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3. Enhancement of the survey results by incorporating selected data from individual student 

records for all survey respondents. To expand the scope of analysis for the survey results, McDowell 

Group also worked with IR to obtain selected student data for approximately 190,000 current and 

former UA students. These records allowed the research team to match specific student information, 

for example, credits attempted and passed, degree status, and financial aid status, with individual 

survey responses. This step required substantial effort by both UA and the research team, but allows 

for a more detailed analysis of student characteristics, priorities and needs.  

4. A comparison of UA enrollment history with data and trends for comparable institutions 

elsewhere in the U.S. The research team reviewed UA enrollment records, performed a limited 

literature search for articles and studies on postsecondary enrollment trends, and developed an online 

database using Tableau data-visualization software. The database facilitates comparisons among the 

three UA Major Administrative Units (MAUs) in Anchorage, Fairbanks and Juneau with other 

institutions nationwide using data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) at the U.S. 

Department of Education.  

Confidentiality 

Maintaining student confidentiality was a high priority. McDowell Group works often with education data, 

healthcare data and financial data, as well as other confidential information. The firm follows established data 

protocols to protect personal privacy. Data sets for this research were linked only by numerical identifiers, 

without names or addresses. All data sets that included identifier codes were transferred and maintained in 

encrypted, password-protected formats. Data is reported only in group totals.  

Research Limitations 

Budget and practicality considerations imposed several constraints on this research.  

• All the primary student data used in this analysis represents current or former UA students. This 

excludes an important target segment, Alaskans with some postsecondary education but no degree 

who did not attend UA within the past ten years. It was judged impractical to identify and sample 

those individuals with the resources available for this research. Students who attended UA in the past 

but did not obtain a degree and who were not enrolled as of spring 2017 therefore serve as a proxy 

for the broader segment of Alaskans with partial postsecondary education. 

• The initial research design anticipated more analysis of student records in conjunction with the survey 

results. However, extracting student data from UA archives proved more challenging and time 

consuming than the research team expected, and this limited the degree to which survey results and 

student records could be cross-referenced.  
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Interpreting the Two Surveys 

Results from the Current Students survey are the best indicators of the characteristics and perspectives of 

current students and UA’s most recent applicants. The survey sample is larger than the Former Student sample 

(3,900 versus 2,500) at least in part because current students tend to be more involved with the university
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Please see the survey section “Overview of Sample Demographics,” page 25, for additional information about 

survey subgroups. 

Definition of “Marketing” 

For purposes of this report, the term “marketing” means primarily two things: 

Segmentation – how different groups of customers, in this case students and potential students, are similar 

and different in their perceptions, attitudes, needs, priorities, and in the channels of communication they use 
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The table below shows some of the other areas where there was a significant difference between former 

students with and without degrees. Note that, reflecting the sample selection process, those with degrees did 

not obtain them from UA. 

Table 1. Former Students with and without Degrees, Selected Comparisons 

Question or Topic 
Former Students 

with Degrees/ 
Certificates 

Former Students 
without Degrees/ 

Certificates 

Reasons you don’t expect to complete a degree in the future 
Not worth the cost 
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• Quality and reputation of the university. Partly student perception of how UA compares with other 

options and partly their confidence that quality levels will be maintained in the future.  

All students face a complex web of pressures and challenges that threaten their ability to achieve 

postsecondary goals. UA students and former students have ambitious postsecondary aspirations, but there 

is a significant gap between the number who hope to earn degrees and certificates and the number who 

succeed. Financial pressures and demands are the single greatest factor when students deci
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be thoughtful, creative and disciplined in creating that system. And part of that thoughtfulness begins with 

treating it as a system.  

The geographic, academic, and technical scope of UA’s operations, together with a lineage that combines 

community colleges, technical and research entities, and the highest academic aspirations all tend to preserve 

unique enclaves, not the least of which are the 16 individual campuses. According to the research, meeting 

student 
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work and family demands, commuting schedules, childcare availability, and other factors. Roughly three-

quarters of UA students hold down a job while they attend, and many others have family responsibilities. In 

fact, when it comes to making the difference between attending full-time or part-time, scheduling can be 

factor number one.  

