleges. At the same time, these strategies should be focused at addressing the
needs of individual students. Attention should also be focused at subgroups of the
major ethnic groups of Belize to persist in college.

. The level of academic engagement of students should be increased through
healthy dialogue established with secondary schools to aid in planning the
transition from high school to college. Such a relationship can also aid to boost
college aspiration. A stark disparity was notable between the high school
preparedness and the college performance of students from DA. Students and EC
and IHS showed more consistency in their academic performance at both levels.
A traditional orientation program can be strengthened by including senior high
school teachers in the planning. Services directed at improving students’
academic integration should also be implemented early into the college
experience.

Implementing intervention programs such as advising, mentoring, tutoring, and
early alert and monitoring will require training for staff in identifying at-risk
students and in being able to refer students to the appropriate services. The model
derived from the study can be used in student identification. Special programs

should also be developed to aid minority student in persisting in college.
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4. Properly implementing a successful retention program requires the understanding
of pertinent factors; pre-collegiate, institutional, and environmental and how these
interplay in influencing students persistence decisions. The nature and types of
data available at postsecondary institutions may either allow or impede the
development of important studies that can aid to facilitate informed decision-
making. Implementing a system of accountability, for example by creating a
proper data management system, should be implemented. Staff should also be
trained in customer service and to use the new system as it is developed.

5. The institution should also implement an exit interview process whereby students
who are leaving or have dropout are interviewed to shed light on their reason for
departing. An exit interview would provide institutional practitioners with first
hand insight into the student exit process. It is fitting to say that only the student
who is planning to leave or who has left college can give proper explanation of
his or her school leaving decisions.

6. Both government and institution need to increase the amount of need-based
assistance. Most financial aid given to students at the governmental, institutional,
and societal levels in Belize are merit-based. Financial aid has been said to be an
equalizer of educational opportunity. Its availability has enabled the attendance of
groups of students who never would have afforded a college education; the lower

income students and the minority.
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7. Continuous evaluation of programs should be practiced to get insight into their
effectiveness and also which groups of students are more likely to benefit from
them. Community colleges serve a diverse group of students with diverse needs:
those who are older, working, part-time, ethnic minority, female, and so forth.
Each group of student comes to college for different reasons and with different
expectations. Evaluating the effectiveness of the programs being offered, in
meaning the needs of the individual groups, can be a part of the preventative
strategies used to combat attrition.

8. More comprehensive research on persistence should be attempted by the Policy
and Planning unit of the Ministry of Education (MOE) which can make use of the
school data collected on a yearly basis from all community colleges in Belize. The
Policy and Planning unit is the arm of MOE that is responsible for collecting,
compiling, and disseminating data on schools at all levels. Acquiring a culture of
research and use of empirical data to inform decision-making should be modeled
by this unit. Once the Policy and Planning unit embraces research as a normal part
of its processes, it would be easier to convince educational institutions of the
importance of sending information to the unit and also for these institutions to do

their own internal analysis of student data.

Recommendation for Future Research
The results from this study can be used as baseline for future studies in Belize.

The following research is recommended based upon the findings of this study:
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Merge several theoretical approaches in future study of persistence for better
understanding of the reasons for student persistence or departure.

Engage in persistence studies that use longitudinal data to improve the validity
and increase the generalizability of the findings. This study used cross-sectional
data for only one group of students within a specific school year.

Multiple post-secondary institutions can also be studied to gain a broader
perspective into the student persistence phenomenon.

More sophisticated analytical techniques can be used to provide better
interpretation of the persistence process over time.

Conduct research to determine which programs are most successful and which
groups of students are more likely to benefit from these programs.

Further analyze which groups or characteristics, or combinations, are more
associated with dropout in order to identify which students are most at risk and
which attributes most contribute to the risk.

Conduct further research on subgroups of students under each category of
explanatory variable to find out differences in persistence and also interaction
effects of the factors.

Repeat the persistence study using students at different level of enrollment (first,
second, and third years) at the college.

Conduct similar study on student persistence at the national level in Belize
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10. Conduct persistence studies at different types of post-secondary institutions to see
if the results can be replicated.

