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LITTLE ROCK - In 2005, almost 18,000 freshmen enrolled for the first time in Arkansas colleges and universities with the intention of earning a degree. 

In 2006, a year later, 76.5 percent of the students at four-year universities returned to class and 52.3 percent of students at two-year colleges had returned. Those retention rates represent gradual and steady improvement over the previous year, and they continue a positive trend that has been consistent in Arkansas for the past 15 years.
When higher education officials first began to seriously track retention rates in 1992, they decided to survey all institutions in Arkansas, not just a few of them. Also, they asked for solid data and not anecdotal evidence.
The retention rates are calculated for two major categories. One is a measure of the students who return a year after they enroll as freshman. The other category is a measure of the students who earn a university degree within six years of their initial enrollment, and the percentage of freshmen who earn an associate degree from a two-year college within three years of first enrolling.
Of the 10,400 freshmen who enrolled in a state university in 2000, slightly over 46 percent have earned a degree and 11 percent are still in school. Of the more than 6,100 freshmen who began studying at a two-year college in 2003, close to 21 percent have earned a degree. Another 21 percent are still enrolled in college.
Here is some good news: a majority of the students who graduated from two-year colleges continued their studies at a four-year university. 
About 67 percent of graduates from Arkansas two-year colleges in 2004 enrolled in a university, and 56 percent of them have since earned a university degree.
Elected officials and policy makers pay attention to graduation rates for several reasons. It is well established that local economies are more likely to thrive in proportion to the number of college graduates in the area. Arkansas can better compete in the global economy if it has a better educated work force.
As the stakes get higher, the politics get more interesting. Recently the governor announced that he would propose a new formula for distributing state aid to colleges and universities. He said he would like to make a portion of state aid dependant on retention and graduation rates, to create incentives for universities to work harder to help students earn degrees. Presidents and chancellors of state universities said they welcomed his suggestions. 

Prescription Drug Plan Dropped

Because of a lack of interest on the part of consumers, the Department of Health and Human Services has called a halt to plans that would have created a discount prescription drug program known as Arkansas Rx.

Health officials had hoped as many as 400,000 Arkansans would sign up for Arkansas Rx, giving the state leverage to negotiate discounts from large pharmaceutical manufacturers. Only a few thousand people signed up, however.

The lack of interest can be attributed to competition from major drug companies and retail stores, which have started their own discount programs. Also, most seniors had already signed up for pharmacy coverage under Medicare Part D.

