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Abstract

This report consists of two chapters. The first chapter outlines the details of a
graduate student internship at the College of the North Atlantic during the fall 1999
semester. The second chapter provides a description of a research project that was
developed and carried out by the intern.

During the internship, the intsrn worked in the student services offices at the
Engineering Technology 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 general duties along with involvement in the College of the North Atlantic
Career and Employment Services and the College Student Success Program.

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

first-semester students enroled in i ing T at the College. The
including focus groups, i iews, and the ion, and statistical analysis of

quantitative data. Results of this study showed that 24.9% of first-semester Engineering
Technology students withdrew prior to the winter 2000 semester, and that student
play a signi role in student decisions to withdraw or persist at
the College. These results are consistent with the Student Integration Model of student
attrition advanced by Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993). This model proposes that a better “fit”

between student and institution results in greater academic and social integration and

ly increases the il that students will persist.
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Chapter 1: The Internship
Rationale for the Internship
In order to fulfill the requirements for the Master of Education (Postsecondary

Studies) at ial University of graduate students must

complete either a thesis, an internship, a project, or a paper folio. This intern chose to
pursue the internship route in fulfilling this requirement as he was interested in gaining
further insight into the ional work of post d

Additie the intern was i in participating in a practical work experience that

would involve participation in the ini: ion and i ion of student services.

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

area attained through his past work with a incial posf student
organization. The intern’s academic goals include the successful completion of the

Master of ion (P y Studies) at ial University of

and the eventual ion of a Doctor of ion in the area of Higher 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 aspect of this area of research that
particularly interests the intern is student attrition and retention at post-secondary
institutions. Officials within the Division of Student Services at the College of the North
Atlantic were similarly interested in this area of research. As a result of this shared

interest, the intern decided to pursue a research project in the area of student attrition and



retention at the College of the North Atlantic.

The Internship Setting
The College of the North Atlantic is Newfoundland and Labrador’s only publicly
funded college. Each year, more than 10,000 full-time and part-time students are

enrolled at the various of the college in ranging from one year to

four years in duration. The College offers programs and courses in the areas of Adult
Basic Education and Literacy, Applied Arts, Business, Community Education, Computer
Science, Engineering Technology, Medical Sciences, Natural Resources, and Trades.
For the duration of the internship, the intern was affiliated with the Division of
Student Services at the Engineering Technology Centre and Prince Philip Drive
campuses of the College in St. John’s. The Division of Student Services provides
assistance in a number of areas including admissions, counselling and testing services,
financial aid services, health services, library and audiovisual services, registrar’s office,

and sports and recreation.

Rationale for the Internship Setting
The intern gained familiarity with the Division of Student Services at the College
of the North Atlantic while working for a nonprofit student advocacy organization from

1996 to 1999. The intern was parti i in the administration and

implementation of student support services in non-university settings. In addition, the
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intern was interested in gaining familiarity with various aspects of college programs that
provide training in the technical and applied sciences. For this reason the intern chose

the College of the North Atlantic as the site for the internship.

Supervision
The intern’s placement at the College of the North Atlantic was supervised by

both a university supervisor and a field isor. The intern’s university supervi
was Dr. Dennis Sharpe, Faculty of Education. Mr. John Harnett, who is a counsellor at
the Engineering Technology Centre campus of the college, fulfilled the role of Field
Supervisor.

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

These ions took place as necessary in order to discuss: (a)

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

Similarly, during the internship placement the intern met on a weekly basis with Mr.
Harnett to discuss issues arising from the work placement and the progress of the intern’s

research.

Internship Goals and Objectives

The intern’s ions for this were ially twofold. First, over

the course of the 10-week placement at the College of the North Atlantic, the intern
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wished to gain practical work experience associated with the delivery and administration
of campus student services. Secondly, the intemn sought to gain necessary research skills
through the design and completion of the research project outlined in this report. Prior to

the commencement of the internship, the intern outlined the following list of specific

goals and objectives:

a) Enhance skills and competencies in carrying out day to day
responsibilities of student services personnel.

b) Consult with instructors, administrators, and other student services
personnel.

c) Observe the daily work and routines of College personnel.

a) and review iate college
b) Discuss the College programs and services with College personnel.




a) Research and review the appropriate college documents.

b) Review the organizational structure of the Division of Student Services
with College personnel.
) Observe the work of the personnel of the Division of Student Services.

a) Delineate the specific research area of interest.

b) Select the i and ies for data.
¢) Use the 't i for it ion of the data and report
the research findings.

d) Make recommendations based on the research.

