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The Effects of College Counseling Services on 
Academic Performance and Retention
Donghyuck Lee Elizabeth A. Olson Ben Locke 
Sandra Testa Michelson Eleonora Odes

For this study, we examined the relationship 
between counseling experience and college 
students’ academic performance and retention in 
a sample of 10,009 college freshmen and transfer 
students. The results indicated that counseling 
experience is significantly associated with student 
retention: students receiving counseling services 
were more likely to stay enrolled in school. 
However, counseling experience was not related 
to academic performance when controlling for 
precollege academic performance (i.e., high 
school GPA, and verbal and math SAT scores). 
In addition, students seeking both individual 
and group counseling showed better academic 
performance than the students who received other 
service types.
 
Adjustment difficulties of college students 
have been an emerging issue among college 
administrators, faculty, and mental health service 
providers since the Virginia Tech massacre 
(Flynn & Heitzmann, 2008). In particular, 
the recent increase in the number of distressed 
college students shows the importance of 
offering college students pre ventive and effective 
interventions. Cornish, Riva, Henderson, 
Kominars, and McIntosh (2000) showed that 
the number of distressed college students 
has gradually increased, and Pledge, Lapan, 
Heppner, Kivlighan, and Roehlke (1998) found 
that the level of problem severity remained 

higher than in previous decades. According to 
a national survey of college counseling center 
directors (Gallagher, 2003), an increase in the 
level of psychopathology has been observed 
among college students. Specifically, Mowbray 
et al. (2006) reported that 12% to 18% of 
college students suffer from a diagnosable 
mental illness.

COLLEgE FrEShMEn, 
TrAnSFEr STuDEnTS, AnD 
ADjuSTMEnT DiFFiCuLTiES

The adjustment difficulties that college 
students experience are most evident in 
freshmen and transfer students. Kashani and 
Priesmeyer (1983) posited that freshmen suffer 
from more adjustment difficulties, such as 
appetite disturbances, feelings of worthlessness, 
concentration problems, depression, and 
suicidal thoughts, compared to other academic 
classes. In addition, freshmen are more likely 
to experience loneliness (Beck, Taylor, & 
Robbins, 2003), low self-esteem, and higher 
frequencies of life changes than seniors 
(Marron & Kayson, 1984). Henton, Lamke, 
Murphy, and Haynes (1980) explained this 
phenomenon as follows: students frequently 
question their identity, relationships, direction 
in life, and self-worth during the transition to 
college, which often results in inner turmoil 
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and personal crisis. Previous empirical studies 
also have shown that the stress of relocation, 
separation from family and friends, meeting 
new people, new academic challenges, and 
the discrepancy between expectations and 
reality often result in personal, social, and 
academic adjustment difficulties for freshmen 
(Barr, 2007; Dyson & Renk, 2006; Kenny & 
Donaldson, 1991; Kerr, Johnson, Gans, & 
Krumrine, 2004; Mallinckrodt, 1992; Nipcon 
et al., 2006-2007).
 Although transfer students are familiar 
with college life, they also struggle with various 
social and personal difficulties after enrolling in 
a new college. Townsend and Wilson (2006) 
showed that lack of information in the process 
of transfer, different institutional culture, lack of 
social relationships in a new institution, and high 
expectation of success lead transfer students to 
experience adjustment issues. These adjustment 
issues can then generate psychological distress 
including depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, 
and somatic distress (Duggan & Pickering, 
2007-2008; Ishitani, 2008; Rhine, Milligan, 
& Nelson, 2000; Sherer, 1985; Vredenburg, 
O’Brien, & Kramer, 1988).
 The adjustment problems commonly 
found in college freshmen and transfer students 
also often result in poor academic performance 
and school dropout (Barr, 2007; Duggan & 
Pickering, 2007-2008; Ishitani, 2008; Nipcon 
et al., 2006-2007; Rummel, Acton, Costello, 
& Pielow, 1999; Tinto, 1993). For example, 
Gerdes and Mallinckrodt (1994) examined 
social and emotional adjustment in a sample 
of college freshmen and followed the academic 
standing of these students across 6 years. 
The study revealed that students were more 
likely to leave schools when they experienced 
social and emotional adjustment difficulties. 
Likewise, Nipcon et al. (2006-2007) showed 
that loneliness and lack of social support were 
significantly related to attrition in a sample 
of college freshmen. With respect to transfer 

students, Cejda, Kaylor, and Rewey (1998) 
reported that transfer students’ dropout 
rate ranged from 18% to 22% after the first 
semester of four-year institution attendance.

