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Absend

This report coosists of two cbaptc:rs. The lim cbapter outlines the details of a

graduate student intcmship at the College of the North A1lantic during the fall 1999

semester. The second chapter provides a description ofa research project that was

developed and carried out by the intern.

During the internship, the~ WCKkcd in the student seMces offices at the

Engineering Tecbnology Centre and the Prince Philip Drive campuses of the College of

the North Atlantic. The intern's duties and activities were wide·ranging and included

various geoeral duties aIoDB with ia\'Olvement in the College of the North Atlaotic

Career and Employment Services and the College Student Suocess Program.

The research project was designed to investigate various aspects of attrition of

first-semcster studeats enroled in Eogioeering Tecbnology p£OgI"IUIIS at the College. The

research design iocorporaled both qualitative and quantitative resean:h methods

including fQl;:us groups, interviews, and the collection. and statistical analysis of

quantitative data. Results of this study showed that 24.9% offirst·scmester Engineering

TcchDology students withdrew prior to the winter 2000 semestel". and that student

academic difficulties play a significant role in stUdent decisions to withdraw or persist at

the College. These results are consistent with the Student Integration Mgdc;1 of student

attrition advanced by Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993). This model proposes that a better ""fit'"

between student: aDd i.nstitutioo results in greater academic and social iotcgnltion and

subsequently increases the likelihood that students will persist.
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CUpter 1: The hterubip

RatioDaJe for tAte htens.ip

In order to fulfill the requirements for the Master ofEducation (postsecondary

Studies) programme at Memorial University ofNewfoundland. graduate students must

complete either a thesis, an internship, a projcd" or a paper folio. This intern chose to

pursue the internship route in fu1fil1ing this requirement as be was lntcrested in gaining

further insight into the professional work ofpost-sccondary education administrators.

Additioaally, the intern was interested in participetiDg in a practical work experieoce that

would involve participation tn the administration and implcmenwion ofstudent services.

The intern perceived that this experience would enhance his previous experience in this

area attained through his past: woO:: with a provincial post-.secoodary student advocacy

organization. The intern's academic goals include the successful completion of the

Master ofEducation (postsecoodaly Studjes) at Memorial University ofNewfoundland

and the eventual completion oca Doctor ofEducation in the area ofHigbcr Education.

In addition to a ten-week work: placement. the chosen internship route requires

graduate students to complete a research project. The intern's research interests include

youth transition into the labour market. One aspcctoftbis area ofrescarch that

J*ticularly interests the intern is studeat attrition and rdeDtion at post.scc:oodaIy

institutions. Officia15 within the Divisi.on ofStudent Services at the College ofthe North

Atlantic were similarly intercs+.ed in this area ofrescarch. As a result of this shared

interest. the inIem decided to pursue a rcscarcb project in the area ofstudent attrition and



retention at the CoUege of the North Atlantic.

The IRterubip SettiDg

The College of the North Atlantic is Newfoundland and Labrador's only publicly

funded college. Each year.lllOr"e than 10.000 full-time and plII1-time students are

enrolled at the various campuses of the coUege in programs ranging from one year to

four years in duration. The College offers programs and courses in the areas ofAduJt

Basic Education and Literacy. Applied Arts, BusiDess., Community Education. Computer

Science. Engineering TcchDology. Medical Scieooes. Natwal Resources. and Trades.

For the dwation oftbe internship. the intern was affiliated with the Division of

Student Services at the Engineering Technology Centre and Prince Philip Drive

campuses oftbe College: in St. John·s. The Division ofStudetrt Services provides

assistance in a number ofareas including admissions. counselling and testing services.

financial aid services. bealth services. library and audiovisual services. registrar's office.

and sports and recreation.

Ratioule for the Intel'DSbip Sdtial

The iDtem gained familiarity with the Division ofStudent Services at the College

ofthe North Atlantic while working for • nonprofit student advocacy organization from

1996 to 1999. The intern was particularly interested in the administration and

implementation of student support services in DOD-univcrsity settings. In addition, the



intern was interested in gaining familiarity with various aspects ofcollege prognuns that

provide training in the technical and applied scieoces. For this mason the intern chose

the College ofthe North Atlantic as the site forthe i:ntemsbip.

Sapervilioa

The intern's placemeut at the College ofthe North Atlantic was supcrvist:d by

both a university supervisor and a field supervisor. The intern's university supervisor

was Dr. Dennis Sharpe, Faculty ofEducation. Mr. John Harnett, who is a counsellor at

the Engineering Technology Centre campus of the college, fulfilled the role ofField

Supervisor.

The intern met periodically with Dr. Sharpe priOl" to, during, and following the

internship placement. These consultations took: place as necessary in order to discuss: (a)

the progress of the intern's work placement; and (b) emerging issues related to the

development, organization, execution, and reporting ofresearch carried out by the intern.

Simi"larly, during the internship placement the intern met OD a weeldy basis with Mr.

Harnett to discuss issues arising from the work placement and the progress of the intern's

=b.

btenship Goals altd Objectives

The intern's expectations for this placement were essentially twofold. First, over

the coune of the 10-wcek placement at the College of the North Atlantic, the intern



wished to gain practical work experience associated with the delivery and administration

of campus student services. SocoodJy. the intern sought to gain DCCeSSlUY research skills

through the design and completion ofthe resean:b project outlined in this report. Prior to

the commencement of the internship. the intern outlined the foUowing list of specific

soats and objectives:

Goal One- To gain practical exp;rj"enpc: in tbe :;tlldent :;mice:; prqfessioQ

QI!imim;

a) Enhance skills and competcocies in carrying out day to day

responsibilities ofstudent services personnel.

b) Consult with instnJcton. administrators. and other studeDt services

personnel.

c) Observe the daily work and routines ofCoUcge personnel.

Pm) 1)....)" To hecnme Camjljar with the prnmms and s;ryjces offmx1.t the CqlJege pf

the North Atlantic

QI!imim;

a) Research and review appropriate college documents.

b) Discuss the CoUcge programs and services with College pcr5Onnel.



