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Differences in Graduation and Persistence Rates
over Time for African-American Students at Texas
4-Year Universities

By Jerrell Sherman” & John R. Slate’

In this study, the graduation and persistence rates of African-American students
at Texas 4-year universities were examined for the 2003-2004 academic year,
the 2009-2010 academic year, and the 2014-2015 academic year. Of specific
interest was whether the graduation and persistence rates for African-American
students changed over an 11-year time period in Texas, from 2003-2004 to
2014-2015. Inferential statistical analyses did not reveal the presence of any
statistically significant differences in the 1-year graduation and persistence rates
of African-American students over the 11-year time period that were
investigated. The 1-year graduation and persistence rates were stable, ranging
only from 53% to 56%, over this 11-year time period. Suggestions for policy
and for practice, as well as recommendations for future research, were
mentioned.
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Introduction

Institutions of higher education are regularly in search of new ways to attract
and maintain a diverse student body comprised of people from different
ethnicities/races, backgrounds, and beliefs to heighten the college environment at
their institutions. A particular group of students, that colleges and universities have
had a challenging time to attracting, retaining, and cultivating are African-
American students. Moss and Slate (2017) discovered that student enrollment at 4-
year institutions increased by 65% between 1992 and 2012. Aud et al. (2011)
revealed that the African-American student post baccalaureate enrollment
revolved between 10% and 12% from 1976 to 2000, and in 2009 around 15%.
Weddle-West and Bingham (2010) determined that African-American students
have poorer completion rates compared to their White peers in their degree
attainment rates, as only 50% of all students who enroll in a postsecondary
institution earn a degree. It is important for African-American students and
students of any race/ethnicity to be able to obtain a college degree, as each college
graduate can expect lifetime earnings at least two times more than people with
only a high school diploma (Carnevale Rose & Cheah, 2011). To add to the
increased need for people in today’s society to earn higher education degrees,
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Duncan (2010) stated that throughout the last 40 years, the percentage of
occupations in the United States calling for postsecondary degrees has expanded
by twice as much.

Before going to college, both African-Americans and Hispanics have faced
financial, societal, and cultural issues that have posed challenges, for a large
amount at least, pertaining to their approach to and commitment to higher
education (Laird et al., 2007). Baum, Ma and Payea (2013) concluded that African
American students at 43% were the ethnic group with the highest college drop-out
rates compared to other ethnic/racial groups of students. It is possible that African-
American students who attend Predominantly White Institutions do not have a
sense of belonging to the campus nor have the appropriate resources to be
successful, which can be two factors that leads to them dropping out of college
(Hunn, 2014). Predominantly White Institutions or PWIs are colleges with student
bodies made up mostly of Whites with smaller amounts of other students of
different ethnic/racial groups. Historically Black Colleges and Universities or
HBCU:s are colleges that were founded for the purpose of primarily serving the
African-American community prior to the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Researchers
(Harper et al., 2004) contended that Historically Black Colleges and Universities
have a larger variety of culturally attractive settings for African-American students
to participate within the college community. Some researchers (e.g., Bohr,
Pascarella, Nora, & Terenzini, 1995; Chen, Ingram, & Davis, 2014; Kim, 2002;
Seifert, Drummond, & Pascarella, 2006; Strayhorn & DeVita, 2010) have
suggested however, that African-American students’ academic success and
gratification with their institution of higher education is contingent on how
supportive and inclusive the atmosphere of the campus is toward them, despite it
being a HBCU or PWI.

In previous studies pertaining to underrepresented student retention,
researchers (Davis, 1994; Simmons, 2017; Strayhorn, 2008) suggested that
university’s campus culture and environment are major influences of how
successful underrepresented students are academically and engage socially at their
university. Predominantly White Institutions must create supportive places and
spaces for African-American students to feel as if they matter and are welcomed.
The aim should be to foster similar foundations of support they would experience
attending a HBCU, so students should not be able to tell the differences in the
support they receive in acclimating to the campus culture. Creating a campus
climate that is all encompassing for their students regardless of their ethnicity/race
to support African-American students’ success fully should be an important goal
for all institutions higher education, not only a goal on which HBCUs should focus
on achieving.