Counseling Services, retention, and 
Academic Performance
As an effort to help college students resolve their 
adjustment issues, universities have established 
counseling centers and provided counseling 
interventions to students whose social and 
emotional problems interfere with their ability 
to function in an academic environment 
(Sharkin, 2004). Thus, college administrators 
expect that the effects of counseling services 
will be reflected in college student academic 
performance and school adjustment (Wilson, 
Mason, & Ewing, 1997). However, research 
findings have not clarified whether university 
counseling centers successfully contribute to 
reducing attrition rate or enhancing student 
academic performance by improving students’ 
psychological well-being. Some studies show 
that counseling services in colleges have been 
effective in easing students’ personal difficulties 
such as depression, anxiety, and loneliness 
(Draper, Jennings, Baron, Erdur, & Shankar, 
2002; Vonk & Thyer, 1999), whereas other 
studies provide conflicting results regarding 
the effect of counseling services on student 
retention and academic performance (Giddan 
et al., 1987; Simpson-Kirkland, 1983).
 Several researchers have examined the 
relationship between academic counseling 
services and retention or academic success. 
In a study designed to assess the effects of 
academically focused counseling, Bishop and 
Brenneman (1986) showed that more than 86% 
of the students who sought counseling services 
because they were considering dropping out or 
transferring to another school continued their 
enrollment for at least another semester. In a 
similar study, Boyd et al. (1996) also showed 
that 64% of the students who participated in 
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counseling programs specifically designed to 
improve students’ academic performance and 
retention were still enrolled for 4 semesters. 
However, these results focused on academic 
counseling and student retention and cannot 
be generalized to typical university counseling 
services, which have a broader objective that 
often includes attention to emotional and 
social adjustment issues rather than pointed 
efforts of increasing retention at a particular 
university (Giddan et al., 1987).
 With a focus on general university coun-
seling services rather than on academically 
focused counseling, Illovsky (1997) compared 
students who received counseling services with 
the general student population in terms of their 
retention rate. The results showed that 75% of 
the students who received counseling services 
registered again in the following semester, 
whereas 68% of the students in the general 
population did. Wilson et al. (1997) explored 
the relationship between receipt of counseling 
sessions and retention rate. They found that 
the students who received counseling services 
had higher retention rates than students who 
did not receive counseling despite requesting 
services. Moreover, Turner and Berry (2000) 
showed that the rates of reenrollment in the Fall 
semester following enrollment were higher for 
the students who received counseling services.
 In comparison to retention research, 
fewer studies have explored the effects of 
counseling on measures of academic success. 
Turner and Berry (2000) showed that 70% 
of study participants admitted that their 
personal issues negatively affected their 
academic performance, and that 60.7% of 
students accessing counseling services perceived 
that counseling assisted in improving or 
maintaining academic performance. However, 
these findings are weak in their ability to show a 
direct effect of counseling on student academic 
performance (Sharkin, 2004). In contrast, 
some studies indicated no clear evidence for 

the effect of counseling services on retention 
and academic adjustment, especially for 
freshmen. Boyd, Magoon, and Leonard (1982) 
posited that there are no sufficient empirically 
derived data supporting the effectiveness of 
counseling services on retention in a sample 
of college freshmen. Giddan et al. (1987) 
showed that counseling services had a positive 
impact on advanced students’ retention rate, 
but that the freshmen who received counseling 
services had higher attrition rates than first-
year students who did not. They implied 
that the attrition process may differ in many 
ways for freshmen. In addition, Illovsky 
(1997) found no relationship between mental 
health counseling and improved academic 
performance in college freshmen despite 
revealing a relationship between counseling 
and decreased attrition rates.
 Taken together, the studies cited above 
show that college freshmen and transfer 
students are more likely to experience personal, 
social, and academic adjustment difficulties 
than other students. Further, these adjustment 
issues may result in school dropout or poor 
academic performance. In the current study, we 
extend this previous research by examining the 
relationships between counseling services and 
student retention and academic performance 
in order to more clearly determine whether 
counseling services are related to a reduction 
in student attrition and improved academic 
performance, especially for freshman and 
transfer students. In addition, the current study 
will shed light on which types of counseling 
services are more significantly associated with 
student retention and academic performance.

The Purpose of the Current Study
For the current study, we chose to examine 
the relationships between college counseling 
experience and student retention and academic 
performance in a sample of college freshmen 
and transfer students. To explore these 
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relationships, we performed two different 
levels of analysis. The first analysis explored the 
relationships between counseling experience 
and retention rate and academic performance 
in a total sample, and the second analysis 
investigated the relationships within the 
Counseling Group. For the first analysis, 
we examined whether there are differences 
in student retention rate and academic 
performance between the Counseling Group 
and the Noncounseling Group. In addition, 
to examine the unique effect of counseling 
experience on retention rate and academic 
performance, we statistically controlled 
students’ precollege academic performance. 
The precollege academic performance was 
measured by high school GPA, verbal SAT 
score, and math SAT score. Previous studies 
showed that high school GPA explains a 
moderate portion of the variance in student 
dropout rate (Tinto, 1993), and that there is a 
high correlation between high school GPA and 
graduation rate (Zwick & Sklar, 2005). These 
results indicate that it is important to control 
precollege academic performance to investigate 
the unique relationship between counseling 
experience and academic performance and 
retention. For the second analysis, we examined 
the effect of number of sessions and service 
type on student retention rate and academic 
performance.