'mal Thr;e· Tp become familiar with the; mandate and prpnizatioo ghtudgrt KJViees

It the College; pCt'" North Atlantic

~

a) Research aDd review the appropriate college documents.

b) Review the organizational struetw'e of the Division ofStudent Services

with CoUegc personnel.

c) Observe tile work ofthe pcrsooncl of the Division ofStudent Services.

Goal Four; To am and s;qmP!ete I rgqreb pyjm in tbe an:a ofstudept wtjop apd

a) Delineate the specific research area of interest.

b) Select the appropriate instruments and strategies for data collection.

c) Use the appropriate techniques for interpretation of the data and report

the research findings.

d) Make recommendations based on the research.

s....ry orlaterullip Adiritiel

Baird (1999) provjded the foUowing pointed cbara<:teri2atioo of intemsbjp

placements: "The role of intern o<:<:upies a gray area somewhere between student and

professtooaJ... (p. 18). Although interns have much expcric:nce and knowledge CO gain.



they"may also be counted on to possess certain knowledge and skills. This ambiguity is

compounded bec&use others at the internship (site). including staffaDd clieots, may also

be uncleac about what lntt:ms are aDd what the pwposeoftbe internship is," (Baird.

1999, p.19). Baird's description of internships highlights the reality that internship roles

are often less than obvious to both the interns themselves and to those working with

them. This role ambiguity was similarly experienced by the intern during his placemeut

at the College oftbe North Atlantic. Mostly, the intern perceived his role to be more

consistent with that ofperticipant-obsetver than college employee.

During the internship placement the intern worked in the student services offices

at the Eo.giDeering Technology Center campus and the Prince Philip Drive campus. In

addition. the intern spent several days at the student semces offices at the Seal Cove and

Topsail Road campuses oflhe College. The intern's activities and duties during the ten~

week placement were wide-ranging. The intern's geoeraI duties involved providing

students with information on issues related to admissions and registration. geoeraI

student affaiJs and student financial aid. The depth and breadth ofthis infonnation

required the intern to first familiarize himsclfwith the college's many rules, regulations,

and guidelines. The intern also participated in activities and carried out wb associated

with the College ofthe North Atlantic Career and Employment Services, and the College

Student SlIOOCSS Program.. The intern's specific activities are outlined in greater detail

below.



CeleA! Pptjg

The majority of the intern's activities were associated with acting as a resource

person similar to the role ofthe COU~ Student Affairs and Employment Offi<:ers

(SAEO's). When situations arose where the intern was unable to provide students with

specific information, the intern refence! students to the appropriate resource person or

college department.

The intern assisted students who were seeking specific information about the

admissions and registration procedures at the College ofthc North Atlantic. This

involved informing students of important CoUege policies and deadlines. For example.

the intern provided students with information about bow to add aDd drop courses or make

other chaDges to their rcgiSlTation status. Students who were interested in enrolling at the

CoUege for the first time were provided with program information and information about

the application procedurc:s associated with specific programs. The CoUegc oftbc North

Atlantic offers free tutoring service \to'bcrd)y senior" students arc paid to tutor stUdents

cxpericncing academic difficultly. 1be intern often advised students interested in

participating in the tutoring program oftbc policies relating to tutoring services at the

CoUegc. From time to time the intern refened students seeking to avail of professional

counseI.ling services to a CoUege counseUor. The intern also provided. assistance and

guidmce to students who were cxperieocing problems with govemmcnt--sponsored

student loan programs. For example. the intern sometimes contacted the Student Aid

Division oftbc provincial government's Department ofEducation or the student's



persooa.I banking institution in order to help resolve issues regarding the disbursement of

student loans. In addition. the intern assisted students in obIaining information about

intemal and extcmal scholarships aDd other student assistance: programs.

CaRer..d i.PIom"' Scryjsp

In addition to providing gmcral information to students about employment

opportunities. the intern 8C1Cd as a resource person at the Career and Employment

Services Centre at the Prince Philip Drive campus. The College career and employment

services provide necessary labour market information and skill development activities to

assist students in their sean:h for employment. The intern regularly postedjob

opportunities on the campus 'job board,' provided students with resume writing

assistance, and assisted job-seekers in conducting internet job searches. The intern also

utilized the internet to resean:h various components ofstudent career development and

job search strategies. After compiling this information. the intern produceda~

~ for use as a resource for college students seeking employment. The 12b.

Search InfOJD]ltjpn Kit developed by the intern is attached in Appendix A of this report.

Sbldnt Spa:- Prprrw.

The intern assisted in various aspects ofthe College-wide Student Success

Progrwn. The primary pwposeoftbis prognun is to aid students in their transition from

high school to college and assist them in achieving their academic and career goals. The



intern atteDded meetings with $lUdeDt advisors at the Engioc:eriog Technology Ceotre and

participated in a number ofgroup discussions regarding the challenges and difficuJtics

experienced by coUege students. The intern also assisted stUdent services staff in the

administnttion of two student assessment tools, the ACCUPLACER and the~

Integration and Tracking SySqp

The ACCUPLACER is. four-.eomponent system designed to provide placemcot,

advisement. and guidance information for students entering two to fouo year post­

secondary institutions. This computerized test assesses studcot proficicncics in reading

comprehension. senteDce skills, and arithmetic and algebra. After completing the

ACCUPLACER test a student score report card is generated for use by counselling staff.

Tbe fmbman IntemPoo and Tracljng System utilizes a wide-range ofstudeot

information collcctc:d via two questionnaires in order to identify students who may

benefit from career guidance and/or additional academic support. 1bc first

questionnaire. the Partners in f4,qrion InyenIOry collects information about students'

demographic cbaractcristics, academic backgrouod, support service needs, altitudes, and

educational goals. The Partners in f4yeation Inventory is used 10 produce a computer­

generated Partner:; in f4U!j1ripp Report that is delivered to each student. This report

matcbcs college support scrvtc:es to student needs as identified by the~

Education IDyentory and also helps to identify students with a bigh probability offailure

or departure in their first semester. The Student Exp;rjC;nce IDymtory the second
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questionnaire in the freshman Integration and TnK;kiog System collects infon:::nation

about individual student support needs, academic aDd extracurricular behaviOr". and

pen;:eptions and attitudes subsequent 10 their enrollment. Like the PaI1Dc;Q jn E4ue;rtiop

~ the Student Experience Ipyentoty is used to produce a computer-ge~rated

Partner! in E4ucatioo Report that is delivered to each student In addition to aiidioS in

the ideotificatioD ofstudents who are at risk offailure or early deJmture. the re:=sults of

the Student Expqj!!!!'KiS I0Ym'OO' provjde information about aD)' changes in indIividual

student attitude about college education since registering at the College oftile Horth

Atlantic.

