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Background 
 
This report provides the most recent information available on how well new first-time, full-time freshmen 
students within the USM are being retained and making progress toward earning a bachelor’s degree. 
New first-time, full-time students, often referred to as “traditional students,” represent the student 
population most often referenced when higher education enrollment, retention, and graduation data are 
discussed. While new first-time, full-time freshmen only comprise a third of all new students 
matriculating at USM institutions, they have an outsized impact on our System and its institutions because 
they drive reporting for most federal and state retention and graduation rates, as well as a host of other 
reputation measures used by the various national ranking systems. For this reason a significant portion of 
institutional aid is directed towards these students. Further, this population of students also figures heavily 
in the System’s ability to meet many of its strategic plan goals, including degree completion, STEM 
production, and achievement gap reduction.   
 
The data provided in this report are for freshmen who entered USM institutions in the fall semesters 
between 1992 and 2015. Second-, third-, and fourth-year retention rates as well as fourth-, fifth-, and 
sixth-year graduation rates are presented for the following groups: all USM students, USM African-
American students, USM Hispanic students, and USM Pell Grant recipients. A set of tables in the 
Appendix shows the rates for the USM as a whole and for each institution, with data for each new 
freshmen cohort presented separately. In addition, a brief discussion of the trends we witnessed this past 
year with regard to the size and diversity of USM’s first-time, full-time new freshmen cohorts, as well as 
the performance of  the most recent cohorts on the traditional higher education measures of second-year 
retention and six-year graduation rates, is presented below. 
 
This analysis was prepared by combining data collected each fall semester on students who are enrolled at 
USM institutions with data collected each year on degrees and financial aid awarded.  Retention and 
graduation rates are reported for those students re-enrolling at or graduating from any USM institution, 
and for USM students re-enrolling at or graduating from their institution of initial entry. This report does 
not reflect changes to student cohorts from eligible exclusions and student ID changes, and may not align 
with the official calculations of each campus (as reported to the Department of Education).  Unlike the 
nationally focused Student Achievement Measure (SAM), the report also does not account for students 
who may have transferred or graduated from an institution outside the USM..  
 
For further information, please contact Chad Muntz, cmuntz@usmd.edu (301-445-2737).   
 
 
Trends in the Size and Diversity of the USM’s First-time, Full-time New Freshmen Cohort 
 
New first-time, full-time freshmen are the most prominent group of new students on campus. The size and 
diversity of the cohort will be highlighted in guidebooks and figure into admission decisions of future 
students. As the data in Table 1 below show, the number of students entering the USM as new first-time, 
full-time freshmen varied slightly over the past five years.  However, this stability in size has masked, to a 
degree, changes in the demographic diversity occurring within the new first-time, full-time cohort. The 
most recent 2015 freshmen cohort was approximately 6.8% (838) Hispanic, an increase of nearly 100% 
for this specific population since fall 2005.  The 2015 freshmen cohort also was made up of 3,235 
African-American students (representing 26% of the freshmen cohort, a 2% point increase over last year), 
and the trend continues that less than half (1,507) were enrolled at one of the USM’s Historically Black 
Institutions (HBIs). Finally, the number of low-income students continued to increase, as over one quarter 
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(27%) of the 2015 freshmen cohort received a Pell grant (an increase of 7% over 2005). In short, the USM 
freshmen cohort is more diverse than ever and includes an increasing proportion of low-income students. 
 
 

Table 1 
Fall First-time, Full-time New Freshmen  

by USM Institution 
 

 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 
Bowie 608 573 477 625 594 559 
Coppin 511 478 425 353 267 242 
Frostburg 1,028 825 813 889 957 931 
Salisbury 1,250 1,246 1,230 1,241 1,144 1,186 
Towson 2,427 2,536 2,463 2,747 2,711 2,708 
UB 155 155 215 236 226 137 
UMBC 1,485 1,416 1,547 1,653 1,616 1,543 
UMCP 3,923 3,989 3,893 4,011 4,128 3,934 
UMES 944 748 882 604 756 1,011 

USM 12,331 11,966 11,945 12,359 12,399 12,251 
 
 
Trends in Retention and Graduation Rates 
 
The USM’s overall retention and graduation rates are determined by two interacting factors: 1) the rate at 
which new first-time, full-time (FTFT) freshmen are retained and graduated by each campus, and 2) the 
size of the new FTFT freshmen cohort each campus brings in. Both factors play a role in determining the 
System’s overall rates and degree production.  
 
Second-Year Retention Rate.  The second-year retention rate of USM freshmen (at institution of initial 
entry) remained strong in 2015 with 84% of the fall 2014 cohort returning, a one percent decrease from 
2014. Second year retention rates also remained strong for the following subgroups: African-American 
students (80%), Hispanic student (84%) and Pell Grant recipients (80%). 
 