METhODS
Participants

The current study sample included college 
freshmen and transfer students who were newly 
admitted and registered in the 2004-2005 and 
2005-2006 academic years. The sample was 
collected from a large public university located 
in northeastern area of the U.S. A total of 
10,009 students were admitted in the Fall 
semester of those academic years (4,645 in Fall 
2004 and 5,364 in Fall 2005). Demographic 

characteristics of the participants in each 
year are as follows: First, among the students 
admitted in Fall 2004, 93.0% (N = 4,321) were 
freshman, while 7.0% (N = 324) were transfer 
students from other universities or campuses. 
The gender of the sample was almost equally 
distributed: 51.1% (N = 2,373) were male and 
48.9% (N = 2,272) were female. The average 
age of the sample was 18.36 (SD = 1.52). 
The ethnic background of the sample was 
as follows: 1.3% (N = 62) American Indian 
or Alaskan Native; 0.1% (N = 6) American 
Indian; 5.1% (N = 238) Black American (not 
Hispanic); 6.4% (N = 298) Asian American 
or Pacific Islander; 3.1% (N = 143) Hispanic 
American not Puerto Rican; 1.3% (N = 61) 
Puerto Rican; and 82.6% (N = 3,837) White 
American not Puerto Rican. Second, among 
the students admitted in Fall, 2005, 94.1% 
(N = 5,047) were freshman, whereas 5.9% 
(N = 317) were transfer students. Regarding 
gender, 53.5% (N = 2,869) were male and 
46.5% (N = 2,495) were female. The average 
age of the sample was 18.32 (SD = 1.54). 
The ethnic background of the sample was 
as follows: 0.9% (N = 46) American Indian 
or Alaskan Native; 0.2% (N = 11) American 
Indian; 4.3% (N = 230) Black American (not 
Hispanic); 6.6% (N = 352) Asian American 
or Pacific Islander; 3.1% (N = 166) Hispanic 
American not Puerto Rican; 1.3% (N = 70) 
Puerto Rican; and 83.2% (N = 8,326) White 
American not Puerto Rican.
 Students registered in the 2004-2005 
academic year did not differ from those 
registered in the 2005-2006 academic year 
in terms of their academic performance and 
retention rate (outcome variables in the current 
study). The independent sample t test and 
chi-square statistics showed no significant 
differences between the students who were 
admitted in Fall 2004 and Fall 2005 in their 
cumulative GPA by the second semester, 
discrepancy between registered and earned 
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credits, and enrollment rate in the third 
semester.

Variables
Counseling Experience. The students who 
received counseling services from the university 
counseling center in their first year during 
2004-2005 and 2005-2006 academic years 
were recorded as Counseling Group. The 
students who did not receive counseling 
services during those periods were recorded 
as Noncounseling Group.
 Precollege Academic Performance. Archived 
records of high school GPA, verbal SAT 
score, and math SAT score were used to assess 
precollege academic performance. High school 
GPA ranges from 0.0 to 4.0. SAT scores range 
from 0 to 800.
 Service Types. Although the counseling 
center provides students with various services, 
for this study we included only individual 
counseling, group counseling, and psychiatric 
services. Individual counseling includes a face-
to-face intake interview and short-term and 
long-term psychotherapy. An intake interview 
is generally conducted to obtain information 
about the nature, duration, and severity of 
the presenting problem while also securing 
relevant background information. The intake 
interview also often serves as an opportunity 
to provide brief therapeutic interventions to 
students in need of immediate guidance for 
their presenting concerns. Therefore, students 
often receive psychological assistance from 
university counseling center therapists even in 
an intake session. In the current setting, short-
term psychotherapy is defined as collaborative 
work between a therapist and a student that is 
completed in 10 or fewer sessions. Meanwhile, 
long-term therapy is defined as 11 or more 
sessions of therapy. Phone conferences with 
students are excluded. Group counseling 
represents various types of structured and 
unstructured groups. During the academic years 

