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We know that D/F/W rates affect student persistence and 
retention.

This has led us to identify large enrollment, entry level classes –
gateway courses – with high D/F/W rates, and to focus on 
improving them.

In this presentation, we will argue that not all gateway courses are 
the same; that different gateway courses differentially affect 
persistence and retention; and that understanding such differences  
can help us improve student success.



But first some basic observations . . .



native honors transfer trans 0L average

first term 96.4% 97.3% 92.1% 88.8% 92.1%

second term 90.6% 94.3% 96.7% 93.8% 95.1%

second year 95.3% 97.5% 96.7% 93.9% 96.0%

third year 98.8% 99.3% 95.5% 94.4% 96.8%

later 97.4% 98.6% 90.0% 89.2% 92.8%

average 95.4% 97.3% 95.2% 92.3% 94.7%

Percentage of Students without D/F/Ws Persisting
to the Next Term by Group & Time

group
time
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native honors transfer trans 0L average

first term 84.4% 87.0% 73.7% 53.4% 72.2%

second term 77.7% 81.3% 79.2% 65.3% 76.6%

second year 84.0% 88.9% 81.2% 72.3% 81.4%

third year 90.4% 90.6% 79.1% 68.3% 82.8%

later 81.4% 74.1% 72.3% 67.5% 74.6%

average 82.8% 83.6% 77.8% 63.1% 77.0%

Percent of Students with D/F/W Persisting to the 
Next Term by Group & Time

group
time
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Moreover, one can use students’ type and stage in their academic 
life cycle to predict the percentage of D/F/Ws that would normally 
occur in any particular class.

What you find is that often one would expect high D/F/W rates in 
gateway courses but that sometimes student performance is better 
than expected, and sometimes it is worse than expected.



Nine Courses Ranked by D/F/W Rates . . .

N
% DFW
Actual

43 30.20%

65 26.00%

45 26.70%

184 19.60%

295 18.30%

72 13.90%

73 16.40%

116 1.70%

56 0.00%



N
% DFW
Actual

% DFW
Predicted

GAP

43 30.20% 22.40% 7.90

65 26.00% 32.50% -- 6.50

45 24.70% 19.40% 5.30

184 19.60% 20.90% --1.30

295 18.30% 13.90% 4.40

72 13.90% 10.60% 3.20

73 16.40% 22.90% -- 6.50

116 1.70% 12.70% --11.00

56 0.00% 14.80% --14.80

. . . Showing Differences (Gaps) Between Actual 
and Expected D/F/W rates



There are at least three things one can and should take away 
from these findings. 

The first is that it is not possible to redesign gateway courses to 
serve all of the students all of the time.

. 



The second is that redesign efforts should be directed to 
where they can have the greatest positive impact 

No matter what we do, there will be courses with high 
D/F/W rates simply because of the nature of their content 
and the preparation of the students who must take them. 

However, some gateway courses defy expectations while 
others increase them. It is these latter courses on which we 

should focus redesign efforts.



The third take-away is that placement matters, and it should 
be data-based.

The results of informal study revealed many instances of 
courses that were clearly more effective for certain types of 

students at particular times in their academic careers, as well 
as courses that were especially damaging to particular 

students at specific times.

An obvious, inexpensive and effective remedy would be to 
place students, whenever possible, in courses where and 

when they would have the greatest chance of success.
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