Summary of Internship Activities
Baird (1999) provided the following pointed characterization of internship
placements: “The role of intern occupies a gray area somewhere between student and

professional” (p. 18). Although interns have much experience and knowledge to gain,
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they “may also be counted on to possess certain knowledge and skills. This ambiguity is
compounded because others at the intemship (site), including staff and clients, may also
be unclear about what interns are and what the purpose of the 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 placement
at the College of the North Atlantic. Mostly, the intemn perceived his role to be more

with that of partici| than college employee.

During the internship placement the intern worked in the student services offices
at the Engineering Technology Center campus and the Prince Philip Drive campus. In
addition, the intern spent several days at the student services offices at the Seal Cove and
Topsail Road campuses of the College. The intern’s activities and duties during the ten-
‘week placement were wide-ranging. The intern’s general duties involved providing
student affairs and student financial aid. The depth and breadth of this information
required the intern to first familiarize himself with the college’s many rules, regulations,
with the College of the North Atlantic Career and Employment Services, and the College
Student Success Program. The intern’s specific activities are outlined in greater detail

below.



General Duties

‘The majority of the intern’s activities were associated with acting as a resource
person similar to the role of the College Student Affairs and Employment Officers
(SAEO’s). When situations arose where the intern was unable to provide students with
specific information, the intern referred students to the appropriate resource person or
college department.

The intern assisted students who were seeking specific information about the

and registrati at the College of the North Atlantic. This

involved informing students of important College policies and deadlines. For example,
the intern provided students with information about how to add and drop courses or make
other changes to their registration status. Students who were interested in enrolling at the
College for the first time were provided with program information and information about
the applicati iated with specific programs. The College of the North

Atlantic offers free tutoring service whereby senior students are paid to tutor students
experiencing academic difficultly. The intern often advised students interested in
participating in the tutoring program of the policies relating to tutoring services at the
College. From time to time the intem referred students seeking to avail of professional

counselling services to a College counsellor. The intern also provided assistance and

guidance to students who were ienci with g

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

Division of the provincial go s De of ion or the student’s
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personal banking institution in order to help resolve issues regarding the disbursement of
student loans. In addition, the intern assisted students in obtaining information about

internal and external ips and other

Career and Employment Services
In addition to providing general information to students about employment
opportunities, the intern acted 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 i ion and skill activities to
assist students in their search for employment. The intern regularly posted job
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 research various components of student career development and

Information Kit for use as a resource for college students seeking employment. The Job
Search Information Kit developed by the intern is attached in Appendix A of this report.

Student Success Program

The intern assisted in various aspects of the College-wide Student Success
Program. The primary purpose of this program is to aid students in their transition from
high school to college and assist them in achieving their academic and career goals. The
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intern attended meetings with student advisors at the Engineering Technology Centre and

in a number of group di i ing the and di
experienced by college students. The intern also assisted student services staff in the
administration of two student assessment tools, the ACCUPLACER and the Freshman

: Tracking S
The ACCUPLACER is a four-component system designed to provide placement,

and guidance i ion for students entering two to four year post-
dary institutions. This ized test assesses student proficiencies in reading

comprehension, sentence skills, and arithmetic and algebra. After completing the
ACCUPLACER test a student score report card is generated for use by counselling staff.

The ion and Tracking System utilizes a wide-range of student

information collected via two questionnaires in order to identify students who may
benefit from career guidance and/or additional academic support. The first

the Partners in i collects is ion about students’
hi isti i ft service needs, atiitudes, and
goals. The Partners in i is used to produce a computer-

generated Partners in Education Report that is delivered to each student. This report
‘matches college support services to student needs as identified by the Partners in
Education Inventory and also helps to identify students with a high probability of failure
or departure in their first semester. The Student Experience Inventory, the second



questionnaire in the Freshman Integration and Tracking System, collects inforrnation

about individual student support needs, ic and i behavior,, and
and attitudes to their Like the Partners in EEducation
the Student i is used to produce a computer-germerated

Partners in Education Report that is delivered to each student. In addition to aiiding in
the identification of students who are at risk of failure or early departure, the re=sults of
the Student i Inventory provide i ion about any changes in indiividual

student attitude about college education since registering at the College of the Morth

Atlantic.