included in the current study, group counseling 
services dealt with issues such as interpersonal 
relationships, eating disorders, substance abuse, 
and anxiety. However, the counseling center 
did not provide group counseling focused 
specifically on academic issues or retention 
during the same academic year. Psychiatric 
service includes meeting with psychiatrists 
in the counseling center for medication 
evaluations and follow-up. All students who 
requested services in the counseling center were 
required to have an individual intake interview. 
This intake interview was performed in one 
or two sessions. Upon completing the intake 
session(s), students were assigned to a specific 
service based on personal issues, severity, and 
students’ preference. Because students were 
required to meet with a counselor for an intake 
interview, the Counseling Group students 
would have at least one individual counseling 
session. In addition, the students who needed 
psychiatric services were required to receive 
individual counseling simultaneously. Thus, 
three groups representing different service 
types were formed as follows: (a) the students 
who received individual counseling only (IO), 
(b) the students who received both individual 
counseling and group counseling (IG), and (c) 
the students who received individual counseling 
and psychiatric services (IP). The group of 
students who received all services (IGP) was not 
considered for the analysis because the number 
of those students was very small.
 Total Number of Service Sessions. The 
numbers of sessions received across all service 
types (i.e., individual counseling, group 
counseling, and psychiatric service) were 
summed to determine the total number of 
sessions of service.
 College Academic Performance. Two indi-
ca tors were used to measure college academic 
performance: semester GPA and the discrepancy 
between the number of credits students initially 
enrolled in at the beginning of the semester 
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and the number of credits they actually 
earned at the end of the semester (credit 
discrepancy). The GPA and credit discrepancy 
were measured 2 semesters after admittance 
to the university. GPA is a cumulative score 
calculated at the end of the second semester of 
enrollment. Credit discrepancy was calculated 
by subtracting completed number of credits at 
the end of the second semester from enrolled 
number of credits in the beginning of the 
second semester.
 Student Retention. Student retention was 
assessed by determining whether students 
registered in classes in the third semester, 
which is the Fall semester in the following year 
after they were admitted.

Procedure
Upon receiving approval for the current study 
from the Institute of Review Board in the 2007 
Spring semester, data was obtained from the 
university registrar’s office and the counseling 
center associated with the university. First, a 
data set including specific information about 
the students who were admitted during 
Fall 2004 and Fall 2005 was retrieved from 
the registrar. The data obtained included 
demographic information such as student 
ID, age, sex, admitted year, race/ethnicity, 
admission type (i.e., freshman or transfer 
student), high school GPA, and math and 
verbal SAT scores. In addition, information 
such as credits enrolled, credits completed, 
cumulative GPA, and registration status were 
also obtained.
 A second data set that included informa-
tion about the students who received services 
at the counseling center during Fall and 
Spring semesters of 2004-2005 and 2005-
2006 academic years was retrieved from the 
university counseling center. Among the 
group of students receiving counseling, those 
who were not admitted to the university in 
either Fall 2004 or Fall 2005 were removed 

from the data set. In addition, students who 
were admitted in 2004-2005 academic year 
and sought counseling services in their second 
year, the 2005-2006 academic year, were 
removed from the data set. Thus, the final 
data set included only those students who 
were admitted in Fall 2004 and Fall 2005 
and received counseling services in their first 
year. Specific data taken from the counseling 
center database included a list of students 
who sought services during the 2004-2005 
academic year and the 2005-2006 academic 
year, and information about the number of 
sessions and the types of services received at 
the counseling center.

rESuLTS
Prior to conducting the primary analyses, 
researchers carried out preliminary analyses 
to investigate whether the data met the 
assumptions for multivariate model. Inspection 
of residual scatter plots, Q–Q plots, and 
histograms for all measured variables revealed 
that the variables were normally distributed. 
The examination of residual scatter plots did 
not indicate any violation of constant variance 
and correct fit assumptions. Correlation 
coefficients between the variables, means, and 
standard deviations are presented in Table 1.

Counseling Experience and College 
Academic Performance
We conducted hierarchical multiple regression 
was conducted to examine the relationship 
between counseling experience and student 
academic performance while controlling for 
precollege academic performance. Counseling 
experience was entered at Step 1 in the model 
as a predictor variable. At Step 2, precollege 
academic performance, as measured by high 
school GPA, math SAT score, and verbal 
SAT score, was added to the previous model 
as covariates to explore the unique effect of 
counseling experience on college academic 
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performance. For the analysis, the Counseling 
Group was coded as 1, and the Noncounseling 
Group was coded as 0. The results are shown in 
Table 2. We concluded statistical significance 
of results based on the level of .05. This 
criterion was applied to all statistical analyses 
in the following sections.
 Cumulative GPA. Hierarchical multiple 
regression was conducted on cumulative GPA. 
The first step of analysis showed that the 
relationship between counseling experience 
and cumulative GPA was statistically signi-
ficant (B = –.07, t = –2.13, p < .05). More 
specifically, the cumulative GPA of the 
Noncounseling Group was .07 units higher 
than the Counseling Group. However, an R2 
of .00 indicated that the effect of counseling 
experience was very low.
 Step 2 of the analysis was conducted to 
investigate the unique relationship between 
counseling experience and cumulative GPA 
while controlling for precollege academic 
performance. The overall relationship between 
counseling experience and precollege academic 