One aspect of course availability that can’t be entirely ignored is 
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Implications of Pricing 

Financial concerns figure prominently in student decision-making about post-secondary education. 

Affordability was a primary consideration when current students selected UA and current students say 

financial concerns are the most likely reason they would stop attending. Students are wary of taking out loans, 

and many students work nearly full-time to control costs while attending UA. Younger students are most 

sensitive to cost, which suggests financial issues will remain a focal point for incoming students. 

There are many different dimensions of student financial concerns that affect student course loads, 

degree timeline, persistence, satisfaction, and academic performance. Costs (tuition, fees, textbooks, 

housing) affect student choices about attending UA at the outset and each semester. They also affect student 

engagement with campus life (for example, whether students live on campus and if they have time to form 

connections while balancing school and work) and even study habits (for example, whether a student 

purchases all textbooks for a semester, or only some and when that affects academic performance).  

Student financial literacy—the degree to which students understand the return on investment for achieving a 

particular degree, can manage and budget their finances during school, and are able to evaluate financial 

decisions such as attending part-time versus full-time—has significant bearing on student behaviors and 

decision making regarding course load, degree-seeking status, and persistence. Likewise availability of 
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reduce costs and variations in cost? Can fees be tailored to different types of students such as those 

living on- and off-campus or attending multiple campuses? 

• Use “
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Executive Interview Themes 

Themes from interviews with high school counselors and UA advisors/campus representatives are summarized 

below. These themes represent the perceptions of the interview subjects. Information provided by them as 

factual has not been independently verified. Suggestions and recommendations described in the summaries 

are those of the subjects and should be considered in that context. 

High School Counselor Interviews 

In the summaries below, the bolded first lines highlight prevalent themes from the interviews. 

HIGH SCHOOL ATTITUDES TOWARD 
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emphasizing cohesive class experiences during the first year 
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(academic and social). Some advisors say it is more common for students to attend for a year and then fail to 

return. At the same time, the fact that UA students who take 12 or more credits say they work an average of 

30 hours a week means that work demands may well dictate which semesters those students can attend.  

ON-CAMPUS C
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will likely need to combat misinformation (such as the perception that credits won’t transfer from UAF to 

UAA). 

ATTRACTING NEW STUDENTS 

Advisors shared numerous strategies to attract new students in their areas. Many, such as increased 

offerings, improved advising, and expanded support services, are relevant both to first-time freshmen and 

stop-outs. Suggestions included create more healthcare-related degrees and credentials, offer professional 

terminal degrees (MD, DVM, JD), provide location-specific classes (such as ethnobotany), create more 

workforce endorsements and credentials, increase the number of degrees that can be completed online, 

improve residential options, establish a first-year mentor program, require comprehensive advising, utilize an 

alternative calendar that accommodates Alaska’s seasons (quarter system, short intensives during the winter 

break), and provide more support services via distance.  

ROLE OF DEVELOPMENTAL CLASSES 

Like high school counselors, advisors are concerned about UA’s developmental courses. There is a 

general sense that these classes can be discouraging, costly, extend the time needed to complete a degree, 

and make students more likely to drop out. Many developmental courses are offered only via asynchronous, 

distance delivery. According to advisors, this is the most challenging delivery method for students, especially 

first-time freshmen. Advisors suggest that UA consider alternatives that do not “water-down” the 

requirements such as pre-coaching, workshops that coincide with courses, or allowing students to take open-

source, free classes from other institutions. (NOTE: Survey results elsewhere in this report also address the role 

of, and attitudes about, developmental courses.) 

STUDENT ADVISING PROCESS 
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Eight percent of respondents who are pursuing a degree have not officially declared doing so. Female 

students are more likely to be undeclared, 9 percent compared to 6 percent of males. 15 percent of students 

over age 45 who are working t
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students. Somewhat more Alaska Native students said they were very satisfied (30 percent) than white 

students (23 percent) and other ethnicities (24 percent). 

Overall satisfaction varies inversely with the number of credits students are taking. One third (32 percent) of 

those who took less than 5 credits in the previous semester were very satisfied with their educational 

experience, while 27 percent of those who took 5 to 11 credits and 20 percent of those who took 12 or more 

credits were very satisfied. This result may reflect, in part, the ability of students taking just one or two courses 

to pick their favorite professors and schedules, while those taking a full load have less flexibility.  