To gain I1ACtjcaJ gpqjence in the mxknt seryim prpfwigD

This was accomplished by carrying out various geocral duties in the~t

services offices at the Engineering Technology Ceotre campus and the Prince Philip

Drive campus. These general duties involved providing information to and consulting

with students OQ numerous issues related to admissions and registration, genenJ. student

affairs and finaDcial aid The lntern also bad the opportunity to partici,.te in the

development and delivery oftbe College Career and Employment Services and i=n the

implementation of the College Student Success Program. The intern also partici;:patod in



II

numerous discussions with college administrators. lnstructors. and student services

personnel regarding the delivery and development of the College student services.

To becoms familiar with the gmmm$ 'nd smjces offered at the Callege pCtIle

The intern accomplished this goal by reviewing the College policies and services.

the college calendar, and the College studeDt handbook. Over the course oCthe

internship placement the intern worked at the Engineering Technology Centre, Prince

Philip Drive., Seal Cove, and Topsail Roadcam~ Through discussious with College

personnel at tbcsc campuses. the iDtem became familiar \With the various facilities and

academic programs at the College oftbe North Atlantic.

To become familiar with the mandate and prganiZition gfstudent serviCes at the

College ofth; North Atlantic

This was accomplished by assisting the College's student services staff in

carrying out various functions ofthe student services division. Also, the intern gaiocd

additional insight through viewiDg the '1pIX'Opriate College documents. discussing studeDt

services with numerous College administrators. instructors., and student services

personnel. and by observing the daily work routines of student services staff.
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To desjgn and comma,' BMarch qpject in the area ofstudsnt attrition and

With the assistance of a faculty supervisor and a field supervisor, the intern

developed a research project designed to investigate 6rst-semester student attrition from

three-year engineering technology programs at the Eogincc:ring Technology Centre

campus oftbe CoUege oftbc North Atlantic. The intern reviewed the available literature

on student attrition. devdopcd a research mdbodoIogy, curied out the research, and

analyzed and reported the results. The research project is discussed in detail in Chapter 2

ofthis report.

An overall description oftbc intern's activities and experiences during an

intemship at the College oftbe North Atlantic bas been provided in this section oftbe

intemship report. During the intemship placement, the intern ga.iDed valuable experience

in the field ofeducational administration and the adminiSll'ation of student services. The

intern achieved the desired goals. The sometimes ambiguous nanae of internship roles

as described by Baird (1999) proved to be challenging. Despite this challenge, the

intern's opportunity to apply knowledge acquired through academic course work in a

professional setting significantly contnbuted to the intern's persona.\ aDd professional
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development The intern's academic expericDCe was advanced considerably through the

experience ofdesigniDg and carrying out the research project that will be discussed in

Chapter 2 ofthis report.



14

Chapter 2: The Resarch

Student attrition from post--sccondaJy education programs bas been identified by

educators and post-secoodaly JKllicy-makers as a problem that is worth investigating and

addressing. When individuals enrol at post-secondary institutions and subsequently

invest valuable time and financial~ their primary goal is to complete. progI3ID.

ofstudy and graduate. When students drop out of programs. both the student and the

institution are deprived oftbe goal underlying their respective investments. Research

conducted at Canadian post--secoodary inSti:tUtiOll5 bas indicated that the rate of student

attrition in Canada was in the orderof3O% to SO% (Deitscbe. 1989; Stoll & Scarf(

1983). A recent study conducted by the College ofthe North Atlantic (1999) found that

an average of4S% of students who initially enrolled in threc-year programs fail to

Student attrition is understood to be a complex interplay between many different

variables. For the most part. f'CSCllf"Ch into this area bas sought to do two things. First.

researchers have endeavoured to further explain why the attrition problem exists to the

degree that it does (Bean. 1983; Cabrera. Nora. and Castaneda. 1993; Tinto. 1993).

Sccood, in order to reach • resolution, researchers have been devising and experimenting

with various approaches within institutions that are aimed at reducing student attrition

rates (Seidman, 1996; Tinto. 1997).



The purpose oftbis study was to conduct an investigation into the causes of

student attrition in the first semester of thn:e-ycar eogiDeering technology programs at

the College of the North Atlantic.

Statemeat orParpose

It bas been suggested that student attrition from public college programs in

Newfoundland and Labrador is higher than desired (Byrne, 1991). The public college,

the College of the North Atlantic, derives the majority of its operational funding through

a public subsidy granted by the Government ofNewfoundland and Labrador. As a result,

there is a public interest in addressing the perceived problem ofstudent attrition from

programs at the College ofthe North Atlantic.

Tbc purpose oflhis study was to investigate variables contnbuting to student

attrition in the tim semester ofengineering technology programs offered at the College

of the North Atlantic. For- this study, attritioD was ddiDcd as a student's failure to

resume his or be- program of study in the second semester of the program in which he or

she had initially enrolled..

It was anticipated that this study would provjde useful information that could

subsequently be generalized for the purposes ofexplaining and addressing the high

percentages of attrition from three-year engineering technology programs at the College

of the North Atlantic.
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Considerable attention and significant research resources have been directed

toward the problem ofstudent atbition from post-sccoodary education programs. There

is an interest in lowering rates ofstudent attrition. considering the loss of financial

resources incurred by both student and institution and the other negative effects that arise

when drop-outs occur (Deitsebe. 1990; Gilbert de Gomme. 1986). During the present em,

when the Unponance of complctiog a post-sccoodary education is iocreasing, the result

ofa negative experience with post-scooodary studies may have profOUDd impliCldions on

studctrt attitudes toward future posl-sec:oodary study. Research bas shown that

somewhere in the order of30% to SO% ofstudents who enrol in post-secondaJy programs

fail to graduate (College aCthc North Atlantic. 1999; Deitscbc. 1989; Smith. 1991).