Roper (2008) identified that African-American students are greatly affected
by college tuition being increased due to many of them coming from low-income
families. According to Roper (2008), the average wages for White families in the
U.S. was $60,310, $36,075 for African-American families, and $37,387 for
Hispanic families. Gardenhire and Cerna (2016) identified that having positive
mentors is another barrier that African-American male students sometimes have a
difficult time locating on their college campus and the community in which they
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grew up in. Gardenhire and Cerna (2016) stated that mentoring has the capacity to
offer African-American male students with steady support and direction essential
to be successful in college; however the authors were clear to acknowledge that it
is complicated for colleges to supply this type of assistance. Key aspects identified
that are vital to providing a valuable mentorship program involve a good match
between mentor and mentee, thorough preparation of mentors, and continuousness
contact by the mentor to the mentee. Recommendations made by researchers
(Brooms, Goodman, & Clark, 2015; Laird et al., 2007; Wiggan, 2007; Yearwood
& Jones, 2012) on ways institutions of higher education in general can create
atmospheres inside and outside of the classroom for African-American students to
engage and persist are: (a) proactive academic advisors and mentors; (b)
requesting input from the student body on university policies and campus
amenities; (c) having diverse faculty and staff; (d) engaging pedagogy being
delivered inside the classroom; (e) enhancement of extracurricular activities, and
(f) scholarships to aid students from low-income families.

Institutions of higher education must fully commit to implementing the
aforementioned recommendations throughout all levels of leadership at their
institutions and make it an engrained mission of the university. University
administration cannot rely on faculty and staff diversity committees to host
meetings and sponsor sporadic events hoping it will result in minorities at their
institutions feeling welcomed and supported by the university (Kuh et al., 2006).
All administrators, faculty, staff, and students must genuinely make a concerted
effort to make every person at or visitor to their institution regardless of their race,
faith, and so on feel as if they belong, are respected, and that the university
community is willing to assist them be successful inside and outside of the
classroom (Berman, Chaffee, & Sarmiento, 2018; Milem, Chang, & Antonio,
2005).

Concepts

Various policies have been passed and groundbreaking impacts on our society
were made by the things such the Civil Rights movement that established the
ability for minorities and other underrepresented groups of people to attend college
to make sufficient salaries to improve the lives and futures of their families (Ogbu
& Simons, 1998). People aiming to improve their financial and societal place in
the world must realize that a simple high school diploma is not suitable as it may
have been 20 to 30 years ago. Swail et al. (2003) stated,

Given that the U.S. will become significantly "less White™" over the course of
the next 50 years, issues of color cannot be ignored. California is already a
"majority-minority" state, but its flagship public institutions of higher
education have embarrassing low participation rates among African-
American and Hispanic students. Texas, Florida, and several other states host
similar problems. (p. 6)
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Granted, entrance into college has improved, however other concerns have
arisen. | n recent years, admission and retention statistics of underrepresented
students have worsened (Beyer et al., 2014). Some parents and high school
graduates wonder if institutions of higher education are truly providing the
necessary resources required for all students, no matter their ethnicity, to persevere
to obtain college degrees (Allen et al., 2008). In addition, colleges and universities
boast about having diverse campuses and establishing inclusive atmospheres
however, underrepresented college student success rates indicate that large
percentages of students of color are not graduating from their institutions. In the
past, the need for students of color to be successful in college and in the world,
many times were overlooked. However, over time the population of the United
States is becoming less White dominant. As such, the underachieving of students
of color can no longer be overlooked (Swail et al., 2003).