Broken down by campus, the USM saw declines in second year retention in 2015 at Bowie (down four 
percentage points to 71%), Salisbury (down two percentage points to 78%), UB (down eight percentage 
points to 71%), UMBC (down five percentage points to 82%) and UMES (down five percentage points to 
67%). All five institutions were below the USM average of 84%. In comparison, retention rates increased 
one percentage point at Coppin (to 69%, though the cohort size decreased by 86); held steady at Frostburg 
(75%) and increased slightly at Towson (from 83% to 84%, but TU’s cohort size also decreased). Finally, 
UMCP’s retention remained unchanged (95%) with a slight increase in the cohort size (+117). As one can 
calculate, since Towson and UMCP are nearly half of the USM cohort, the USM’s retention average is 
driven by their retention rates. When Towson or UMCP decreases new freshmen, it also negatively affects 
the USM average if there are no compensating increases at other campuses.  
 
Six-Year Graduation Rate.   The most recent graduating cohort consisted of 12,643 new first-time, full-
time freshmen, who entered a USM institution in fall 2009.  The six-year graduation rate reported for the 
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2009 cohort was 65% at the “Institution of Initial Entry,” and 69% if the definition was expanded to 
include graduating “Anywhere within the USM.”  Both represented historically-high rates. 
 
Similarly strong graduation rates also were reported by subgroups. The 49% graduation rate of African-
Americans who graduated “Anywhere within the USM” was a two point improvement over last year and 
nearly tied the USM’s historical high point of 50% for this subgroup. Hispanic students who graduated 
“Anywhere within the USM” increased five percentage points and tied the historical high graduation rate 
of 71% for this subgroup.  The percentage of Pell-Grant students graduating “Anywhere with the USM” 
increased four points and also tied the historical high point for this subgroup (55%).  It is clear that the 
improvement in graduation rates for these subgroups positively impacted the overall USM graduation 
rates.  
 
Closing the Achievement Gap 
 
Although a full discussion is not the intent of this report (a complete analysis of  achievement gap data 
will be included in a later report), it is important to note the fall 2009 cohort was the first cohort that 
entered the USM after the USM Closing the Achievement Gap initiative began. Further, this cohort was 
the USM’s third largest cohort and the last one admitted during the enrollment funding initiative. 
Although the size of the cohort increased, graduation rates were not negatively impacted. It is clear that 
the focus on closing achievement gaps and increasing student success has positively affected graduations 
rates. Further, it is quite probable that this success will continue as the 4-year and 5-year graduation rates, 
leading indicators of future 6-year graduation rates, for the 2010 and 2011 cohorts have also increased. 
Final retention and graduation rates for those cohorts will be reported in future years.  
 
Summary 
 
First-time, full-time new freshmen at USM continue to be an academically strong and well-prepared 
population group. As indicated in the USM’s SAT Percentile Distribution of First-Time Undergraduates, 
the academic profile for this group has been strong.  In addition, since the Closing Achievement Gap 
initiative began in spring 2008, the preparedness of the students at entry, as well as the institutions’ focus 
on increasing student success, has meant an improvement in the second-year retention rates and the six-
year graduation rates for first-time, full-time students. The most recent graduating cohort, fall 2009, 
reported a Systemwide graduation rate high of 69% with the retention rates of the subsequent cohorts 
approaching 80%. All leading indicators predict sustained rates of success for fall 2010 and beyond. Thus, 
the USM is maximizing this pipeline by producing nearly seven graduates for every ten that enter as new 
freshmen. 
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APPENDIX 
 
 

In compliance with the federal Office of Management and Budget new 1997 Federal Reporting Standards 
required to be in use by the 2010-2011 Academic Year, the race/ethnicity data collection and reporting 
categories changed to separate the identification of race and ethnicity, separate Native Hawaiian/Other 
Pacific Islander and Asian into two distinct race categories, and allow for self-identification of multiple 
races.  Institutions varied in their use of re-surveying and mapping techniques to populate data for the new 
race/ethnicity categories beginning in fall 2010.  These changes are expected to result in the variability of 
subgroup graduation rates for institutional, state and federal reporting due to, but not limited to, the 
following factors: 

• Campus differences in reporting students’ new race/ethnicity changes to entering student cohorts 
prior to fall 2010 

• Lack of comparable data available and changes in trends at the state and federal level due to the 
new race/ethnicity categories. 

• Lack of a common standard of how to count students who report multiple races – in one omnibus, 
multiple race/ethnicity category, in many distinct multiple race/ethnicity categories (e.g. African-
American &White; American Indian & Asian, etc.), or duplicated within the existing 
race/ethnicity categories (e.g., a person that reported white & African-American would be reported 
in each subgroup). 

• Students who self-identified changed after the re-survey with the new race/ethnicity categories. 
 
Specifically for USM, new race/ethnicity data prior to fall 2010 were not available.  For fall 2010, 
the subgroup race/ethnicity tables that follow include only single race students.  This was the first 
cohort affected by the new standards, and as trend data become available, the reporting of USM 
racial retention and graduation rates may be updated or expanded. 
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