Research studies have shown that a significant proportion ofstudent attrition occurs in

the tim year ofa post-socondaJ'y program followed, in descending order. by attrition of

students enrolled in subsequcnt program years (Bryant. 1999; Ellis, 1991; Johnson &:

Buck. 1995). Analogous to other stUdies ofCaDadian post-secondary institutions.

Dcit:scbc (1989) fotmd that 30% ofstudent:s enrolled at Humber College witbdrewin the

first year ofstudy. A study administcrc:d by the College oftbc Noeth Atlantic (1999)

reported an average attrition rate of45% amouR those students..mo bad enrolled in the

three-year prognms at the College.

Canadian educators are ofien critical ofthe fact that the majority of post-
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secoodaJ:y student attrition research has been <:atricd out in the United States. Many of

these American studies have been limited to the expe:rieoce oftraditiooal studeuts at four

ycarbaccalaureate colleges (Deitsehe. 1990; Sharpe &: Spain. 1993); bowever, an

increasing volume of student attrition resc:aICh is bccomiDg available from research

studies conducted within Canada's colleges and universities.

TbClOrctjql Modell

1beTc are two dominant conceptual models of student attrition that have been put

forward to provide a theoretical framework. These are Tinto's (1975, 1987. 1993)

Student Integmtion Model and Bean's (1980, 19B2&, 1983) Student Attrition Model.

Tinto's Student Intemtjop Model validated by research that bas sbown it to beacc:urate

f(l(" different institutions"";th differing student populations (pascarella.t:. Chapman.

1983). attnbute:s attrition to a lack ofCODBJUCDCY between students and institutions.

Commitment to personal cducatiooal goals and to a specific institutiOD are shaped by a

sufficient match between student motivation and academic ability and the academic and

social characteristics ofthe educational institution. TItis model advaoccs the idea that a

higher degree ofacademic and social integration in the post-sccoodary setting leads to.

lesser likelihood ofwitbdrawal. Essentially, this model suggests that a better 'fit'

between student and institution will enhance their academic and social integration and

subsequently result in a higher likelihoocl ofretcntion.
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The Studcul Attrition MpdcI proposed by Bean (1980, 1982a. 1983) suggests that

student attrition is analogous CO the personnel turnover experieoced by otbcr

organizations. 1bis model focuses considerable attention on the inflllC11Ce$ ofstudent

beliefs and attitudes and the subsequent influences ofthese attitudes on their decision to

persist or terminate enrollment. According to~ conceptUal fiamewodc, student beliefs

are moulded by the various academic and social aspects oftheir institution, in addition to

various external factors sucb as the influence ofstudents' significant otben.

Recognizing a coasidcnble degR::e ofoverlap between the Stydent Intemtion

.M2lklaod the Student Attrition Model Cabrera. Nora, aodCastanc:da (1993)

simultaneously tested "all DOIWlverlapping propositions underlying both cooceptual

frameworks" (p. 124). Upon achieving results consistent with the centra.I propositions of

each model, the researchers concluded that a combination ofthe two theories would

provide"a more comprehensive undctstanding ofthe complex interplay among

individu.al. environmental, aDd. institutional factors.. (p. 13S).

Johnson (1994) completed an attrition study at the University of Alberta and

proposed • "'Canadian model" of undergraduate student attrition. This model

distinguisbes between two types ofwithdrawa1: voluntary withdrawal and institutional

withdrawal According to Johnson. institutional withdrawal occurs when an institution

requires studcDts to withdraw their enrollment as a consequence ofnot maintaining the

required academic standard or less commonly. as a result ofacademic or other
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miscooduct. Voluntary withdrawal,. on the other baod, is defined by Johnson as a more

complex activity resulting from faaon related to student academic perfomwx:e and

psychological state. Johnson proposed that personal witbdnlwal decisions are based on

individual student's personal assessment oftheir academic performance combined with

other psychological factors such as satisfaction. goal and institutional commitment, and

social integration.

VIr'Mblg h0pcadu Attritjow lad Betatiot

Post·secondary studcot attrition n::searcb bas generally sought to reveal the

influence ofcertain variables on the attrition and retention of students in post-secondary

programs. Pre-enroUment variables (those that cbacacterize student background prior to

enrollment) include age. gender, socioeconomic status, prior academic performance and

behavior. and commitment to completing post-sccoodaty studies. Other variables of

lntm:st, termed post-enroUmcot variables., are. in esseoce. those which are a product of

student experiences in the post-sccoodary environment following enrollment. Post­

enrollment variables lnclude socw inlegration and academic integration (these include

peer interaction experiences aDd experiences with faculty and program material

respectively), enrollment status, financial concerns. and employment status (Sharpe &.

Spain, 1993). There bas been debate as to which category ofvariabies contributes more

to drop-out decisions, pre-enrollment or post-enrollment; however, tbete is a recognition
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that attrition results from an intenctionofboth typeS of variables (SbaIpe& Spain,

1993}

Numerous studies of student attrition have examined the extent to which financial

considerations influence students' decisions to persist Sharpe and Spain (1993) point

out in their review ofthe literature that "financial problems have consistently ranked in

the top three reasons for leaving posl-secoodary prognuns" (p. 33). Heller (1997) found

that community college students were more likely than university students 10 witbdJaw

from. a program entiJety wbcn tuition is increased. Results of a study by St John and

Starkey (1995) suggest that regardless of institution or income. some students will

terminate their enrollment in response to higher tuition. Byrne (1991) reponed that a

majority of students who bad been enrolled in two and three year college programs

maintained that they withdrew because of financial problems. A nwnber ofother studies

in the literature have shown that increases in tuitioo have a consistently negative effect

on student persistence in post-5CCOndary studies (Leslie &: Brinkman, 1987; St John &:

Starkey, 1994; St 1ohn, Qres.cber. &. ADdrieu, 1992; St John. Andricu. Oeschet, &.

Starkey, 1994). St 101m, Kirshstci.n aDdNoeU (1991) found student finaDcial aid to be

positively associated with student persistence and that studcDt loans pomoted

persistence. In contrast. a study cooductcd by Johnson (1994) found no significance

differeocc in the reported financial situation of students withdrawing and those

continuing. Johnson's results arc complemented by other studies which have not found
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financlal considerations to be a significant cootnbutor to student attrition (CaJxera et at.