11. Include more factors (institutional, psychological, and social) in the study of
persistence

12. Conduct a qualitative study to gain further insight into the reason why students

persist or depart.

Final Thoughts

The researcher considers this a preliminary study focused at sensitizing Belizean
educators, policy makers and educational practitioners of the importance of higher
education in meeting national goals. More research, both quantitative and qualitative,
need to be conducted to gather better insight into the school leaving phenomenon.
Practices and policies at higher education institutions may promote or impede economic
development. Many factors have been found to impact students performances, therefore,
a one-size-fit-all policy will not, and cannot, work in a community college setting in
Belize. Since Belize boasts of a unique history and identity, educators throughout the

nation must understand that with diversity comes the need for diverse solutions.

As an educator within the higher education level in Belize, the researcher

advocates the need for more accountability at each level of the education system. Since
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this study found academic preparation to be the best predictor of persistence, the Ministry
of Education (MOE), all ATLIB institutions, and educators in general, need to focus on
improving the quality of education offered at each level. There is need to seek some
alignment in curriculum between levels (to allow for continuity) and most importantly,
too seek articulation agreements among educational providers throughout the country of

Belize.

Concerns the researcher noted from looking at the diverse backgrounds, needs,
and characteristics of community college students at EJC are for the implementation of
effective recruitment, enrollment, and retention management; the need for more need-
based financial assistance offered to college students; for MOE to ensure that quality and
relevant education is being provided by all secondary schools; for educators (at all levels)
to take a more proactive approach on the issue of student persistence; and for a
government mandated nationally approved criterion for evaluating the effectiveness of all

retention initiative at both local and national levels.
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Federal regulations and OSU policy require IRB review of all research involving humar
of research are difficult to discern as to whether they qualify as human subject researc

Oklahoma State University Institutional Review Board
Request for Determination of Non-Human Subject or Non-Research

Yt 4

Some

h. fherefore, the IRB"has

established policies and procedures to assist in this determination.

%

2

3.

Revislon Date: 04/2006

Principal Investigator Information

First Name:
Karen

Middle Initial:
C

Last Name:
Martinez

Department/Division: School of Education Studies

College: College of Education

Campus Address:

Zip+4:

Campus Phone: l Fax:

Email: grigadan@yahoo.com

Complete If Pl does not have campus address:

Address: 3068 Rivas Estate

City: Dangriga

State: Stann Creek l Zip:

Phone: 501-502-0961

Faculty Advisor (complete if Pl is a student, resident, or fellow) I NA

Faculty Advisor's name: Jesse Mendez

Title:

Department/Division: Schoo! of Education Studies

College: College of Education

Campus Address: 312 Willard Hall

Zip+4:

Campus Phone: 405-744-8064 Fax:

Email: jessepm@okstate.edu

Study Information:

A. Title

Factors Affecting Student Persistence at a Selected Community College (EJC) in the Stann Creek District.

B. Give a brief summary of the project. (See instructions for guidance)

The Issue of college persistence has been widely studied over the past three decades. It is of utmost
importance for Belizean postsecondary institutions, enrolling a mere 4% of the secondary school graduates,
to ensure that strategies and policies are in place to promote student persistence in college. No research has
been done to inform literature in this area in Belize. Many factors have been found to affect students'
persistence. Since no study has been conducted in Belize, it is quite difficult to determine which factors may
affect students’ persistence in Belizean community colleges.

The purpose of this sludy is to examine whether there are significant differences between students'
background characteristics, precollege academic preparation, financial factors, and college experience with
their ability to persist within their first year of college attendance. By examining the students’ background
characteristics, precollege preparation, financial factors, and college experience of first year college
students, this study aims to provide empirical evidence on how these may influence students' persistence in
college; once identified this can lead to development of preventative and intervention strategies in attempt to
keep Belizean postsecondary dropout competitive nationally and regionally. Better understanding of the
factors that affect persistence would enable policymakers, school administrators, and the Ministry of
Education to draw up intervention efforts targeted at the individual needs of the students.

The findings of this study will help to fill the gap and increase the knowledge base by enhancing the
understanding of the factors that influence student persistence at a two-year community college in Belize.

