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In fall 2006 Webster University participated for the 36th year in the Higher Education Research Institute’s (HERI) Cooperative Institutional Research Program Freshman Survey (CIRP). The results of this annual survey provide insight into the academic and emotional preparedness, aspirations, motivations, and expectations for college of full time freshmen. The responses of 351 of Webster’s 2006 freshmen were compared with those of 48,379 students attending nonsectarian four-year private institutions (Peer) and of 271,441 national norm students (Norm). Responses to Webster-specific questions were analyzed and comparisons were also made between the responses of Webster’s commuter and residential students. 

STUDENT DEMOGRAPHICS


Although Webster’s 2006 freshmen resemble the Norm and Peer students in gender and age makeup, a higher percentage of Webster freshmen are White/Caucasian (85%) than Norm (77%) or Peer (80%) students. Commuters comprise 36% of Webster’s freshmen, compared to 18% of Norm and 14% of Peer students. As in previous years, the students’ estimates of parental income show a disparity between Webster and Peer freshmen. Almost 75% of Webster freshmen estimate their parental income to be under $100,000, compared to 61% of Peer freshmen (Figure 1).
Figure 1
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FIRST GENERATION STUDENTS

HERI promises a forthcoming report on 2006 freshmen who were first generation college students, i.e. neither parent attended college.  Until then comparative data will not be available.  Some facts about Webster’s 2006 first generation freshmen are:

· They represent 20% of the 2006 full time freshmen (17% of the residential students and 27% of the commuter students)
· 92% indicate a parental income of less than $100,000 (compared to 71% of students with a parent who attended college)

· Their political views are more conservative than freshmen with a parent who attended college (Figure 2)
Figure 2
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COLLEGE CHOICE


For the past decade Webster freshmen have picked “I was offered financial assistance”
as the top reason influencing their decision to attend this institution. In 2006 Webster’s academic reputation was the number one influence on their college choice (Figure 3).
Figure 3
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Among the other factors influencing their college choice, Webster and Peer freshmen had many similarities, e.g. the size of their college, or the belief that “grads get good jobs”. One college choice factor that Webster students valued significantly higher than Peer students was “I wanted to live near home”. Peer students placed significantly more emphasis on “social reputation”, the belief that “grads go to top grad schools” and “rankings in national magazines” than Webster students (Figure 4).

Figure 4
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Webster freshmen are less likely than Peer students to apply to several other colleges. More than half the Peer students applied to four or more other institutions, compared to 29.7% of Webster’s freshmen who did so (Figure 5).

Figure 5
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ACADEMICS 

Several factors indicate students’ academic preparedness and motivation to succeed academically. Among these are the students’ own ratings of their abilities. Webster students consistently rate themselves significantly higher in artistic ability, creativity and public speaking ability than Peer students. The 2006 Webster freshmen rated their academic ability only slightly higher than the Peer freshmen, a change from the last several years when Webster freshmen rated themselves significantly higher in academic ability. Webster freshmen rate their writing ability higher and mathematical ability lower than Peer students (Figure 6).
Figure 6
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While Webster and Peer students had similar high school curricula, they differed significantly in two areas. Webster students were more likely to have taken ½ year of classes in Computer Science (68.2%) than Peer freshmen (58.7%) and to have taken at least a year of classes in Arts and/or Music (94.4%) than Peers (82.5%).

Table 1 demonstrates the differences between Webster and Peer freshmen regarding their probable majors.
	Table 1: Probable Major Area
	WU 2006
	Peer 2006

	Arts & Humanities *
	40.5
	19.8

	Other fields  (incl. Communications) *
	13.5
	4.8

	Business *
	11.7
	19.1

	Social Science
	11.1
	13.3

	Education
	6.9
	7.3

	Undecided *
	4.2
	7.6

	Other  
	3.3
	2.0

	Biological Science *
	3.0
	7.5

	Technical
	2.7
	1.3

	Professional *
	1.5
	10.3

	Engineering *
	1.2
	3.6

	Physical Science *
	0.3
	3.1

	 * Statistically significant difference at 99% level between Webster and Peer



Webster and Peer freshmen had varying indications of academic effort during their previous year. Webster students spent more time working for pay and less time studying than Peer students. As shown in Figure 7, Webster students were less likely to have studied with other students yet were also less likely to be late to class than Peer students.  