1993; Sba<pe & SpaID, 1993).

The influence of students' gender and age have not been shown to be significant

10 the majority oftbc research iDto variables affc:ctiJ:Jg student attrition. although Byrne

(1991) found, in bc:r study ofcollegc students., that two-thirds oftbe drop-outs were male..

Byrne also fouod that a higher- pcn:entage of maJe students were acadc:micalIy dismissed

than females and that a grcatcrnw:nber offcmalcs than males witbdrewvoluntarily.

With respect to the influence of students' age on attrition. in contrast to the majority of

research studies 00 student persistence and withdrawal. MW1aUgh. Bums and Schuster

(1999) found that the Likelihood of persistence was lower £01" the older students in their

"""Y.

Student pre-enroUmcnt academic perf"0IlIlllDCC (e.g. high school grades) bas

consistently been convincing as an indicator ofwbether or DOt they will persist in a post.

secondary program. Numerous studies have shown that higher levels ofacademic

achievement in bish school positively correlate wjth student persistence in post­

sccoodauy studies (Byrne. 1991; De Rome &: Lewin. 1984; Dcitsche. 1990; Johnson,

1994; Murtaugh et al.• 1999; Sharpe &. Spain. 1993). Deitscbe (1990) found that in

additioo to having lower levels of previous education prior to college enrollment,

dropouts came from a gencrallevcl high school program as opposed to aD advanced high

school program. This result was similarly obtained by Sharpe and Sp&in (1993).
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Studeut academic and social integration at post..sccoodary instituti(M1$ have

proved co be adequate pr-edjctors of pelSlstencc in many studies. ~bers have often

used student cumulative grade point average: as a measure ofacademic integration.

Student study habits during their program ofstudy and student-faculty interaction also

have been used as indicators of academic integration. Higher levels ofacademic

integration have been seen in those students who persist (Cabrera etal., 1993; Deitsehe.

1990; Johnson, 1994; Pascarella 4 Cbapman, 1983; Romano, 1995; Tinto. 1993). Tinto

(1997) found tbatgmde point avcrasc. pen;eptious of faculty. and bours ofstudy per

week were significant pn:dietors ofstudent penistence.. A number of research studies

have docwneated a significantly influential role played by studeut-faculty interactions

outside ofthe classroom in iocreasing student academic integration and pc1'Sistence..

This research indicates that frequent, meaningful contact with faculty members,

especially contact focusing on academic or career-related issues, appears 10 heighten

students' involvement and motivation (Astin, 1984, 1993; Pascarella, 1980. 1985;

Tereozini and Pascarella. 1977. 1980; Terenzini, Pascarella. k Lorang, 1982; Tinto,

1987, 1993. 1997). Some studies have shown that when stUdents are actively involved in

on-<:ampus activities and. as a result, experience a heightened sense ofcommunity within

their institution. they are more likely to persist (Astin. 1993; Naretto. 1995; Tiolo. 1993).

Students' occupational status and cnroUmcnt status have also been shown to be

significant factors in student attrition stUdies. The results ofa study conducted by Fralick

(1993) showed that~A ofDOD-returning students bad worked while attending college.
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Thirty-sUc perceot: ofthese SlUdents bad worked more than 40 boon per week Research

evidence bas also shown that full-time studcots are more likely 10 persist than part~time

students.. Lam (1984) reported an attrition rate that was 80% higberfor part-time

students as opposed to full-time students at ODe institution. Similarly, Wiadbam. (1994)

found that pan·time students and those who wodcd full-time during their study period

were less likely to continue their studies.

Students' goal commitment. that is, their commitment to completing a post­

se<:oodazy education and meeting their educational goals. bas consistently been shown to

impact their decisions to persist (Deitsebe, 1990; Sarkar, 1993). A study ofstudent

attrition conducted by Bryant (1999) at Memorial University ofNewfoundland found that

"ooc oftbc major reasons given by students for DOt returning to Memorial was the fact

that they were UIlSW'e oftbeireducatiooal goals" (p. viI). In general., students who

express a higher commitment to the completion oftbcir post-.secoodary studies. and who

put a higher value on it, are more likely to persist

The influeoce of significant otben OIl student educational aDd goal commitments

is also well documented in the post--sccoodarystudcot attrition literature (Bean. 1980,

1982a, 1982b. 1983; Cabrera. Stampden. &Hanseo. 1990; Cabrera etal. 1993; Nora.

Hinasi, & Matonak, 1993). 'Ibc encouragement and emotional support of others bas

been shown to have positive direct and indirect effects on student decisions to persist.
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AdclrmipR Attritio.

The growing body of researcb into the problem ofstudent attritioo has led to a

substantial nwnber of recommendatioos foe pra.cticcs devised to bclp lower student

attrition rates. TiDto (1997) bas called for modifications to the instructional process that

would sec classrooms fimctjon as communities. with greater emphasis on faculty-studcnt

interaction and academic and social integration. Some researchers have cceommended

that background information be coUected OD enrolling students for the purposes of

identifying 'at ris.k:' students who might benefit from additional academic or other

odditional_(Dci1Scbe, 1990; Gilben.ChapmoD.Dei""""._ &a..._.

1997; Noel, Levitz, & Kaufinann, 1982). Ellis (1991) stated that Mstude:nt retention

research indicates that by far the biggest: concentration ofstudents leaving scbool is

during and right after the first quarter or .semester. This is the most effective time in the

student's cuec:r to provide additional support'" (p. 7). FoUowing this logic. institutions

have implemented numerous measwes in attempts to reduce student attrition. By

providing students with access to various additional support programs institutions hope

to provide students with a greater opporttmity to experience higher degrees ofacademic

aod social integration. St\ldeut support programs include orieolation. professional

counselling services. student developnent~ and improved accessibility to

academic tutoring and n::medial belp(Bymc. 1991; Gilbert et aI., 1997; Osborne. 1992;

Seidman, 1996).
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Student attrition frompost~programs is a result ofthe complex

interplay ofa Dumber ofvariables. These variables are traditionally grouped into two

categories: pr-e-cnrollmcnt variables and post~llmcotvariables. No single

combination of these variables bas shown to account for the varillIlCe experienced in

resean:h into stUdent attrition. rn addition. a review of the research litemture relating to

post-secondary student attrition suggests that much oftbe research findings: are

CODtradictory. As a result, the specific causes oftbe attrition phenomenon are variable

and stiD remain largely \mClear. Despite this, the conceptuaJ models ofTinto (1975,

1987,1993) and Bean (1980, 1982a, 1983) and otbereducatiooal researchers have

proven to be a valuable resource and guide in investigating post-secondaIy student

attrition.