performance and cumulative GPA was statis-
tically significant, F(1, 9,229) = 418.75, 
p < .001. An R2 of .15 was obtained, indicating 
that the strength of the relationship between 
the variables is moderate. However, the 
individual relationship between counseling 
experience and cumulative GPA was not 
statistically significant after controlling for 
precollege academic performance (B = –.06, 
t = –1.87, p > .05). This indicates that the 
correlation between counseling experience and 
cumulative GPA is no longer present when 
students’ precollege academic performance 
is controlled. Meanwhile, the individual 
relationships between precollege performances 
and cumulative GPA were all statistically 
significant when counseling experience is 
partialled out (high school GPA: B = .53, 
t = 28.79, p < .001, math SAT score: B = .00, 
t = 5.84, p < .001, verbal SAT score: B = .00, 
t = 14.13, p < .001). Their associated DR2s 
were .08, .00, and .02, respectively.
 The Effect on the Credit Discrepancy. 
The hierarchical multiple regression analysis 

TABLE 1.
Bivariate Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations for  

the Variables used in regression Analyses

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1
2 –.03**

3 –.02* .23**

4 .02* .26** .48**

5 –.04** .03* .04** .03*

6 .01 –.02* –.04** –.05** –.01
7 –.02* .34** .21** .26** .09** –.14**

Mean .04 3.80 617.11 586.67 .98 0.17 3.16
SD .19 0.32 78.63 79.82 .15 1.57 0.60

Note. 1 = Counseling Experience; 2 = high School gPA; 3 = Math SAT Score; 4 = Verbal SAT Score; 
5 = Student retention; 6 = Credit Discrepancy; 7 = Cumulative gPA.

*p < .05. **p < .01. 
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TABLE 2.
hierarchical regression Analysis Predicting Cumulative gPA  

and Credit Discrepancy

Variable R2 F B CI of B (95%) t ∆R2

Predicting Cumulative GPA

1. Model Without Covariates .00 4.52*

Counseling Experience –.07* –.13, –.01 –2.13 .00

2. Model With Covariates .15 418.75***

Counseling Experience –.06 –.11, .00 –1.87 .00

high School gPA .53*** .50, .57 28.79 .08

Math SAT Score .00*** .00, .00 5.84 .00

Verbal SAT Score .00*** .00, .00 14.13 .02

Predicting Credit Discrepancy

1. Model Without Covariates .00 0.32

Counseling Experience .05 –.12, .21 0.56 .00

2. Model With Covariates .00 6.60***

Counseling Experience .05 –.11, .21 0.59 .00

high School gPA –.05 –.15, .05 –0.98 .00

Math SAT Score .00 –.00, .00 –1.08 .00

Verbal SAT Score –.00** –.00, .00 –3.45 .00

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

described above was also executed on academic 
performance as measured by credit discrep-
ancy. The first step of analysis showed that the 
relationship between counseling experience 
and the credit discrepancy was not statistically 
significant (B = .05, t = .56, p > .05) and the 
adjusted R2 was .00. This indicates that a very 
small portion of the variance of the credit 
discrepancy was explained by counseling 
experience.  In the second step of analysis, 
the overall relationship between counseling 
experience, precollege academic performance, 
and the credit discrepancy was statistically 
significant, F(1, 9,229) = 6.60, p < .001. 
However, the strength of the relationship was 
small (R2 = .00). The individual relationship 
between counseling experience and credit 

discrepancy was not statistically significant 
when controlling for precollege academic 
performance (B = .05, t = .59, p > .05). In 
addition, the relationships between high school 
GPA and math SAT score and credit discrep-
ancy were not statistically significant when 
other independent variables were controlled 
(high school GPA: B = –.05, t = –.98, p < .001, 
math SAT score: B = .00, t = –1.08, p > .05). 
However, the relationship between verbal SAT 
score and credit discrepancy was statistically 
significant (B = –.00, t = –3.45, p < .01), which 
reflects that there is an expected .001 decrease 
in the credit discrepancy when one unit of 
verbal SAT score is increased, controlling for 
other variables. The unique contribution of 
verbal SAT to the model R2 was .00.



May/June 2009 ◆ vol 50 no 3 313

Counseling, Retention, and Academic Performance

Counseling Experience and Student 
retention
The relationship between counseling experi-
ence and student retention was examined by 
using the logistic regression analysis. Using a 
forced order of entry, the counseling experience 
variable was first entered into the model (first 
test). Then, the precollege school performance 
variables (high school GPA, math SAT score, 
and verbal SAT score) were entered to examine 
the unique effect of counseling experience after 
controlling for students’ precollege academic 
performance (second test). For the analysis, the 
students enrolled in classes during the third 
semester were coded as 1, and the students who 
did not register were coded as 0. The results 
are shown in Table 3.
 In the first test of analysis, the relationship 
between counseling experience and the 
probability of student retention was statistically 
significant (B = 1.11, df = 1, p < .001). The 
direction of the relationship was positive, 
which indicates that the retention rate of 
the Counseling Group was higher than that 
of the Noncounseling Group; the odds of 
Counseling Group students registering in the 
third semester were 3.05 times higher than the 
odds for Noncounseling Group students.