Review of the Internship Objectives

‘This was accomplished by carrying out various general duties in the studllent

services offices at the Engineering Technology Centre campus and the Prince Phailip

Drive campus. These general duties involved providing i ion to and

with students on numerous issues related to admissions and registration, general student
affairs and financial aid. The intern also had the opportunity to participate in the:
development and delivery of the College Career and Employment Services and i-n the

implementation of the College Student Success Program. The intern also partici_pated in



delivery and of the College student services.

North Atlantic.

The intern i this goal by reviewing the College policies and services,

the college calendar, and the College student handbook. Over the course of the
internship placement the intern worked at the Engineering Technology Centre, Prince
Philip Drive, Seal Cove, and Topsail Road campuses. Through discussioas with College
ppersonnel at these campuses, the intern became familiar with the various facilities and

academic programs at the College of the North Atlantic.

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

carrying out various functions of the student services division. Also, the intern gained

additional insight through viewing the iate College i ing student

services with College ini i and student services

personnel, and by observing the daily work routines of student services staff.



‘With the assi of a faculty supervisor and a field supervisor, the intern

developed a research project designed to investigate first-semester student attrition from
thlm-yﬂl’ i i at the il 1 Centre

campus of the College of the North Atlantic. The intern reviewed the available literature
on student attrition, developed a rescarch methodology, carried out the research, and
analyzed and reported the results. The research project is discussed in detail in Chapter 2
of this report.

Conclusion
An overall description of the intern’s activities and experiences during an
internship at the College of the North Atlantic has been provided in this section of the
internship report. During the internship placement, the intern gained valuable experience
in the field of i inis ion and the ini: ion of student services. The

intern achieved the desired goals. The i i nature of i ip 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
setting signif to the intern’s personal and professional
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development. The intern’s academic experience was advanced considerably through the
experience of designing and carrying out the research project that will be discussed in
Chapter 2 of this report.



Chapter 2: The Research
Introduction to the Research

Student attrition from post-secondary education programs has been identified by

educators and post-secondary policy-makers as a problem that is worth investigating and

‘When indivi enrol at post- institutions and
mmmmkﬁmmwmmﬁrpﬁmﬂy@dbmwmﬂmlm
of study and graduate. When students drop out of programs, both the student and the

institution are deprived of the goal ing their ive il Research

at Canadian post- institutions has indicated that the rate of student
attrition in Canada was in the order of 30% to 50% (Deitsche, 1989; Stoll & Scarff,
1983). A recent study conducted by the College of the North Atlantic (1999) found that
an average of 45% of students who initially enrolled in three-year programs fail to
graduate.

Student attrition is understood to be a complex interplay between many different
variables. For the most part, research into this area has 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).
Second, in order to reach a 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 of this study was to conduct an investigation into the causes of

student attrition in the first semester of three-y ineeri programs at

the College of the North Atlantic.

Statement of Purpose

It has 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 of Newfoundland and Labrador. As a result,
there is a public interest in addressing the perceived problem of student attrition from
programs at the College of the North Atlantic.

The purpose of this study was to investigate variables contributing to student
attrition in the first semester of engineering technology programs offered at the College
of the North Atlantic. For this study, attrition was defined as a student’s failure to
resume his or her 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 provide useful information that could
subsequently be generalized for the purposes of explaining and addressing the high
percentages of attrition from three-y, ineeri at the College

of the North Atlantic.
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Review of the Student Attrition and Retention Literature
Considerable attention and significant research resources have been directed
toward the problem of student attrition from post-secondary education programs. There
is an interest in lowering rates of student attrition, considering the loss of financial
resources incurred by both student and institution and the other negative effects that arise
when drop-outs occur (Deitsche, 1990; Gilbert & Gomme, 1986). During the present era,

when the i of ing a post- ion is i ing, the result

of a negati i with post- studies may have profound implications on
student attitudes toward future post-secondary study. Research has shown that
somewhere in the order of 30% to 50% of students who enrol in post-secondary programs
fail to graduate (College of the North Atlantic, 1999; Deitsche, 1989; Smith, 1991).
Research studies have shown that a significant proportion of student attrition occurs in
the first year of a post-secondary program followed, in descending order, by attrition of
students enrolled in subsequent program years (Bryant, 1999; Ellis, 1991; Johnson &
Buck, 1995). Analogous to other studies of Canadian post-secondary institutions,
Deitsche (1989) found that 30% of students enrolled at Humber College withdrew in the
first year of study. A study administered by the College of the North Atlantic (1999)
reported an average attrition rate of 45% among those students who had enrolled in the
three-year programs at the College.