Significance of the Study

A substantial number of researchers (e.g., Aud et al., 2011; Ballinger & Slate,
2017; Chen et al., 2014; Hunn, 2014; Weddle-West & Bingham, 2010) have
mentioned that African-American students do not perform as well academically as
their White peers and the direct relationship between academic success and the
appropriate resources and campus atmosphere needed for students to be successful
in higher education. In addition, an adequate amount of research exists regarding
factors regarding the persistence of African-American students. Limited research
exists primarily on the graduation and persistence rates of African-American
students over time in a particular region or state in America. Moss and Slate
(2017) investigated the 1-year persistence rates by institutional enrollment status
for African-American students enrolled in Texas community colleges for the
2007-2008 through 2013-2014 academic years. Moss and Slate (2017) established
that 1-year persistence rates by institutional enrollment status were better for
African-American students who remained at the same Texas community college
than for African-American students who transferred to another community college
in Texas. The results from this study may provide important information for
educational leaders at Texas 4-year universities regarding their efforts in
improving the graduation and persistence rates of their African-American students
over time.

Purpose of the Study

The purposes of this study were threefold. The first purpose was to determine
the degree to which 1-year graduation and persistence rates differed for African-
American students enrolled at Texas 4-year public universities in the 2003-2004
through the 2009-2010 academic years. The second purpose was to investigate the
degree to which differences were present in the 1-year graduation and persistence
rates differed for African-American students enrolled at Texas 4-year public
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universities in the 2009-2010 to the 2014-2015 academic years. The third purpose
was to examine if 1-year graduation and persistence rates differed for African-
American students enrolled at Texas 4-year public universities in the 2003-2004 to
the 2014-2015 academic years. By examining multiple years of statistics for each
of the Texas 4-year public universities, any trends that existed in the 1-year
graduation and persistence rates for African-American students enrolled at Texas
4-year public universities over an 11-year time period were ascertained.

Research Questions

The following research questions were addressed in this investigation: (a)
What is the difference in the graduation and persistence rates of African-American
students at Texas 4-year universities between the 2003-2004 academic year and
the 2009-2010 academic years?; (b) What is the difference in the graduation and
persistence rates of African-American students at Texas 4-year universities
between the 2009-2010 academic year and the 2014-2015 academic years?; and
(c) What is the difference in the graduation and persistence rates of African-
American students at Texas 4-year universities between the 2003-2004 academic
year and the 2014-2015 academic years?

Method
Research Design

In this study a non-experimental, causal-comparative research design was
utilized (Creswell, 2013). For this multiyear examination, archival data from the
Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board were obtained and analyzed. The
independent variable and the dependent variables previously happened. The
independent variable in this study was the academic years of 2003-2004, 2009-
2010, and 2014-2015. The dependent variables were the 1-year graduation and
persistence rates of African-American students enrolled in Texas 4-year public
universities. Utilization of archival data in this context established a causal
comparative research design (Creswell, 2013).

Participants and Instrumentation

The archival data for this study were obtained from the Texas Higher
Education Coordinating Board Interactive Accountability System database. The
Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board encourages entry to and achievement
in quality higher education throughout the state of Texas (Texas Higher Education
Coordinating Board, 2016b). The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board
Interactive Accountability System is an openly available archive that follows the
performance of vital assessments that embody the objectives of institutions of
higher education (Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2016a). Existing
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data on the website were retrieved and saved using Microsoft Excel and then
recoded into SPSS format for statistical examination. African-American students
attending 4-year Texas public universities in Texas were the participants who were
enrolled during the 2003-2004, 2009-2010, and the 2014-2015 academic years.

Each of these 4-year universities is mandated by the Texas Higher Education
Coordinating Board to report the 1-year graduation and persistence rates,
containing with other information, of students by ethnic group/race. Data turned in
are then accumulated by the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board and
made openly accessible at the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board
Interactive Accountability System. The databases utilized for this investigation
was the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board Interactive Accountability
archive. The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board upholds a massive
archive encompassing statistics for every 4-year university in Texas. Contained
within these statistics are graduation and persistence rates of African-American
students. In the 2003-2004 academic year, 30 Texas 4-year universities supplied
statistics. For the 2009-2010 academic year, 30 Texas 4-year universities supplied
statistics. Finally, during the 2014-2015 academic year, statistics were available
from 31 Texas 4-year universities.