 The results of the second test showed 
that the overall relationship between the 
independent variables, including counseling 
experience and precollege school performance, 
and student retention was statistically signi-
ficant (c2 = 31.78, df = 4, p < .001). The 
examination of the individual relationship 
of each independent variable and student 
retention revealed that counseling experience 
(B = 1.09, df = 1, p < .001) and math SAT 
score (B = .00, df = 1, p < .05) had a statis tically 
significant association with student retention. 
The direction of the relationship between 
counseling experience and student retention 
was positive. Likewise, math SAT score was 
positively associated with student retention. 
Upon entering precollege performance into 
the analysis, the odds of Counseling Group 
students registering in the third semester 
were 2.96 times higher than the odds of the 
Noncounseling Group students. In addition, 
the odds of student retention were calculated 
to be increased by 1.00 when math SAT score 
were increased by a unit. This indicates that the 
effect size of math SAT scores on the odds of 
student retention is minimal. The individual 
effect of high school GPA and verbal SAT 
scores were not statistically significant.

TABLE 3.
Logistic regression Analysis Predicting Student retention

Predicting Variables c2 B S.E. Exp (B) CI of Exp (B) (95%)

1. Model Without Covariates 16.98***
Counseling Experience 1.11*** .24 3.05 1.91, 4.85

2. Model With Covariates 31.78***
Counseling Experience 1.09*** .24 2.96 1.86, 4.72
high School gPA 0.23 .22 1.25 0.81, 1.93
Math SAT Score 0.00* .00 1.00 1.00, 1.01
Verbal SAT Score 0.00 .00 1.00 1.00, 1.00

3. Total number of Sessions 0.12 .07 1.13 0.98, 1.30

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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TABLE 4.
Multiple regression Analysis Predicting Cumulative gPA  

and Credit Discrepancy Within the Counseling group

Variable R2 F B CI of B (95%) t ∆R2

Predicting Cumulative GPA

Overall Model .03 3.61*

Total number of Sessions –0.02 –0.03, 0.00 –1.76 .01

Service Types 4.41* .02

 iO vs. iP 0.22 –0.10, 0.54 1.37

 ig vs. iP 0.52** 0.14, 0.90 2.71

 iO vs. ig –0.31 –0.63, 0.01 –1.89

Predicting Credit Discrepancy

Overall Model .02 2.66*

Total number of Sessions –0.01 –0.05, 0.03 –0.55 .00

Service Types 3.89* .02

 iO vs. iP –1.07** –1.87, –0.27 –2.62

 ig vs. iP –1.12* –2.08, –0.17 –2.31

 iO vs. ig 0.95* 0.21, 1.68 2.53

Note. iO = individual Counseling Only; ig = individual Counseling and group Counseling; iP = individual 
Counseling and Psychiatric Service.

*p < .05. **p < .01.

number of Sessions, Service Type, 
and Academic Performance
Multiple regression analysis was performed to 
investigate the relationships between number 
of sessions and type of service and college 
academic performance. For the analysis, the 
service types were dummy-coded. For the first 
variable, the IO was coded as 1, and the IG 
and IP were coded as 0. In the second variable, 
the IG was coded as 1, and the IO and IP were 
coded as 0. Using forced order of entry, total 
number of sessions was entered first into the 
model. Then, the dummy-coded variables of 
types of services were added to the previous 
model. The results are presented in Table 4.
 Cumulative GPA. Cumulative GPA was 
entered into a regression analysis. The results 
showed that the overall relationship between 

the predictors (total number of sessions 
and types of services) and criterion variable 
(cumulative GPA) was statistically significant, 
F(3, 365) = 3.61, p < .05. However, the R2 of 
.03 indicated that the strength of the relation-
ship was small. The individual relationship 
between total number of sessions and cumu-
lative GPA was not statistically significant 
when controlling for type of service (B = –.02, 
t = –1.76, p > .05). Meanwhile, type of services 
had a unique and statistically significant 
contribution to the model with an R2 of .02, 
F(2, 365) = 4.41, p < .05. The results for the 
three associated pairwise comparisons showed 
that the group of students who received both 
individual and group counseling (IG) ranked 
highest with respect to predicted cumulative 
GPA, followed by the group of students who 
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received only individual counseling (IO), and 
then by the group of students who received 
both individual counseling and psychiatric 
services (IP). A statistically significant difference 
was found between the IG and the IP groups 
(B = .52, t = 2.71, p < .01). This indicates 
that the group of students who received both 
individual and group counseling earned a 
significantly higher cumulative GPA than the 
group of students who received both individual 
and psychiatric services.
 Credit Discrepancy. The second analysis 
was performed on the credit discrepancy. The 
results indicated that the overall relationship 
between predictors (total number of sessions 
and types of services) and criterion variable 
(credit discrepancy) was statistically significant, 
F(3, 365) = 2.66, p < .05. However, the 
strength of the relationship was small; an R2 
of .02 reflects that only 2.0% of the variance 
in the dependent variable was explained by the 
total number of sessions and type of services. 
The individual relationship between total 
number of sessions and credit discrepancy 
was not statistically significant (B = –.01, 
t = –.55, p > .05). Meanwhile, the relationship 
between type of service and credit discrepancy 
was statistically significant, F(2, 365) = 3.89, 
p < .05; and its unique contribution to the 
model R2 was .02. The three associated 
pairwise comparisons showed that IG ranked 
lowest in terms of the credit discrepancy with 
IO ranking the second lowest, followed by 
IP. All pairwise comparisons were statistically 
significant (IO vs. IP: B = –1.07, t = –2.62, 
p < .05, IG vs. IP: B = –1.12, t = –2.31, 
p < .05, IO vs. IG: B = .95, t = 2.53, p < .05). 
This indicates that the group of students 
that received both individual and group 
counseling showed a significantly smaller credit 
discrepancy than the group of students who 
received individual counseling only and both 
individual and psychiatric services.