Canadian educators are often critical of the fact that the majority of post-



17
secondary student attrition research has been carried out in the United States. Many of
these American studies have been limited to the experience of traditional students at four
year baccalaureate colleges (Deitsche, 1990; Sharpe & Spain, 1993); however, an
increasing volume of student attrition research is becoming available from research

studies conducted within Canada’s colleges and universities.

Theoretical Models

There are two dominant conceptual models A;fsmdcm attrition that have been put
forward to provide a theoretical framework. These are Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993)
Student Integration Model and Bean’s (1980, 1982a, 1983) Student Attrition Model.
Tinto’s Student Integration Model, validated by research that has shown it to be accurate
for different institutions with differing student populations (Pascarella & Chapman,
1983), attributes attrition to a lack of congruency between students and institutions.
C i to personal i goals and to a specific institution are shaped by a
sufficient match between student motivation and academic ability and the academic and

social istics of the i institution. This model adv the idea thata

higher degree of academic and social integration in the post-secondary setting leads to a
lesser of wif i this model suggests that a better ‘fit”

between student and institution will enhance their ic and social i ion and

result in a higher likeli of retention.
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The Student Attrition Model proposed by Bean (1980, 1982a, 1983) suggests that

student attrition is to the tumnover i by other

organizations. This model focuses i attention on the i of student

beliefs and attitudes and the subsequent influences of these attitudes on their decision to

persist or i A ing to this student beliefs
are moulded by the various academic and social aspects of their institution, in addition to
various external factors such as the influence of students’ significant others.

Recognizing a considerable degree of overlap between the Student Integration
Model and the Student Attrition Model, Cabrera, Nora, and Castaneda (1993)

tested “all i derlying both
” (p. 124). Upon achieving results i with the central propositions of
each model, the thata ination of the two theories would

provide “a more comprehensive understanding of the complex interplay among
and instituti factors” (p. 135).

Johnson (1994) completed an attrition study at the University of Alberta and
proposed a “Canadian model” of undergraduate student attrition. This model

distinguishes between two types of wil ry i and i
l. A ing to Johnson, instituti i occurs when an i
requires students to withdraw their asa of not maintaining the

required academic standard or less commonly, as a result of academic or other
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misconduct. Voluntary withdrawal, on the other hand, is defined by Johnson as a more
complex activity resulting from factors related to student academic performance and
psychological state. Johnson proposed that personal withdrawal decisions are based on

individual student’s personal of their academi ined with
other psychological factors such as satisfaction, goal and instituti i and

Variables Influencing Attriti iR .
Post-secondary student attrition research has generally sought to reveal the
influence of certain variables on the attrition and retention of students in post-secondary
programs. Pre-enroliment variables (those that characterize student background prior to

enrollment) include age, gender, soci ic status, prior i and

behavior, and i to ing post- studies. Other variables of

interest, termed post-enrollment variables, are, in essence, those which are a product of

student experi in the post- i ing Post-
enrollment variables include social integration and academic integration (these include

respectively), enrollment status, financial concerns, and employment status (Sharpe &
Spain, 1993). There has been debate as to which category of variabies contributes more

to drop-out decisi P or post- however, there is a recognition



‘that attrition results from an interaction of both types of variables (Sharpe & 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 of the literature that “financial problems have consistently ranked in
the top three reasons for leaving post-secondary programs” (p. 33). Heller (1997) found
that community college students were more likely than university students to withdraw
from a program entirely when 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. Byme (1991) reported that a
‘majority of students who had been enrolled in two and three year college programs
maintained that they withdrew because of financial problems. A number of other studies
in the literature have shown that increases in tuition have a consistently negative effect
on student persistence in post-secondary studies (Leslie & Brinkman, 1987; St. John &
Starkey, 1994; St. John, Oescher, & Andrieu, 1992; St. John, Andrieu, Oescher, &
Starkey, 1994). St. John, Kirshstein and Noell (1991) found student financial aid to be

P with student i and that student loans promoted
persistence. In contrast, a study conducted by Johnson (1994) found no significance
difference in the reported financial situation of students withdrawing and those
continuing. Johnson’s results are complemented by other studies which have not found
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financial i ions to be a signif to student attrition (Cabrera et al.,

1993; Sharpe & Spain, 1993).