Results

Before performing inferential statistics to ascertain if differences existed in the
1-year graduation and persistence rates of African-American students attending
Texas 4-year universities, the standardized skewness coefficients (i.e. the
skewness value divided by the standard error of skewness) and the standardized
kurtosis coefficients (i.e., the kurtosis value divided by the standard error of
kurtosis) were calculated. Because the dependent variable, graduation and
persistence rates, was a continuous variable, and due to the independent variable
representing the academic years of data that were evaluated, the second and third
assumptions for a parametric dependent samples t-test were met; for that reason, a
parametric dependent samples t-test was performed for research questions one,
two, and three (Onwuegbuzie & Daniel, 2002).

A parametric dependent samples t-test did not reveal a statistically significant
difference in the graduation and persistence rates, t(29) = -0.21, p = .84, between
the 2003-2004 academic year and the 2009-2010 academic years. The graduation
and persistence rates were in the mid-50s range for African-American students
who attended Texas 4-year universities in the 2003-2004 academic year and in the
2009-2010 academic year. Over this 6-year time period, the graduation and
persistence rates of African-American students remained stable at slightly over
50%. Readers are directed to Table 1 for the descriptive statistics for this analysis.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Graduation and Persistence Rates of African-
American Student Enrolled at Texas 4-Year Universities during the 2003-2004
and 2009-2010 Academic Years

Academic Year n of 4-Year Universities M% SD%
2003-2004 30 55.49 19.52
2009-2010 30 55.89 21.59

Regarding the 2009-2010 and the 2014-2015 academic years, the parametric
dependent samples t-test did not yield a statistically significant difference in the
graduation and persistence rates, t(30) = -0.80, p = .43, of African-American at 4-
year Texas universities. The 1-year graduation and persistence rates were in the
low to mid-50s range for African-American students who attended Texas 4-year
universities in the 2009-2010 academic year and in the 2014-2015 academic year.
Table 2 contains the descriptive statistics for this examination.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Graduation and Persistence Rates of African-
American Student Enrolled at Texas 4-Year Universities during the 2009-2010
and 2014-2015 Academic Years

Academic Year n of 4-Year Universities M% SD%
2009-2010 31 52.69 20.28
2014-2015 31 55.91 16.80

With respect to the 2003-2004 and the 2014-2015 academic years, the
parametric dependent samples t-test did not reveal a statistically significant
difference in the 1-year persistence rates, t(29) = 0.30, p = .76, among African-
American students’ graduation and persistence rates at 4-year Texas universities.
The 1-year graduation and persistence rates were the mid-50s range for African-
American students who attended Texas 4-year universities in the 2003-2004
academic year and in the 2014-2015 academic year. Revealed in Table 3 are the
descriptive statistics for this assessment.

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Graduation and Persistence Rates of African-
American Student Enrolled at Texas 4-Year Universities during the 2003-2004
and 2014-2015 Academic Years

Academic Year n of 4-Year Universities M% SD%

2003-2004 30 55.49 19.52

2014-2015 30 54 .45 14.93
Discussion

In this examination, the degree to which differences were present in the 1-year
graduation and persistence rates for three academic years for African-American
students enrolled at Texas 4-year universities was assessed. Three different
academic years of data from the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board
Interactive Accountability System were attained and assessed to ascertain if
differences were present in 1-year graduation and persistence rates of African-
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American students attending Texas 4-year universities. For the three years of
academic data that were analyzed, statistically significant differences were not
present. The 1-year graduation and persistence rates of African-American students
who attended Texas 4-year universities were remarkably stable over time as they
ranged from a low of 53% to a high of 56%.