number of Sessions received and 
Student retention
Logistic regression analysis was conducted to 
investigate the relationship between number 
of sessions and student retention. The results 
are shown in Table 3. The relationship between 
total number of sessions and student retention 
was not statistically significant (B = .12, df = 1, 
p > .05), which indicates that the magnitude 
of counseling does not explain the variance 
in student retention. In this analysis, the 
relationship between retention of service type 
was not calculated because almost all students 
who did not register in the third semester 
received only individual counseling.

DiSCuSSiOn
For the current study, we examined the 
relationship between counseling experience 
and student retention and college academic 
performance in a sample of college freshmen 
and transfer students who were newly admitted 
to a university during 2004-2005 and 2005-
2006 academic years. The results showed 
that the relationship between counseling 
experience and cumulative GPA was statis-
tically significant. The negative direction of 
the relationship between counseling experience 
and cumulative GPA indicated that the 
Counseling Group had significantly lower 
cumulative GPA than the Noncounseling 
Group. However, the relationship between 
counseling experience and cumulative GPA 
was no longer significant in the current study 
when controlling for precollege academic 
performance. Meanwhile, high school GPA, 
math SAT scores, and verbal SAT scores were 
significantly associated with the cumulative 
GPA. This finding is congruent with previous 
studies. For instance, Illovsky (1997) showed 
that college counseling services were not 
related to improved academic performance in 
college students.
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 Further, the relationship between coun-
seling experience and the discrepancy between 
enrolled and earned number of credits in 
the second semester (credit discrepancy) was 
not statistically significant either on its own 
or upon controlling for precollege academic 
performance. Only verbal SAT score had a 
significant relationship with credit discrepancy. 
In addition, the weakness of the relationships 
between counseling experience, precollege 
academic performance, and credit discrepancy 
indicates that other factors should be included 
in the model to develop a clearer understanding 
of the factors that impact credit discrepancy.
 The current findings imply that students’ 
precollege academic performance may be a 
better determinant of their current academic 
performance than counseling experience. 
Previous empirical studies also support these 
implications. Ting and Robinson (1998) 
showed that high school GPA was the most 
significant predictor of first-year GPA in col-
lege. In addition, Nettles, Thoeny, and Gosman 
(1986) revealed that high school GPA and SAT 
scores were the strongest predictor variables of 
cumulative GPA in college.
 Unlike the aforementioned results, coun-
seling experience was found to be signifi-
cantly associated with student retention 
measured by third semester registration both 
when controlling for precollege academic 
performance and when entered on its own. In 
addition, the direction of the relationship was 
positive, which indicated that the retention 
rate of the Counseling Group was higher than 
that of the Noncounseling Group. Along with 
counseling experience, the relationship of math 
SAT scores and retention was also statistically 
significant on student retention. However, the 
odds ratio associated with math SAT score was 
close to 1.00, which means that the effect size 
of math SAT score is very small.
 The current results regarding the relation-
ship between counseling experience and 

