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Abstract

The Sophomore Slump impacts a wide variety of individuals and entities including students, musical artists, restaurants, business people, and television shows.  The second year is a time when you are no longer the new person (or show, venue, etc.) on the block and given special attention, guidance or accolades.  Lemons and Richmond (1987) define the Sophomore Slump in the academic world as a "period of developmental confusion" and hypothesize that "sophomore slump results from student's struggles with achieving competence, desiring autonomy, establishing identity, and developing purpose."  Heading into their second year of college, sophomores are no longer new nor are they often supported at the same level as they were their first year.  As engineering programs strive to increase retention and graduation rates, second year students are key to making strides in this area. 

This Discussion Group will address the following questions: 1) what is the Sophomore Slump; 2) what are the unique academic and developmental issues sophomores face; 3) how do these issues impact the retention of sophomores into their third year; and 4) how can Women in Engineering programs and offices support these students and improve the retention of sophomore women into their third year of engineering and through to graduation.  Participants will have the opportunity to share their own experiences and best practices.

Presenters: 

· Tricia Berry, Director, Women in Engineering Program, The University of Texas at Austin

· Ana Dison, Retention Program Coordinator, Women in Engineering Program, The University of Texas at Austin

Introduction & Theory:

What is it and why should we care? 
The Honeymoon Phase - Take a moment to consider the resources devoted to first year students. Not only is a tremendous amount of time, attention, energy and resources dedicated to the recruitment of first year students, but a great deal of programming is targeting toward first year students. Therefore, we have what is referred to as the “Honeymoon Phase.”
The Reality (or slump) Phase - After the first year is complete, the level of attention, as well as the targeted programming, directed toward students decreases. At the same time, by the sophomore or second year, there is disappointment once the discrepancy between expectations and reality is realized. 
Upon examining the term commonly used in referring to second year students, sophomore, we find that it is perhaps ironic and suitable, yet inappropriate. According to the Merriam Webster Collegiate Dictionary, 10th edition, sophomore and sophomoric are defined as follows:

Greek origin, sophos or wise and moros or foolish; conceited and overconfident of knowledge but poorly informed and immature
From the perspective of student development theory, this slump and be easily understood. Consider Chickering’s (1969) theory, from his book Education and Identity, in which he described seven major areas or vectors of college student development. These are: (a) developing competence, (b) managing emotions, (c) developing autonomy, (d) establishing identity, (e) freeing interpersonal relationships, (f) developing purpose, and (g) developing integrity. In view of what is happening with our second year students, it seems that the following vectors are most relevant: 
Developing competence – For first year students, this is generally achieved through the process of gaining admission to a university, leaving the parents home and having success in school. For second year students, these achievements are no longer satisfying. Additionally, since each individual’s definition of ‘success’ is unique and second year students are struggling with their definition, developing competence must be achieved again or in a different manner. 

Developing autonomy – Since this development begins when students leave home, the process of developing autonomy continues into the second year. However, students (and parents who impede the process) who fail to break away from the parents can experience difficulties with both academic and social activities. 
Establishing identity – Identity can be defined as associating one’s self with one’s relationships to the world. While this is a lifelong process, for college students it is essential that the process of identity establishment is continued. If the student has issues with developing competence and autonomy, the process of establishing identity can be hindered. 

Discussion Areas

1) What is the Sophomore Slump?

2) What are the unique academic and developmental issues sophomores face?

3) How do these issues impact the retention of sophomores into their third year?

4) How can WIE/WISE programs support these students and improve the retention of sophomore women into their third year of engineering and through to graduation?

Discussion Notes
Ana Dison, UT Austin, introduced the concept of the Sophomore Slump and provided some of the theory discussed previously in they paper.  Tricia Berry, UT Austin, shared some of the initiatives the Women in Engineering Program (WEP) at UT Austin have implemented and challenges WEP has faced.  After the brief introduction was provided, group participants were asked to share their experiences, initiatives and challenges with their own 2nd year student populations.  Below are the notes from the discussion:

· Julie Trenor, UH, What is the reason people are leaving? – academic/social

· Judy Cordes, MSU, They don’t see the light at the end of the tunnel.  They don’t know what they are doing and where they are heading. Trying to figure out the same

· Glenda La Rue, OSU, Mentoring program to match 1st year students – giving option to continue into the next year as a mentee the 2nd year student (or option to mentor 1st year students their 2nd year); in spring – run seminar class for women in engineering, bring in speakers (alum, industry, etc.), credit class, 1st and 2nd year students take the class, 1 hour per week to hear about the “topic of the day” -  P&G talking about reinventing self, someone on importance of mentorship, worklife balance, law degree with engineering background; required paper with the class; pass/no pass; 25 students enrolled

· Maureen Valentine, RIT, moving to mentoring groups instead of tutoring groups, 1 on 1 too intimidating for 1st year students, 2 1st year with 2 2nd year with an upperclass, empowering to the 2nd year students 

· Audrey Romansky, IBM, what do the retention rates look like at the 1st and 2nd year for men and women; do WEP programs offer mentoring with early career engineers (5 years out or less)?