The primary research objective ofthis study was to provide insight into the

pbcnomena offust-semestcr attrition from the Engineering Technology programs at the

College oCtile North Atlantic. The foDowing research questions were developed in

accordance with this objective:

I. From the point.of-view of first-semester college students, what factors influence

student decisions to witbdJaw from college?
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2. From the point-of-vicw ofcoUege faculty members., what factors influence student

decisions to withdraw from college?

3. What do students who withdraw from college after their tim semester ofstudy report

as the maj« influence coDtributioS to their decision to withdraw?

4. What proportion ofstudents who witbdIaw from college after their first semester

intend to pursue further post-sccoDdary study in the future?

S. Compared to persisting students. do students who withdnlweacly have different

background characteristics (gender, age, highest level ofpnor education, parents' highest

level of education,. cumulative average ofall high school COW'SC$ attempted. grade in

math course taken i.n grade 12, type of math program taken in grade 12, or marital

"""")1

6. Compared to persisting students. do studeots who withdraw early have different entry­

level characteristics (enrollment status. student loan status. employment insu:raDce status,

confidence in sua:css, occupational uocertainty. value ofeducation,. job orieutation,

coocem £0I".6nanccs. educational commitment, institutioDal commitment)?

1. Compared to pcrsistingstudc:nts. do students who withdraw early have different mid­

semester characteristics (confidence in success. occupational UDCCItBinty. value of

education,job orientation, concern for finances, educational commitment, institutional

commitm.tnt, perception ofprogram, intent to leave. peer integration. faculty

integration)?
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Metllodology

This n::scarch study iDcoqKKated both quantitative and qualitative research

methods. Social science researchers often use • combination of research methodologies

in order to strengthen the validity ofresearch outcomes and enhance the lnterpretation of

study results. This usage of multiple data collection techniques is commonly referred to

as triangu.l.ation(Glcsoe &. Pcshkin, 1992; Merriam. 1998; Stake. 1995). Qualitative

research methods were iDcoqKKated into this study in an attempt to attain a more

complete undentanding of student attrition aDd to provide a extended characterization of

student attrition at the College oCtile North Atlantic. The qualitative compooeot oCtile

resean:h project consisted offocus groups and interviews. The collection. and

subsequent analysis. ofdata acquired from the two questionnaires which comprise the

Fre;;hrnan lote5!llltjPD and !Acldog System as well as data from the College aCthc North

Atlantic's student records database constituted the quantitative compooent of the proje<:t.

The frgbroan Intemrion and Il'J'king symm and its associated questionnaires were

administered by the College as part of a relatively new approach to improving student

retention.

It was anticipated that the usc ofboth quautitative and qualitative research

methods would fulfiU the primary rcscarch goal ofproviding insight uno the pbe:oomc:na

offim-scmc:stcr attrition at the College oCtile Nonb Atlantic.
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Morgan (1997) suggested that focus groups are essentially group interviews that

rely on the interactions that take place within the group in response to topics provided by

a researcher. He cootcnds that «the bal1mark offocus groups is tbcire.xpl.icit use of

group interaction to produce data and insights that would be Jess aocesstble without the

interactiOD found in a group" (Morgan. 1997. p_ 2). The intern decided to use focus

groups with the anticipation that focus group inter3Ctioos would provide information

about student attrition that would DOt be acquired through quantitative data analysis oc

from the analysis ofinterview rcspooses.

Two focus groups were organized in order to investigate the attitudes aDd

perceptions ofboth faculty and students pertaining to the pbcoomenon ofattrition in the

first semester ofprograms at the College. ODe consisted of 17 students while the other

was comprised 0£6ve faculty members. The student focus group was made up of full·

time first-semester students who were enrolled in an entry level communications course.

This communications cowse is part of the required curriculum in the first semester ofall

oftbe CoUege's engineering technology programs. The faculty focus group was made of

instructors offirst.yearC0\ase5 who had heeD assigned by the College administration to

act as academic advisors to first·year students.

In the process oforganizing the·student focus group the intern rec:;eived

permission from a College communications COW'SC instructor to cooduct the focus group
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with. class offim·year students provided that the students agreed to participate. Nooe

of the students in the class were oPJX)sed to participating in the focus group and the

session subsequently took place during a regularly scheduled class.

The intern requested that the CoUegc's fint-yearstudent academ.ic advisors

participmc in the faculty focus group. Fi.ve oftbese faculty members agreed to

participate and later comprised the faculty focus group.

The line ofquestioning forthe focus groups followed a semi-structured fannat

similar to that described by Merriam (1998). This interview format was chosen in order

to allow the intern enough latitude to pose questions that could arise from the focus

group sessions themselves. The explanatory project $1atcmcDJ: read to all focus group

participants. along with a sample ofqucstioos.. can be found in Appendix.F. Both of the

focus group sessions were 50 minutes in duration.

Since it was unwieldy to make handwritten or typed notes of all participant

comments, the focus group sessions were reconIed on audiotape. Focus group

participants were assured that their identities would remain confidential The

participants were informed that the recordingl: ofthc focus group sessions would be

destroyed six months roUowing the completion of this research project.

The intern analyzed the discussions that were recorded on audiotape and

extracted the significant themes discussed by the focus group participants. The feedback

provided by participants was coded and examined in order to provide a representation of
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the perspectives offirst-semester students and their iDstructon regarding fim-seme:ster

studem: attrition at the College.. Significant themes 'WefC supported by participant

....,...,...