For a more overarching look at satisfaction, the table below shows all respondents divided into two groups: 

those who 
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D
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When responses by students who would like to be attending full-
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AFFORDABILITY 

When asked how affordable students consider elements of UA, 64 percent find tuition somewhat or very 

affordable, while 36 percent find it somewhat or very unaffordable. Of all the other aspects of UA, the two 

with the highest percentage of students reporting very unaffordable are text books (31 percent) and housing 

(30 percent).  

Table 17. CQ19. How affordable do you consider the  
University of Alaska to be in each of the following areas?  

Types of Student Expense 
Very 

Affordable  
Somewhat 
Affordable 

Somewhat 
Unaffordable 

Very 
Unaffordable 

DK/N
A 

Tuition 17 47 24 12 14% 

Course and lab fees 11 51 26 12 19 

Text books 4 31 34 31 16 

Housing 6 30 34 30 55 

Student activity fees 14 46 25 16 28 

Base = 3,956 

The following subgroup differences were noted: 

(NOTE: Age is an important driver of cost perceptions. The average age of UAA respondents is 22, UAF 23, and 

UAS 26 years old.) 

Tuition– Two-thirds (67 percent) of 
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Table 20. CQ22. You said earlier that you are currently pursuing an Associate
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Table 24. CQ25b. Where do you plan to transfer to? 
(Base = students who plan to transfer outside the UA system) 

College or University % Students 

University of Washington 8% 
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important” responses among students 35 and older (13 percent. Scheduling was less an issue at UAS (3 

percent said it was most important) compared to UAF (9 percent) and UAA (10 percent). Among full-time 

students, 40 percent said the most important reason they might stop attending UA would be financial and 61 

percent included financial reasons among their top three. 

WORKING WHILE IN SCHOOL 

Sixty-eight percent of respondents said they worked at a job while attending UA (three quarters for students 

over age 35). The table below shows the number of hours those students estimated they spent at their jobs. 

The average is 31 hours a week (median: 30 hours). UAS students estimated they work more (median 40 

hours), on average than students at the other two MAUs (median 30 hours). 
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UA Former Students 

Among the former student sample, 11 percent attended UA for credit in 2016-2017, 41 percent between 

2013-2015, 28 percent between 2010-2012, and 20 percent less recently.  

Table 30. FQ2. What was the most recent year during which  
you took a for-credit UA class?  

Year 
% of 

Respondents 

2016-2017 11% 

2013-2015 41 

2010-2012 28 

Before 2010 20 

Base = 2512 

As one would expect, nearly all (94 percent) of students under age 18 took their UA courses very recently. 

Between 70 and 75 percent of students in the other age groups took their most recent UA course during the 

period from 2010 to 2015. 

LIKELIHOOD OF ENROLLING AT UA IN THE FUTURE 

Over half (57 percent) of former students are somewhat or very likely to attend UA in the future for credit.  

Table 31. FQ3a. How likely are you to take a for-credit class  

at UA at some time in the future? 

Year % of Respondents 
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Table 32. FQ4. What were the main reasons you stopped attending UA? 
(Multiple answers allowed) 

Reasons for Stopping 
All 

Mentions 
Most 

Important  

Most + 
Second 

Most 
Important 

Most + 
Second + 

Third 
Most 

Important 
UA too expensive 24% 15% 26% 33% 

I took all the classes I wanted/needed 22 5 11 13 

Too busy with my job 20 9 18 24 

Class schedule won’t fit my schedule 18 7 18 24 

Desired classes not offered 16 7 15 20 

Burned out/lost interest/need a break
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Table 33. FQ6. Which of the following postsecondary degree or certificate programs  
have you completed, either at UA or elsewhere?  

(Base = respondents who have completed a degree or certificate program anywhere) 

Type of Credential 
Completed at UA 

(n = 509) 
Completed Elsewhere 

(n= 1,207) 

One-year certificate 25% 17% 

Journeyman/Master Trade 1 
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Among students 18 to 25 years of age, 19 percent lived off campus with roommates (double the proportion 

for other age groups).   