3ofs
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Oklahoma State University Institutional Review Board
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C. Describe the subject population/type of data/specimens to be studied. (See instructions for guidance)

The following research questions wil guide the study:

1. Do statistical significant differences exist between background characteristics (gender, age, ethnicity,
parental education level) and persistence of students at Belizean community colleges?

2. Do statistical significant differences exist between precollege preparation (high school GPA, composite
ATLIB score, number of CXC exam passes) and persistence of students at Belizean community colleges?

3. Do statistical significant differences exist between financial factors (financial aid) and persistence of students
at Belizean community colleges?

4. Do statistical significant differences exist between college experience (College GPA) and persistence of
students at Belizean community colleges?

Pre-existing data will be used. Approximately 171 students’ records/data are expected to be used in this
study. No human subjects will be used. Data from a student database will be investigated. A dataset that
contains particular variables (gender, age, ethnicity, parental education stalus, high school GPA, college GPA,
and type financial aid received) will be provided by a community college in the Stann Creek District for the school
year 2010-2011. Purposive sampling wili be used, that is, data for all students who fit the category as first year
degree seeking at the selected community college will be used. The dataset will be siripped of all identifiers. The
Pl will not have access to the link to the coded information. The Pl will ensure that information received from the
college is secured in a locked cabinet. Analysis will be conducted using a non-networked computer. Password,
known only to Pl, will be used to increase the measure of security.

Letter of approval will be sent to the managing authority asking for permission to use students’ data. No
human subjects will be used. Once permission is granted, the researcher will gather data following the agreed-

upon guidelines.

4. Determination of “Research”,
45 CFR 46.102(d): Research means a systematic investigation, including research development, testing and
evaluation, designed to develop or contribute to generalizable knowledge. Activities which meet this definition
constitute research for purposes of this policy whether or not they are conducted or supported under a program
which is considered research for other purposes.

One of the following must be “no” to qualify as “non-research”:

A. Wil the data/specimen(s) be obtained in a systematic manner?
X No [dYes

B. Wil the intent of the data/specimen collection be for the purpose of contributing to generalizable knowledge
(the results (or conclusions) of the aclivity are intended to be extended beyond a single individual or an
internal program, e.g., publications or presentations)?

O No Yes

5. Deatermination of “Human Subject”.
45 CFR 46.102(f): Human subject means a living individual about whom an investigator (whether professional or
student) conducting research obtains: (1) data through intervention or interaction with the individual or (2)
identifiable private information. Intervention includes both physical procedures by which data are gathered (for
example venipuncture) and manipulations of the subject or the subject's environment that are performed for
research purposes. Interaction includes communication or interpersonal contact between investigator and
subject. Private information includes information about behavior that occurs in a context in which an individual
can reasonably expect that no observation or recording is taking place, and information which has been provided
for specific purposes by an individual and which the individual can reasonably expect will not be made public (for
example, a medical record). Private information must be individually identifiable (i.e., the identity of the subject is
or may be ascertained by the investigator or associated with the information) in order for obtaining the
information to constitute research involving human subjects.

A. Does the research involve obtaining information about living individuals?
ONe X Yes ;
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If no, then research does not invoive human subjects, no other information Is required.
If yes, proceed to the following questions.

All of the following must be *ho” to qualify as “non-human subject”:

8. Does the study invoive intervention or interaction with a “human subject"?
RNo [ VYes

C. Does the study involve access to identifiable private information?
B No [OYes

D. Are dala/specimens received by the Investigator with identifiable private information?
B No [ Yes

E. Are the data/specimen(s) coded such that a link exists that could allow the datalspecimen(s) to be re-
identified?
CINo [X Yes

If“Yes," is there a written agreement that prohibits the P| and his/her staff access to the link?