The influence of students’ gender and age have not been shown to be significant
in the majority of the research into variables affecting student attrition, although Byrne
(1991) found, in her study of college students, that two-thirds of the drop-outs were male.
Byme also found that a higher percentage of male students were academically dismissed
than females and that a greater number of females than males withdrew voluntarily.
With respect to the influence of students’ age on attrition, in contrast to the majority of

research studies on student persi: and wit A h, Burns and Schuster

(1999) found that the likelihood of persistence was lower for the older students in their
study.

Student pn i (e.g- high school grades) has

consistently been convincing as an indicator of whether or not they will persist in a post-
secondary program. Numerous studies have shown that higher levels of academic
in high school positi correlate with student persistence in post-

secondary studies (Byrne, 1991; De Rome & Lewin, 1984; Deitsche, 1990; Johnson,
1994; Murtaugh et al., 1999; Sharpe & Spain, 1993). Deitsche (1990) found that in
addition to having lower levels of previous education prior to college enroliment,
dropouts came from a general level high school program as opposed to an advanced high
school program. This result was similarly obtained by Sharpe and Spain (1993).



Student ic and social i ion at post institutions have

proved to be adequate predi of persi: in many studies. have often
used student cumulative grade point average as a measure of academic integration.
Student study habits during their program of study and student-faculty interaction also
have been used as indicators of academic integration. Higher levels of academic
integration have been seen in those students who persist (Cabrera et al., 1993; Deitsche,
1990; Johnson, 1994; Pascarella & Chapman, 1983; Romano, 1995; Tinto, 1993). Tinto

(1997) found that grade point average, perceptions of faculty, and hours of study per

‘week were signif i of student persi A number of research studies
have a signi i ial role played by student-faculty interactions
outside of the ini ing student ic i ion and

This research indicates that frequent, meaningful contact with faculty members,
especially contact focusing on academic or career-related issues, appears to heighten
students' involvement and motivation (Astin, 1984, 1993; Pascarella, 1980, 1985;
Terenzini and Pascarella, 1977, 1980; Terenzini, Pascarella, & Lorang, 1982; Tinto,
1987, 1993, 1997). Some studies have shown that when students are actively involved in

on-campus activities and, as a result, ience a hei sense of ity within
their institution, they are more likely to persist (Astin, 1993; Naretto, 1995; Tinto, 1993).

Students’ occupational status and enrollment status have also been shown to be
significant factors in student attrition studies. The results of a study conducted by Fralick
(1993) showed that 82% of non-returning students had worked while attending college.
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Thirty-six percent of these students had worked more than 40 hours per week. Research
evidence has also shown that full-time students are more likely to persist than part-time
students. Lam (1984) reported an attrition rate that was 80% higher for part-time
students as opposed to full-time students at one institution. Similarly, Windham (1994)
were less likely to continue their studies.

Students’ goal i that is, their if to ing a post-

secondary education and meeting their educational goals, has consistently been shown to
impact their decisions to persist (Deitsche, 1990; Sarkar, 1993). A study of student

attrition conducted by Bryant (1999) at ial University of” found that

“one of the major reasons given by students for not returning to Memorial was the fact
that they were unsure of their educational goals” (p. vii). In general, students who

express a higher i to the ion of their post- studies, and who

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

The influence of significant others on student educational and goal commitments
is also well documented in the post-secondary student attrition literature (Bean, 1980,
1982a, 1982b, 1983; Cabrera, Stampden, & Hansen, 1990; Cabrera et al., 1993; Nora,
Hinasi, & Matonak, 1993). The encouragement and emotional support of others has

been shown to have positive direct and indirect effects on student decisions to persist.
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Addressing Attriti
The growing body of research into the problem of student attrition has led to a

number of ; ions for practices devised to help lower student

attrition rates. Tinto (1997) has called for modifications to the instructional process that

would see function as ities, with greater emphasis on faculty-studs

and ic and social i ion. Some have

that background information be collected on enrolling students for the purposes of
identifying ‘at risk” students who might benefit from additional academic or other
additional support (Deitsche, 1990; Gilbert, Chapman, Deitsche, Grayson, & Gardner,
1997; Noel, Levitz, & Kaufmann, 1982). Ellis (1991) stated that “student retention
research indicates that by far the biggest concentration of students leaving school is
during and right after the first quarter or semester. This is the most effective time in the
student’s career to provide additional support” (p. 7). Following this logic, institutions

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

providing students with access to various additional support institutions hope
to provide students with a greater opportunity to experience higher degrees of academic
and social integration. Student support include

services, student and impr ility to
academic tutoring and remedial help (Byme, 1991; Gilbert et al., 1997; Osborne, 1992;
Seidman, 1996).