Among students who attended UA at some time since 2012, 79 percent said they worked at a job while 

attending. The table below shows the number of hours those students estimated they spent at their jobs. The 

average is 37 hours a week (median: 40 hours a week). A smaller proportion of Alaska Natives (70 percent) 

worked at a job than whites (82 percent) and other ethnicities (80 percent). 

Table 36. FQ9a.  During your most recent semester at UA,  
did you also have a job? 

(Base = Students who attended UA in 2012 or thereafter  
and who said they worked while attending) 

Job Hours 
per Week % Students  

Less than 20 8% 

20 to 29 11 

30 to 39 16 

40 47 

More than 40 18 

Base = 1,220 

REASON FOR ENROLLMENT AT UA 

One-quarter (26 percent) of former students report they enrolled at UA in their most recent semester to 

obtain a degree or certificate, while 22 percent enrolled to make progress toward a degree or certificate.  

Table 37. FQ10. Which of the following is closest to the main reason  
you enrolled in your most recent semester at UA? 

Reason for Enrolling % Students 

To obtain a degree or certificate at UA
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Table 39. FQ12. Based on all your past experience as a UA student, how satisfied are you  
with the following aspects of your UA academic experience?  

Type of Experience Very Satisfied Satisfied Neutral Dissatisfied DK/NA 

Interactions with instructors 
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In results for Q15a above, there may be marketing opportunities among those who do not think education is 

worth the cost (they could be exposed to evidence otherwise) and those who say they cannot afford to take 
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the reason “financial reasons” (36 percent). 22 percent of the same age group said the class schedule they 

need is not available at UA. 

Among those who are sure they would return to UA if they return to school, two-thirds (67 percent) do not 

know (or the question is not applicable) how many estimated credits they would need to complete their 

program.  

Table 48. FQ18. If you were to return to UA to complete a degree or certificate, about how many 
credits do you think you would need to take in order to complete your program?  

(Base = Respondents who said they were sure they would return to UA  
or would consider UA if they returned to school - Q16) 

Estimated Number of Credits to Complete % Students  

Less than 10 6% 

10 to 19 6 

20 to 29 5 

30 to 39 6 

40 or more 4 

DK/NA 67 

I am not interested in completing a program 5 

Base = 1,361 

The fact that two-thirds of these former students (three quarters of Alaska Natives in this subgroup) do 
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Table 52. FQ23. Assuming they both cover the same material and earn the same credits, which type of 
class schedule would you prefer if you continued your studies? 

(Base = Respondents who said they were sure they would return to UA  
or would consider UA if they returned to school - Q16) 

Preferred Types of Classes % Students  

All online classes 24% 

All traditional in-person classes 20 

A mix of in-person and online classes 38 
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AFFORDABILITY 

 (NOTE: Due to an error in survey programming, question 25 below was answered only by students who said 

they were either sure they would return to UA or would consider UA if they returned to school. The questions 

were intended for all respondents.) 

Table 54. 
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• Effective academic advising and availability of needed courses are the two factors that most influence 

students’ ability to anticipate and plan for a successful program of study. 

• Non-traditional (especially older) students have particular needs, including advisors who understand 

their academic and financial needs, 
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• A simple research program that might provide useful, ongoing guidance might be to ask every 
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Enrollment Trends 

Introduction 
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Methodology and Technical Notes 

In addition to search of national literature and review of the UAR for 2015 and 2016, McDowell Group’s 

analysis of enrollment trends included a review of enrollment data downloaded from the National Center for 

Education S
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UA’s core college-age market, above, lost more than 6,000 people during the period. This age group 

represents approximately 43 percent of UA’s student body. The sub-segment of 17 to 21
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A development negatively affecting many parts of the country but trending favorably in Alaska is that 

between 1998 and 2004, according to IPEDS data reported by the Chronicle of Higher Education, the number 

of freshmen leaving their home state to attend college has declined in Alaska by 22 percent. Only 3 states 

showed a bigger decline, and the great majority of state experienced increased out-migration of college 

freshmen, more than 100 percent in some cases. This reflects well on Alaskan’s perceptions of UA over that 

time period.  

Finally, a trend, or rather condition, that must be addressed by open-