· Judy Cordes, MSU, does special push to 2nd year students for MentorNet to connect them with engineers

· Cecilia Elmore, UM-Rolla, WISE scholarships tied to having a mentor; learning community too

· Betty Shanahan, SWE, bought MentorNet memberships for all SWE members, poor participation from students, collegiate and member versions of email SWE News newsletter

· Lora Leigh Chrystal, Iowa State, living learning community for students, had a loose advisory board of 4-5 students who gave advice and they asked about what was coming next year, she asked them what do they want to do next year and they formed a new student organization so as 2nd year students so they could get leadership roles, service learning projects, 2nd year students most active, big-sis program, running programs for 1st year students, partner with them on high school visit days, etc., work closely with them and meet weekly with leadership, host some kick-off events, include SWE and other student organizations, called WISE student organization, have one of largest membership base on campus, junior year typically see them move over to engineering organizations or SWE in leadership positions; still seeing slump but providing leadership opportunities, anyone can belong, biggest group of active people in their 2nd year and then junior year head off to departmental organizations or SWE; 70% of UT’s dorm spaces are reserved for 1st year students; ISU – space available for 2nd year students now in university apartments, high return rate on WISE floor for 2nd year or move to on campus university apartments and very few that actually move off campus

· Julie Trenor, UH, commuter campus with few on campus living, idea – involve students in recruiting activities for prospective students so they can talk about things (been there and done that) and can offer a good perspective of what it’s like, use for outreach/recruitment activities may be a way to connect them; has found that when students talk about how great engineering, it reinforces for them what they are doing and how they connect, like it, etc.

· Tricia Berry, UT Austin, UT is aiming to involve current students in their Introduce a Girl to Engineering Day initiative and letting 2nd year students take over an activity room; hope to give them some autonomy and control over the room – get them connected with each other and excite them again about engineering by exciting the 1st through 8th graders
· Dawn Jones-Garcia, UT Austin, have residential program with 60 beds and 20 are reserved for 2nd year students to continue on after 1st year, each 2nd class student serves as a mentor to the 1st year students (assigned), clarify for 1st year students that their mentor is not a tutor but there to help navigate campus, CNS, food, the dorm, etc.; getting 2nd year students now wanting to come back for 3rd year…but don’t have space for that now; 4 student orgs in CNS but Dawn wanted to create “one-stop shopping” for women in CNS – put money in budget for them WCS, WIS, WIM, WNS – all get together and do community outreach day for “Science in Action” with Girl Scouts….lots of them are sophomores to get involved in leadership opportunities

· Rachelle Reisberg, Northeastern U.; co-op program so it’s a 5 year program, common first year and then vacation during summer, lose some after first year, 6 month in and 6 month out working (1/2 in and ½ out) first off in 2nd year; don’t see the slump so much as they are into it and working and getting new view with co-op and what they can do with their degree; find their place in industry and that perks them up; students declare their major during the middle of their 1st year and don’t diverge until 1st of 2nd year; start co-op earliest is 2nd semester of 2nd year (spring); co-op advisors do matching very well so students get in true engineering/science roles

· Maureen Valentine, RIT – put engineering; don’t see slump in sophomore; see biggest drop in 1st year and so they don’t see the drop in the sophomore slump; find other engineering discipline that works for them so if they switch in the 1st year or early 2nd year and then it’s fine

· Ana Dison, UT - UT’s admission process – we want a “free major change pass”; College of Natural Sciences open (not-restricted enrollment) versus College of Engineering closed (restricted enrollment, limited numbers in majors, have to pick a major – no undeclared)
· Sherry Woods, UT Austin, we only graduate about 50% in engineering of those that start

· Maureen Valentine, RIT, RIT provost wants their graduation rate to be 85%, implemented curriculum change across with 3 open free electives for everyone but made idea of switching curriculums so much easier; can accept more classes and let them take those business classes and others that they want; institutional leadership change

· Judy Cordes, MSU, admitted at junior year but have certain requirements so those who weren’t qualified for engineering which is restricted – spend lots of time in 1st 2 years to get them into the right major or space; put food down and will admit earlier than junior year – 5 core classes and then they get admitted into engineering, had students bouncing around a lot;

· Cecilia Elmore, UM-Rolla – lots of dual majors (Ana Dison - not allowed at UT Austin); take common first year engineering program and then lots of major changes within engineering; 70% graduation rate for women now

· Shirley Lin Chiang, San Jose State, Not a lot of problems getting students in but implemented dual major in engineering and business, industry partners loved it and saw retention rates of women increase, used to lose them to business; do have problems with not enough women in the undergrad population

· Sherry Woods, UT Austin, sometimes deal with retention with “duct tape” – learning communities, this program or that program – instead of curriculum change and doing something in the classroom

· Martha Mitchell, NMSU – Hard time looking at where people go or why; don’t have a process in place to do that; How do you get at that data? Registrar or some sort of process in place to require students to get signature or some sort of way that gathers that data
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Summary

While the Sophomore Slump is recognized at UT Austin and other institutions, it is also not well defined or noticed at other institutions.  Throughout the discussion, it became apparent that this is an area worth devoting future discussions to and that many institutions may need to look at the retention numbers for this group of students to determine if they have a retention issue or Sophomore Slump.  Most institutions do not have focused programming and events targeted toward 2nd year students and designing these initiatives to address the issue may continue to be a challenge.  Regardless of initiative developed or implemented, all do seem to understand the need to incorporate more hands-on work experiences, service learning opportunities, etc. to continue to connect students to “real world” engineering more quickly.  There does not seem to be a solution or “magic bullet” that institutions have discovered to address the Sophomore Slump but with continued discussion, perhaps more can be learned and done to retain this important group of the engineering student population.