Summary

Student attrition from post-secondary programs is a result of the complex
interplay of a number of variables. These variables are traditionally grouped into two

pr variables and post variables. No single
combination of these variables has shown to account for the variance experienced in
research into student attrition. In addition, a review of the research literature relating to
post-secondary student attrition suggests that much of the research findings are
contradictory. As aresult, the specific causes of the attrition phenomenon are variable
and still remain largely unclear. Despite this, the conceptual models of Tinto (1975,
1987, 1993) and Bean (1980, 1982a, 1983) and other educational researchers have
proven to be a valuable resource and guide in investigating post-secondary student

attrition.

Research Questions
The primary research objective of this study was to provide insight into the
phenomena of first-semester attrition from the Engineering Technology programs at the
College of the North Atlantic. The ing research ions were in

accordance with this objective:
1. From the point-of-view of first-semester college students, what factors influence

student decisions to withdraw from college?
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2. From the point-of-view of college faculty members, what factors influence student
decisions to withdraw from college?
3. What do students who withdraw from college after their first semester of study report
as the major influence contributing to their decision to withdraw?
4. What proportion of students who withdraw from college after their first semester
intend to pursue further post-secondary study in the future?
5. Compared to persisting students, do students who withdraw early have different
background characteristics (gender, age, highest level of prior education, parents’ highest
level of education, cumulative average of all high school courses attempted, grade in
‘math course taken in grade 12, type of math program taken in grade 12, or marital
status)?
6. Compared to persisting students, do students who withdraw early have different entry-
level characteristics (enrollment status, student loan status, employment insurance status,

in success, i inty, value of ion, job

concern for finances,

7. Compared to persisting students, do students who withdraw early have different mid-

semester isti in success, i inty, value of

education, job orientation, concern for finances,
commitment, perception of program, intent to leave, peer integration, faculty
integration)?
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Methodology

methods. Social science often use a ination of research

in order to strengthen the validity of research outcomes and enhance the interpretation of
study results. This usage of multiple data collection techniques is commonly referred to
as triangulation (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992; Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995). Qualitative
research methods were incorporated into this study in an attempt to attain a2 more
complete understanding of student attrition and to provide a extended characterization of
student attrition at the College of the North Atlantic. The qualitative component of the
research project consisted of focus groups and interviews. The collection, and
Freshman Integration and Tracking System as well as data from the College of the North
Atlantic’s student records database i the itati of the project.

‘The Ereshman Integration and Tracking System 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 use of both quantitative and qualitative research

methods would fulfill the primary research goal of providing insight into the
of first-semester attrition at the College of the North Atlantic.
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Focus Groups

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
aresearcher. He contends that “the hallmark of focus groups is their explicit use of
group interaction to produce data and insights that would be less accessible without the
interaction found in a group” (Morgan, 1997, p. 2). The intern decided to use focus
groups with the anticipation that focus group interactions would provide information
about student attrition that would not be acquired through quantitative data analysis or
from the analysis of interview responses.

Two focus groups were organized in order to investigate the attitudes and
perceptions of both faculty and students pertaining to the phenomenon of attrition in the
first semester of programs at the College. One consisted of 17 students while the other
was comprised of five 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 course is part of the required curriculum in the first semester of all
of the College’s engineering technology programs. The faculty focus group was made of
instructors of first-year courses who had been assigned by the College administration to
act as academic advisors to first-year students.

In the process of organizing the student focus group the intern received

from a College ications course i to conduct the focus group
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with a class of first-year students provided that the students agreed to participate. None
of the students in the class were opposed to participating in the focus group and the
session subsequently took place during a regularly scheduled class.

The intern requested that the College’s first-year student academic advisors
participate in the faculty focus group. Five of these faculty members agreed to
participate and later comprised the faculty focus group.

The line of questioning for the focus groups followed a semi-structured format
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 The project read to all focus group
participants, along with a sample of questions, 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 recorded on audiotape. Focus group
participants were assured that their identities would remain confidential. The
participants were informed that the recordings of the focus group sessions would be
destroyed six months following 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 icil was coded and ined in order to provide a representation of
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the ives of first-semester and their i

student attrition at the College. Significant themes were supported by participant

responses.