Social sciences researchers recommend inteMewing as a useful technique when

one is seemg to uncover opinions, perceptions., and attitudes. Interviewing provides an

opportunity to learn about what ooc cannot see and to explore alternative explanations of

what is seen (Glesne &: Pcsb.kin. 1992; Marsba1J &: Rossman, 1995). According to

Seidman (1998), inlervicws in researcb studies provide a means of"uDdemanding the

experience ofother people and the meaning they make of that experience. Interviewing

allows us to put behavior ill cootext aod provides'access to UDder'standing their action"

(pp.3-4).

1be intern attempted to contact aU 84 individuals in the attrition group by

telepbooe for a briefiDterview. This DWDber ofearly Jeavers represented 24.9% of the

337 students who were originally registered in engineering tecbnoJogy programs at the

College aCthe North Atlantic for the fall 1999 semester.

Following the release ofthc fall J999 semester grades. the names and telephone

Dumbers ofall fonner students in the attrition group were extracted from the College

student record database (see letter ofpcrmission in Appeodbt B). The intern telephoned
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each of these fonDel" students at least 0DCe. Those not available to speak with the iDtem

during the time ofthe first telepbone cootaet were telepbooed a second time. Ifthe

second interview attempt was unsuccessful. the individuals coocemed were elimiDatc:d

from the interview list. lnaddition,. a number of individuals were eliminated. from the

interview list because they could DO loDgtt be reached at the cootact number held in the

CoUcge database. 1be number of former students successfully contacted was S1. All

former students successfully contacted were informed that their participation in a

telephone interview was entirely volUDtary and that the identities ofall those interviewed

would be kept confidential. The number of individuals who agreed to be interviewed

was 44 (52.4% ofthe aurition group).

The interviews CODCCDtrated on student rationale for deciding to discontinue their

studies. T'bey roUawed a structured format analogous to that dc:scn'bed by Merriam

(1998). In keeping with this formal. interview questions were prepared in advance of the

interviews. 1bis interview method was chosen in order for the intern to gain insight into

students' primary reason for deciding to discootinue their program ofstudy and to find

out ifthe students who withdrew planned to resume post-secoodary studies in the future.

An explanatory project statement that was read to aU respondents aloog with the

interview questions caD be found in Appendix G. Responses to interview questions were

manually recorded.

Responses to the interView questions were analyzed and compiled. The



32

individual responses of interviewees were grouped together to show provide a

representative sUIDIIlaIY ofthe major influences that contnbuted to students' decisions to

withdrawal from the College. In addition, a sum.mary of withdrawing students'

intentions for future post-secondary study was compiled.

Quptjytiye DIy

As stated earlier. for the quantitative component oftbis research study the intern

utilized the freshman Inteention and Tracking System which was developed at the

Humber College ofApplied Arts and Technology. The data collected by the two

questionnaires that comprise the Freshman Integratioo and Tracking System additional

informatioo accessed from the CoUege aCthe North Atlantic's records of students'

admission, and information regarding the students' subsequent academic profile were

compiled for use in this component ofthe study. Quantitative data analysis procedures

were used in an attempt distinguish differences between early leavers and persisters

based on a number ofpredetennined background, entry-level, and mid-term

characteristics.

The College administration granted permission for the intern to access and use

the information compiled for this component artbc research study (see Appendix B).

100 intern strictly adbcrcd to principles of confidentiality in the use of student records

and ensured that the anonymity ofall students was preserved.
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All students entering the first semester ofEngineering Technology programs

offered at the Engineering Tecbnology~oftheCollege of the North Atlantic in the

fall of 1999 were participants in this component oftbe: research study. The toW number

ofnew entrants was 337.

00 August 26, 1999. a day prior to the commeocc:menl offim semester's classes,

CoUege student services officials requested that aU first-semester students complete the

first questionnaire in the freshman Integration and Tnackjog System entitled the f.I.I]nm

in f4ucatjoo Inyentmy. The number of students who completed the~

Education Inyentory was 292 (86.6% of total). The PartnsG in Education POIPN

collects information about student demographic cbaractcristics, academic background,

support semc-e needs. attitudes. and educatioB&1 goals. The Pvtnm in Education

ID.mu2Ix caD be used to produce. computer.genentcd Pvtnm in Education Report that

is delivered to each student This repon matebe:s College SUpport services to the needs of

each student as identified by the Partpc;rs in f4ucation Inyentmy and also helps to

identify students with a high probability offailure ordcputurc: in their fim: semester.

At mid-semestcr. between October 22 and 29, 1999, puticipatingstudeDts were

asked by student services officials to complete the Student Exp;rjmcc lnyentOIy the

second questionnaire in the freshman Integration and Tracking Sy:rtem, The number of

students who completed the Student Experience lnyeptOry was 141 (41.8% of total). The

Student Experience rgyentory collects information about students' support needs.
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academic and extncUIriculat behavior. perceptioos. and attitudes subsequent to their

enroUmenL Like the Partnm in F4ycation Inyentory the Stydgrt Experience Inyntpry

can be used to produce. computer.generated Parmm in Edption Report that is

delivered to each student. Also, like the Partners in F4uCltion Inw:ntqry the S1ulknJ.

Experience Inyentpry aids in identifying students who are at risk of fiulure or early

During the fall semester and at the beginning ofthe winter 2000 semester a

variety ofinformatioo was extracted from the ColJegc's student records database. lbis

information included details ofstudents' age, gender, high school marks and a number of

olber demographic and acadcmjc characteristics that will be listed below. For the

purposes ofanalysis. two groups ofstUdents were differentiated: the early leavets group

and the pcrsistc:ts group. Those students DOt continuing their program into the seeond

semester constituted the early leaven: group.

The dc:pcndcnt variable for the analysis ofthis data was categorized as early

lcaver or persister. Early leavers were those studcots who did DOt re-register at the

College oCtile North Adantic for" a sccood semester in January 2000. Persisters were

defined as those who did rc-register for. second semester.