Figure 7
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ACADEMIC ASPIRATIONS


As in previous years, Webster’s 2006 freshmen are more likely to aspire to a master’s degree and less likely to plan to pursue a doctorate than both the Peer and National Norm freshmen (Figure 8).
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EXPECTATIONS ABOUT COLLEGE
Webster freshmen are significantly more likely to plan on working while in college than Peer students. More Webster freshmen expect to socialize with someone of another racial/ethnic group and to participate in a study abroad program than Peer students. Webster freshmen are more secure regarding their career choice and less likely to plan on playing intercollegiate sports than Peer students (Figure 9).
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75.6% of Webster’s 2006 freshmen had some level of concern about financing their college education, compared to 63.8% of the Peer freshmen (Figure 10).
Figure10[image: image10.emf]Concern about Financing College: Webster v. Peer

 24.4

 36.2

60.0

51.7

15.6

12.1

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

WU 2006 Peer 2006

Major

Some

None


SOCIAL ISSUES

The CIRP Survey contains a list of social and political statements with which the respondents are asked to state their level of agreement. Webster and Peer freshmen expressed the strongest level of agreement with the same five statements, although in slightly different order, and the least agreement with the same five statements, again in different order (Table 2). Some of the other statements elicited significantly different levels of agreement between the Webster and Peer freshmen.  These statements are illustrated in Figure 11. 

	TABLE 2: Student Agrees "Strongly" or "Somewhat":
	
	

	5 Statements with which Agreement was Strongest
	WU 2006
	Peer 2006

	Federal gov't. is not doing enough to control environmental pollution
	85.8
	81.4

	Nat'l health care plan is needed to cover everybody's medical costs
	80.6
	77.4

	Federal gov't. should do more to control sale of handguns
	79.3
	77.1

	Same-sex couples should have right to legal marital status *
	75.9
	67.9

	Through hard work everybody can succeed in American society *
	64.8
	71.9

	5 Statements with which Agreement was Weakest
	WU 2006
	Peer 2006

	Realistically an individual can do little to bring about change in society
	31.2
	26.7

	Federal military spending should be increased
	24.6
	28.6

	Federal gov't should raise taxes to reduce deficit
	22.7
	27.3

	Homosexual relations should be prohibited *
	14.2
	21.4

	Racial discrimination no longer a problem in USA
	13.0
	17.0

	* Statistically significant difference at 99% or 95% level between Webster and Peer
	


Figure 11
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WEBSTER RESIDENTIAL v. COMMUTER STUDENTS

Aside from the obvious differences between residential and commuter students, such as distance from home to campus, etc., there were only a few areas where residents and commuters differed significantly.  Commuters rated their computer skills higher than residents, while residents were more likely to have studied with other students during the previous year.  English was not the primary language of 12% of the commuter students.  Also, twice as many commuters (37.5%) as residents (18.6%) expected to work 20+ hours per week in an off-campus job.  See Table 3 for details.
	TABLE 3: Webster 2006 Freshmen: Residents v. Commuters
	% Residents
	% Commuters
	Significance Level

	English not native language
	3.6
	12.0
	95%

	Above average Computer skills
	31.4
	47.5
	95%

	Studied w/ other student in past year
	83.5
	69.9
	95%

	Reason to attend college:  Get away from home
	28.7
	8.1
	99%

	Probably major = Theatre
	10.2
	0.0
	99%

	First Heard about Webster: Literature in the mail
	16.5
	0.8
	99%

	I've always known about Webster
	22.5
	50.8
	99%

	Expect to work >20 hrs in off-campus job
	18.6
	37.5
	99%

	Interested in St. Louis excursions
	53.5
	30.0
	99%



In the Webster-specific section of questions, students were asked if they would like to live on campus in the following academic year. Figure 12 shows the actual numbers of responses by commuters and residents.
Figure 12
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WEBSTER MALE v. FEMALE STUDENTS