Interviews

Social sciences i iewing as a useful ique when
one is seeking to uncover opinions, perceptions, and attitudes. Interviewing provides an
opportunity to learn about what one cannot see and to explore alternative explanations of
what is seen (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992; Marshall & Rossman, 1995). According to
Seidman (1998), interviews in research studies provide a means of “understanding the
experience of other people and the meaning they make of that experience. Interviewing
allows us to put behavior in context and provides access to understanding their action™
(pp- 34).

The intern attempted to contact all 84 individuals in the attrition group by
telephone for a brief interview. This number of early leavers represented 24.9% of the

337 students who were origii i in engis i programs at the

College of the North Atlantic for the fall 1999 semester.
Following the release of the fall 1999 semester grades, the names and telephone
numbers of all former students in the attrition group were extracted from the College

student record database (see letter of ission in ix B). The intem




31
each of these former students at least once. Those not available to speak with the intern

during the time of the first telephone contact were telephoned a second time. If the

second interview attempt was the individual:
from the interview list. In addition, a number of individuals were eliminated from the
interview list because they could no longer be reached at the contact number held in the
College database. The number of former students successfully contacted was 51. All
former students successfully contacted were informed that their participation in a
telephone interview was entirely voluntary and that the identities of all those interviewed
would be kept confidential. The number of individuals who agreed to be interviewed
was 44 (52.4% of the attrition group).

The interviews concentrated on student rationale for deciding to discontinue their

studies. They followed a format to that by Merriam

(1998). In keeping with this format, interview questions were prepared in advance of the
interviews. This interview method was chosen in order for the intern to gain insight into
students” primary reason for deciding to discontinue their program of study and to find
out if the students who withdrew planned to resume post-secondary studies in the future.
An explanatory project statement that was read to all respondents along with the

interview questions can be found in ix G. to interview ions were

manually recorded.

to the i i ions were analyzed and compiled. The
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individual responses of interviewees were grouped together to show provide a

representative summary of the major i that to students’ decisions to

withdrawal from the College. In addition, a summary of withdrawing students”

for future post study was

Quantitative D
As stated earlier, for the quantitative component of this research study the intern

utilized the Freshman Integration and Tracking System which was developed at the
Humber College of Applied Arts and Technology. The data collected by the two

questionnaires that comprise the ion and Tracking System.

information accessed from the College of the North Atlantic’s records of students’

and i ding the students” ic profile were

compiled for use in this of the study. Q itative data analysis

were used in an attempt distinguish differences between early leavers and persisters
based on a number of predetermined 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 of the research study (see Appendix B).
The intern strictly adhered to principles of confidentiality in the use of student records

and ensured that the anonymity of all students was preserved.
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All students entering the first semester of Engineering Technology programs
offered at the Engineering Technology Centre of the College of the North Atlantic in the
fall of 1999 were participants in this component of the research study. The total number
of new entrants was 337.

On August 26, 1999, a day prior to the commencement of first semester’s classes,
College student services officials requested that all first-semester students complete the
first questionnaire in the Freshman Integration and Tracking System entitled the Partners
in Education Inventory. The number of students who completed the Partners in
Education Inventory was 292 (86.6% of total). The Partners in Education Inventory
collects information about student i isti demi d,
Inventory can be used to produce a computer-generated Partners in Education Report that
is delivered to each student. This report matches College support services to the needs of

each student as identified by the Partners in i and also helps to

identify students with a high probability of failure or departure in their first semester.

At mid-semester, between October 22 and 29, 1999, participating students were

asked by student services officials to complete the Student i the
second questionnaire in the Freshman Integration and Tracking System. The number of
students who the Student i was 141 (41.8% of total). The

Student i collects i ion about students’ support needs,




ic and icular behavior, ions, and attitudes to their
Like the Partners in 7 the Student
can be used to produce a computer-generated Partners in Education Report that is
delivered to each student. Also, like the Partners in Education Inventory, the Student

aids in identifying students who are at risk of failure or early

departure.
During the fall semester and at the beginning of the winter 2000 semester a
variety of information was extracted from the College’s student records database. This

information included details of students’ age, gender, high school marks and a number of

other ic and i istics that will be listed below. For the
purposes of analysis, two groups of students were differentiated: the early leavers group
and the persisters group. Those students not continuing their program into the second
semester constituted the early leavers group.