Ono B Yes

8. Signatures q/ /&A\-‘
Signature of P{ ” Date 5\ ugg&a é [

Signature of Faculty Ad Isor Date

{If Plis a student) W //

y Based on the information provided, the OSU-Stillwater IRB has determined that this project does not qualify
as human subject research as defined in 45 CFR 46.102(d) and (f} and is not subject to oversight by the

0sU IRB.
a Based on the information provided, the OSU-Stiliwater IRB has determined that this research does qualify as
hu subject research and sut ion of an application for review by the IRB Is required.
Horwmasn—
A o/t
Dr. Shelia Kennison, IRB Chalr Date ’
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Karen Martinez
3068 Rivas Estate
Dangriga Town
Stann Creek District
e sk e ke sk e ke sk ek

501-502-0961
grigadan@yahoo.com

February 11, 2011

Mr. Anthony Sabal

Dean

Stann Creek Ecumenical Junior College
Danriga Town

Dear Mr. Sabal:

I am presently a graduate student at Oklahoma State University pursuing a doctoral degree in
Higher Education. My dissertation topic is “Factors Affecting Students’ Persistence at a selected
two-year Community College in Belize”. My study requires the use of students’ data/records for
conducting statistical analyses. I am in the process of collecting data for my dissertation.

I am hereby requesting your permission to use archival data/records from your institution for my
analyses. My research must be in compliance with IRB guidelines at Oklahoma State University.
I am required to maintain confidentiality with respect to all data I collect from your institution.

Thanks for your assistance.

Doctoral Candidate
Oklahoma State University
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Agreement Between Stann Creek Ecumenical Junior College and Karen Martinez to
Permit Access to Selected Student Records in Exchange for Sharing of Data Analysis and
Findings.

Mrs. Martinez is presently a graduate student at Oklahoma State University, where she is
pursuing a doctoral degree in Higher Education. Her dissertation topic, Factors Affecting
Students’ Persistence at a selected two-year Community College in Belize, requires the use of
student data for conducting statistical analyses. The study will utilize students’ pre-college data
and educational records to assess their individual and combined significance as predictors of
student persistence in college.

The Stann Creek Ecumenical Junior College is interested in supporting Mrs. Martinez’s
doctoral research because her findings will aid in improving retention initiatives at the college.
Mrs. Martinez has also agreed and promised to share her research findings with the
administration of the college.

With the above-mentioned understanding, Mrs. Martinez agrees to follow all standards
and required precautions to safeguard the confidentiality of the data she receives from the Stann
Creek Ecumenical Junior College:

e All data received from the college will be in coded form, that is, all identifiers will be
removed

e Only college personnel will have the link to the coded information given to Mrs.
Martinez

e Mrs. Martinez will secure data received in a locked cabinet.

e Mrs. Martinez will process data using a non-networked computer with a password known
only to her.

e Once research study is completed, Mrs. Martinez will dispose of information by
shredding.

The Stann Creek Ecumenical Junior College agrees to allow Mrs. Karen Martinez to access
student records for use to conduct her study following the above-mentioned conditions.

il

Mr. Anthony Sabal Mrs/Kafen C. Martinez
Dean Docto andidate
Stann Creek Ecumenical Junior College Oklahoma State University

//%/ 0@/// _. [

Date / / ate
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10. Secondary School Attended:

I 1. Year graduated from Secondary

NAME:

2 30

3

s
Stann Creek Ecumenical Junior College
Student Personal Data Form
Kindly Print

Circle the Correct Choice

DATE OF BIRTH: /

13. Gender: Male/Female

Place of Birth:

14. Attendance: Full-time/Part-time

Age by September |

Nationality:

15. Location: Urban/Rural

16. Residence: Commuter/in Town

Ethnicity:

17. Marital Status: Single/Married/divorce/other

Language Spoken at Home:

Address:

18. Employment Status: Employed/ Not Employed

19. Financial Sponsor: Self/parent/Guardian/Government/Other

20. Parent Level of Education -

Phone/Fax/Email:

Mother: primary/Secondary/tertiary/other

Father: primary/Secondary/tertiary/other

Fill in the Blank Space
21. Are you the first to attend college? . If NO, state your

position in your family to attend college

12. Program of study in College:

12. Major(s):

HOBBIES:

T-Shirt Size:

Which of the following non-academic activities are you interested to participate in? Circle your choices

Sports: Volleyball, basketball, softball, football, ping-pong, domino

Clubs/committees: celebrations, pageant, graduation, yearbook, newspaper

OFFICIAL USE
High school Grade point average
ATLIB scores: Math English

CXC passes:
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