There were few significant differences in the responses of Webster’s male and female freshmen. The areas where they differed indicated a greater academic readiness and likelihood to become engaged with the institution on the part of the females. Females were more likely than males to have tutored another student in the previous year and also more likely to have used the Internet frequently for research. Interestingly, males rated their computer skills more highly than females and at the same time spent more time playing computer games.  Females were more influenced by Webster’s international character when deciding to attend here and they are also more likely to plan to study abroad.  See Table 4 for details.
	TABLE 4:  Webster 2006 Freshmen: Males v. Females
	% Male
	% Female
	Significance Level

	Average grade in H.S. = A+, A, or A-
	31.0
	62.4
	99%

	Rated self above average in Computer Skills
	53.1
	25.5
	99%

	Rated self above average in Drive to Achieve
	61.4
	75.1
	95%

	Rated self above average in Self-understanding
	66.0
	49.0
	95%

	During Past Year:
	 
	 
	 

	   Tutored another student
	39.0
	56.5
	95%

	   Frequently felt overwhelmed by all I had to do
	26.2
	49.3
	99%

	   Played a musical instrument
	63.7
	45.8
	95%

	   Used Internet for research or homework (frequently)
	64.1
	82.7
	99%

	   Used Internet to read blogs (frequently)
	24.1
	42.0
	99%

	Spent 0 (zero) hours per week playing video/computer games
	25.7
	52.8
	99%

	Reason to attend college = "gain a general education and appreciation of ideas"
	52.8
	68.2
	95%

	Reason for college choice: Financial Aid offered
	44.1
	69.6
	99%

	Reason for college choice: Size of college
	29.7
	51.5
	99%

	Reason for college choice: Visit to campus
	27.0
	50.0
	99%

	Probable career - Musician
	12.7
	3.3
	99%

	Participant in College Work Study program
	30.9
	45.0
	95%

	Student expects to:
	 
	 
	 

	   Participate in community service work
	17.0
	34.7
	99%

	   Communicate regularly with professors
	26.9
	40.8
	95%

	   Socialize w/ someone of another race/ethnic group
	66.7
	81.6
	95%

	   Participate in student clubs
	36.0
	59.7
	99%

	   Participate in study abroad
	40.9
	63.5
	99%

	Important objective = helping others in difficulty
	51.1
	66.3
	95%

	International character of Webster influenced decision to attend
	51.8
	71.5
	99%


WEBSTER-SPECIFIC QUESTIONS

Webster’s 2006 freshmen were less likely to have first heard about Webster through the mail than recent freshmen.  The percentage of freshmen who learned about Webster at college fairs was 13.6%, compared to 4.6% in 1998 (Figure 13).  
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Other Webster-specific question responses indicated:

· Freshmen who were “very interested” or “interested” in developing their work-related leadership skills increased from 65% in 2004 to 75% in 2006.
· Webster’s international character has had an increasing influence on students’ decision to attend, particularly among residential students (Figure 14).
Figure 14
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· Writing a research paper continues to present the strongest academic challenge to Webster’s freshmen (Figure 15):
Figure 15
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· Webster’s 2006 freshmen, while not as relaxed as the 2004 freshmen, seemed  less anxious than the 2005 freshmen as they began the academic year (Figure 16):

Figure 16
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CONCLUSIONS

Webster freshmen estimate lower parental income levels than Peer students, an indication of economic diversity among Webster students. Webster’s 2006 freshmen selected “academic reputation” as their top reason for choosing to attend this institution. Webster students consistently rate themselves significantly higher in artistic ability, creativity and public speaking ability than Peer students. Webster students, particularly commuters, are more likely than Peer students to have jobs to help pay college expenses. Webster’s 2006 female freshmen indicated a higher academic preparedness than the males, as well as a greater likelihood to study abroad. Webster’s international character has had an increasing influence on students’ decision to attend, particularly among residential students. 
APPENDIX A:  2006 Freshman CIRP Survey – Webster Specific Questions & Responses

APPENDIX B; 2006 Freshman CIRP Survey – Webster Freshmen Religious Preference
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