‘The dependent variable for the analysis of this data was categorized as early
leaver or persister. Early leavers were those students who did not re-register at the
College of the North Atlantic for a second semester in January 2000. Persisters were

defined as those who did re-register for a second semester.

Three ies of inds variables were ionalized for analysis

purposes. These ies were istics, entry-level

and mid-term ch; istics. Some of the i variables were assigned
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operational values based on a dummy coding scheme. Responses to selected
items from the Partners in i and the Student Experience
Inventory based on response values from 1 to 5 based on a Likert-type scale. Items on

the Partners in i and the Student i required
respondents to indicate they 1) strongly agreed, 2) agreed, 3) were neutral, 4) disagreed,
or 5) strongly di For some of the i ire 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. educational commitment) were

averaged in order to provide a single, i ical value for each
independent variable. A list of the questionnaire items from the Partners in Education
and the Student i that were utilized for this study can be
found in ix C and ix D i In addition, a list of the numbers for
Qquestionnaire items from both the Partners in Education Inventory and the Student
that to each of i variables can be found in
Appendix E.
The isti ined were gender, age, student’s highest

level of prior education, mother’s highest level of education, father’s highest level of
education, cumulative average of all high school courses attempted, final 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,



employment insurance status, and seven assessed from to
items on the Partners in These were
in success, value of ion, job
concem for finances, and il
The mid-term of the ing 10 attitudinal and

behavioral constructs assessed from responses to questionnaire items on the Student

Inventory. These were

in success,

value of education, job orientation, concem for finances, educational commitment,

faculty interaction.

of program, intent to leave, peer interaction, and

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

version 9.0 for Windows. Analysis was

Focus Groups

variables.

for each of the i

Resuits

‘This section of the research report provides a description of the comments and

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

of focus group participants are provided verbatim.



37

Student Group.

‘When asked about potential reasons for first-semester student attrition from the
Engineering Technology programs at the College of the North Atlantic, participants in
the student focus group gave a number of potential reasons. The majority of these in
some way related to academic difficulties experienced by students.

The students felt that one reason for first-semester student attrition was the highly
demanding workload and high degree of difficulty 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 had experienced previously in

high school. This is evi d by the ing offered by two of the students

in the group:

“From day one 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 of the
courses, they neglect some courses, and fall too far behind.”

“Thad no trouble in high school. I didn’t have to study. All I had to do was show
up and listen. If1 tried to do that here I wouldn’t be here for very long. It’s a lot
different. And people can’t just adjust to pressure automatically. Adjustment to
pressure comes with experience.”

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

due to academic difficulties do so partly as a result of the fact that they were unsure of

the academic ds ds of the ineering T¢ at the College. The

following statement by one student represents the group’s perspective on this:
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“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 of you before you jump
right into it.”

The student group also suggested that students who have been out of high school
for a number of years experience the greatest degree of academic difficulty and are least
likely to persist. The following statements by two of the participants represent the views
of the group on this:

“People who have been out of school for a while walk in here and are expected to

know the same stuff that the crowd who just walked out of high school have fresh

in their minds. They’ve got it a lot harder...2 lot more work. If you 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’m expected to know all of that off the top of my head. Ican
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 if you fall behind.”

“If you are working a job part-time that’s time away from studying and your
marks are going to go down. You really need about three hours in the evening

and about 12 on the weekend to study. If you’ve got a job there’s not much time
for that.™
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their fellow students was important for persistence in their program of study. The group
perceived that positive relationships with faculty and their peers helped them

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

faculty and peer relationships:
“It helps if your i are more and more tolerant of people
‘who can’t understand the material. Sometimes you need help after class time and
if your i are not then you might not want to ask for help.

If they’re like that you’ll probably just do it yourself and that’s a lot harder.”

“You’ve got to have friends here. I mean who wants to be alone in a crowd of
people. You’ve got to have people to talk things over about school or just to vent
to. If nothing else it makes it all appear a bit easier and when you go back to
class you feel a bit less frustrated. ™

“You need to have study groups because they make it a bit easier. You can’t
always get in touch with that one instructor to help you out. You’ve got to have a
study group.”

The students in the focus group pointed out that if a student has a high level of

and i to ing a diploma then they are more likely to
succeed and graduate. The ing comment the

group’s perspective on this:

“Pretty well 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.”
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