Connections with the Existing Literature

Within this multiyear, statewide examination, the 1-year graduation and
persistence rates of African-American students attending Texas 4-year universities
were not statistically significantly higher when comparing African-American
student enrolled at Texas 4-year universities five to 10 years apart. These results
were compatible with Moss and Slate’s (2017) results on the 1-year persistence
rates of African-American community college students in Texas during the 2011-
2012 and 2012-2013 academic years and Ballinger and Slate (2017) who also
investigated 1-year persistence rates at Texas 4-year public universities.
Population projections reflect that the numbers of underrepresented high school
graduates will continue to increase in the future (Swail, Reed, & Perna, 2003).
Sadly, as demonstrated in this study and in present research (Aud et al., 2011;
Baum et al., 2013; Moss & Slate, 2015), graduation and persistence rates have
been unsatisfactory for a very long period of time for African-American students.

Implications for Policy and for Practice

Formed on the outcomes of this multiyear analysis, numerous implications
exist for policy and for practice. To understand how to attract and maintain
African-American students at Texas 4-year universities and state universities in
general, research can be completed regarding HBCUs recruit and nurture their
students. Researchers (e.g., Harper et al., 2004) concluded from their completed
research that HBCUs have a broader range of culturally attractive settings for
African-American students to participate within the college community. Several
researchers (e.g., Bohr et al., 1995; Chen et al., 2014; Kim, 2002; Seifert et al.,
2006; Strayhorn & DeVita, 2010) have pointed out however, that African-
American students’ academic success and gratification with their institution of
higher education is contingent on how supportive and inclusive the atmosphere of
the campus is towards them despite it being a Historically Black College and
University or Predominantly White Institution.

Recommendations made by previous researchers on ways institutions of
higher education in general can create atmospheres inside and outside of the
classroom for African-American students to engage and persist are: (a) proactive
academic advisors and mentors; (b) requesting input from the student body on
university policies and campus amenities; (c) having diverse faculty and staff; (d)
engaging pedagogy being delivered inside the classroom; (e) enhancement of
extracurricular activities, and (f) scholarships to aid students from low-income
families (Brooms, Goodman, & Clark, 2015; Laird et al., 2007; Wiggan, 2008;
Yearwood & Jones, 2012).
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African-American students must have supportive social and support systems,
particularly at Predominantly White Institutions. Student organizations such as
culturally based organizations, Greek organizations, honors societies, and other
common interest student organizations can be an important support system for
African-American students (Allen, 1992; Doan, 2011; Guiffrida, 2003; Harper,
2007; Simmons, 2017). Black Greek organizations hold their members to high
standards such as GPA minimum requirements, leadership training, mandatory
community service and philanthropy projects, hosting activities and events for the
African-American community at the university, along with being urged to be a
positive example for other African-American students at the university (Harper,
2007; Harper & Harris, 2006; Harper & Quaye, 2007; Hughey, 2007; Pascarella et
al., 1996).

The confidence and skills which African-American students and other
students of color gain from membership in student organizations give them the
coping skills and motivation to be successful in school to go on and be productive
in life. Engstrom and Tinto (2008) stated that, "Access without support is not
opportunity” (p. 10). It is in the spirit of his statement and the fact that the United
States will only continue to grow to be more diverse that institutions of higher
education should do all in their power increase access to and buildup retention
amid at-risk underrepresented student populaces.

Conclusion

In this quantitative study, the 1-year graduation and persistence rates of African-
American students at Texas 4-year public universities were assessed. As a result,
numerous suggestions can be formed for future investigations. Foremost,
investigators are urged to extend this study to other states to ascertain the degree to
which our results might be generalizable to other states. Next, investigators are
encouraged to assess 1-year graduation and persistence rates for other ethnic/racial
groups of students (e.g., Asian, White, Hispanic). Another recommendation for
future research would be to ascertain whether differences are present for
underrepresented students by their gender with respect to their 1-year graduation
and persistence rates. Further, investigators are urged to analyze to analyze their 1-
year persistence rates of English Language Learners in states with a sufficient
number of them. Lastly, investigators are urged to broaden this study to Texas
community colleges. The degree to which results based on 4-year university
students are generalizable to community college students is not known.
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