Three categories of indcpeodent variables were opcntionalizcd for analysis

purposes. These categories were background characteristics., entry.lcvcl characteristics,

and mid-term characteristics. Some oCtbe independent variables were assigned
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operational values based 00. a dummy coding scheme. Responses to selected

questioonaire items from the Partners in Education Inventory and the Student Expgjenee

~ based on respoose values from I to 5 based on • Likert-cype scale. Items on

the Paa:oers in Education Inyr;moor and the student Expgjence Inyeotory required

...po_ to ",,"COle they I) _ogIy"""" 2)"""" J) we<e neuuaI. 4)__

or 5) strongly disagreed. F« some ofthe questionnaire items the response values were

later reversed in order to produce a unidirectional scale. Students' response values for

questionnaire items measuring the same construct (e.g. cducatiooaJ commitment) were

averaged in order to provide a single. composite numerical value Cor each particular

independent variable. A list ofthe questionnaire items from the Partners in Edycation

1Jusn1QQ: and the Student Experience Inven10rv that were utilized for this study can be

found in Appendix C aDd Appcodix. 0 respectively. In addition, a list oCtile numbers for

questionnaire items from both the Partnm jn Education Inventory and the SDlIkDl

Expgimc<; loyentqry that conupood to each of indepeodent variables can be found in

AppondixE.

The background characteristics examiDod werc: gender, age. student's highest

level ofprior education. mother's highest level ofeducation, father's highest level of

education, cumulative average ofall high school COUJSC$ attempted. finaJ grade in grade

12 mathematics. type of mathematics program taken in grade 12. and marital status.

The entry-level characteristics were enrollment status, student aid status.
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employment insunmce status, and seven attitudinal constructs assessed from responses to

questionnaire items on the Partners in education Inventory. These constructs were

confidence in success, occupational uncertainty, value ofeducation-job orientation.,

concern for fmances. educational commitment, and institutional commitmenL

The mid~term.characteristics consisted of the following 10 attibJdinal and

behavioral constructs assessed from responses to questionnaire items on the s.twkDI

Experience Inyentmy These were confidence in su«css. occupational uncertainty,

value ofeducation, job orientation, concern for finances, educational commitment,.

institutional commitment, perception of program. intent to leave. peer interaction, and

faculty interaction.

All data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS)

version 9.0 for Windows. Analysis was completed for each of the independent variables.

Results

This section aCthe research report provides a description oftbe comments and

discussions which took place during the student and faculty focus groups. The comments

of focus group participants are provided verbatim.
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Stude.! Gropp.

When asked about potential reasons for first-semester student attrition from the

Engineering Technology programs at the College aCme North Atlantic, participants in

the student focus group gave a nwnber ofpotential reasons. The majority of these in

some way related to academic difficulties experienced by studcDts.

The students felt that ODe reason for first-semester student attrition was the higbly

demanding workload and high degree ofdifficulty associated with the math and science

courses in the program. They suggested that new entrants have much difficulty adjusting

to working under a higher degree of pressure than they bad experienced previously in

high school. This is evidenced by the following comments offered by two of the students

in the group:

"From day ooc you are just bombarded with material...and a lot of people just get
overwhelmed by it. We thought this was going to be just a regular, basic course.
Some of them just end up leaving because they can't keep up with the pace aCthe
courses, they neglect some courses, and fall too far behind."

"I bad no trouble in high school. I didn't have to study. AU I had to do was show
up and listen. Ifl tried to do that here I wouldn't be here for very long. It's a lot
different. And people cao'tjust adjust to pres5W'e automatically. Adjustment to
pressure comes with experience."

The participants in this focus group agreed that many oftbe students who leave

due to academic difficulties do so partly as a result aCtbe fact thatthe}' were unsure of

the academic demands of the Engineering Technology programs at the College. The

following statement by one student TCpf"CSCDts the group's pcnpcctive on this:



38

"All we really went by was what was in the calendar. That book only had about
two paragraphs in it about the program and the prerequisites. It's all pretty vague.
You really don't know enough about what's expected OfyOll befon: youjump
rigbt into it"

The student group also suggested that students who have been out ofbigh school

for a number ofyears experience the greatest degree ofacademic difficulty and are least

Likely to persist. The following statements by two ofthe participants represent the views

ofthe group on this:

"People who have been out ofschool for a while walk in here and are expected to
know the same stuffthat the crowd who just walked out ofbigh school have fresh
in their minds. They've got ita lot harder...a lot more work Ifyou can't keep up
you're gone."

"I did well in math in high school but that was four years ago. Now I'm sitting
down at a desk and I'mexpccted to know aIL of that off the top of my bead. I can
understand why some people drop-out."

It was also suggested that students who have poor attendance. those who do not

study enough after classes., and those who work part-time are less likely to persist

because of the academic problems this behavior causes. Some of the comments

included:

"You've got to be at your classes and put your hours in in the evenings and on the
weekend.. It's impossible to catch up ifyou fall behind."

"!fyou are wor:lcingajob part-time that's time away from studying and your
marks are going to go down. You really need about three hOW'S in the evening
and about 12 on the weekend to study. Ifyou've got ajobthcre's Dot much time
forthat"



39

The students feh that having positive relatioaships with faculty members &lid

their fcUow students was important {(II" pcnisteocc: in their program ofstudy. The group

perceived that positive relationships with &culty and their peers helped them

academically. The statements below were made by three of the students with respect 10

faculty and peer relationships:

"It helps ifyom instructors are more appoachabJe and more tolerant ofpeople
who can't unde1'stand the material Sometimes you oeed belp after class time and
ifyour instructors are DOt appoacbable then you might not WIlDt to ask foc help.
IftbcYrc like thatyou'U probably just do ityourselfmd that's a lot bardet"."

"You've got to have friends here. I mean who wants to be a100c in. crowd of
people. You've got to have people to talk thing! over aboutscbool or just to vent
to. Ifnothing else it makes it aU appear a bit easier and when you go back to
class you feel a bit less ftustrated. ..

"You need to have study groups because they make it a biteasicr. You can't
always get in touch with thatooe instructor to belp you out You've got to have a
m>dy group."

The students in the focus group pointed out tlW: ifa student has a higb level of

motivatioo and commitment 10 completing a diploma tbco they are more likely to

succeed and eventua.lJ.y graduate.. The following comme:nt adequately repn:scnts the

group's perspective on this:

"PrcttyweU everyone here feels like we've got to get an education. We've really
got to have a good education to have a sensible life. to
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