student retention are congruent with a 
majority of the studies examining the effect 
of counseling services on student retention. 
Although Giddan et al. (1987) found that the 
freshmen who received counseling services had 
higher attrition rates than the freshmen who 
did not, most studies revealed that counseling 
services positively influence retention rates 
(Bishop & Brenneman, 1986; Boyd et al., 
1996; Illovsky, 1997; Turner & Berry, 2000; 
Wilson et al., 1997). In addition, the current 
finding that students’ precollege academic 
performance was not related to student 
retention implies that retention may be a 
matter of social and psychological adjustment 
rather than academic performance. In a sample 
of college freshmen, Gerdes and Mallinckrodt 
(1994) found that social and emotional 
adjustments are the most important factors 
in predicting student retention. It seems that 
college freshmen decide to leave school due to 
personal, social, and emotional issues more so 
than because of issues associated with academic 
performance (Bray, Braxton, & Sullivan, 
1999; Nipcon et al., 2006-2007). Therefore, 
these findings suggest that providing services 
focused on attending to the emotional, social, 
and psychological needs of students may aid 
in reducing student attrition, especially in 
freshmen and transfer students. However, 
caution is still advised in interpreting the 
aforementioned results because the current 
study reports correlational outcomes and 
does not reveal causal relationships between 
counseling services and student retention or 
academic performance. Within the Counseling 
Group, the effects of total number of sessions 
and type of service on academic performance 
and student retention were examined. The 
results showed that number of sessions was not 
significantly related to either college academic 
performance or student retention. In contrast 
to the findings of the current study, Wilson 
et al. (1997) found that student retention rate 
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increased as students received more counseling 
sessions. The differences in the findings can be 
attributed to the nature of the samples used 
in these two studies; the current study used 
a sample of college freshmen and transfer 
students while Wilson, Mason, and Ewing 
used a sample of college students representing 
all academic levels. Given the inconsistent 
findings between the findings of current study 
and earlier research, further examination of the 
relationship between number of sessions and 
academic performance is recommended.
 Meanwhile, service type was found to be 
significantly associated with both cumulative 
GPA and credit discrepancy. Regarding 
cumulative GPA, the results indicated that 
the students who received both individual and 
group counseling (IG) earned significantly 
higher cumulative GPA than the students 
who received individual and psychiatric 
services (IP). With respect to the credit 
discrepancy, students who received individual 
and group counseling (IG) showed the smallest 
credit difference (i.e., were most successful 
in completing enrolled credits), followed 
by the students who received individual 
counseling only (IO), and then the students 
who received individual and psychiatric service 
(IP; i.e., were least successful in completing 
enrolled credits). Considering the positive 
relationship shown between emotional and 
social adjustment and academic performance 
(Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994; Rummel, 
Acton, Costello, & Pielow, 1999; Tinto, 
1993), social aspects of group counseling may 
have affected group counseling participants’ 
academic performance positively. In other 
words, constructive support received from 
one’s peers in group therapy seems to have a 
positive influence on academic performance. 
Additionally, psychiatric medications are 
generally used for students with more severe 
symptoms or forms of mental illness, and 
thus it would be expected that these students 

would tend to be less successful in meeting 
their academic goals.
 This study has a number of limitations that 
should be considered in future research. First, 
the results of this study may not be generalized 
to all college students and college counseling 
centers. Other university counseling centers 
might be different from the counseling center 
in this study in terms of the approach taken 
in providing counseling services and the types 
of services provided, which may differentially 
impact the relationship between counseling 
and retention. Moreover, characteristics of the 
students who participated in this study may be 
different from those of other college students. 
Second, though the current study showed a 
clear relationship between receiving counseling 
services and retention, the manner in which 
university counseling services contribute to 
reducing students’ attrition rate is unidentified. 
Therefore, future researchers should explore 
the underlying mechanisms that contribute 
to the positive influence that counseling 
services seem to have on student retention. 
Third, we did not control for variables that 
might influence college students’ retention 
and academic performance beyond precollege 
academic performance. According to Bean 
and Eaton (2001-2002), various psychological 
elements (e.g., personality, coping strategies, 
and motivation) and environment factors (e.g., 
social interactions, bureaucratic interactions, 
and academic interactions) play an important 
role in college students’ retention. In particular, 
motivation level has been consistently revealed 
as an important predictor of students’ persis-
tence (Rodgers & Summers, 2008). Therefore, 
the findings of the current study would 
be strengthened by an inclusion of these 
variables in future research investigating the 
relationship between counseling services 
and retention and academic performance. 
Fourth, there was a significant difference in 
sample size between the Counseling Group 
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and the Noncounseling Group. Although we 
advise caution in interpreting the results, we 
secured a large sample size and the data did 
not violate key assumptions of the analyses 
conducted. Finally, the current study did 
not consider quality of counseling but exam-
ined only quantity of counseling. Future 
researchers may enhance the current findings 
by gathering more information, especially 
regarding the quality of counseling services.
In conclusion, the receipt of mental health 
services (individual, group, and psychiatric) 
from college counseling centers seems to 
positively influence student retention, whereas 
other variables (i.e., precollege academic 
performance) may be better at predicting the 
level of academic performance while enrolled. 
Further, there may be important differences 

in the types of services sought/provided and 
student’s success in achieving the academic 
goals they set (i.e., academic performance 
and the credit discrepancy). Although these 
findings are intriguing and may provide a basis 
for reevaluating some services, the strength of 
the relationships among the variables studied 
was not always strong, highlighting the 
importance of conducting future research on 
variables that may further explain the impact 
of mental health services on college students.
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