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CAMPUS LEAVING BEHAVIOR

Why do students decide to leave their universities? For financial reasons? Because of bad
advising? Or do they fust need some" timeout" ? Thi S study, conducted at Florida State Univer-
sity, attempts to identify the reasons for students' leaving behavior and has come up with
0Me interesting results, leading to the identification of three distinct models of leaving
behavior. The article concludes with a brief section that discusses how the findingsin the
study have implications for advising.

INTRODUCTION

Exactly why an individual student elects to leave a particular campusisan area d interest
to many peoplein higher education. Despite this attention, researchers have been unableto
agree on the different types o leaving behavior (Avakian, MacKinney, & Allen, 1982).
Literature supports the importance o finances in the decision to withdraw from school
(Tinto, 1982; Iwai & Churchill,1982; Pantages & Creedon, 1978), yet the phenomenon o the
student leaving higher education due to financial problems has been labeled a myth by Lee
Noedl. Nod (1985) asserts that if everything at the institution were satisfactory, the student
would find some means d remainingin the school. It seems the conflict arises in defining
what is a "financial reason' for withdrawal. The definition of **financial reasons™ is con-
fused by the interaction d actual financeswith the perception d the valuedf the educational
experience being offered at theinstitution. Students may withdraw for **financial reasons'™
even though there is no change in their financia situation—the benefit of the educational
experience offered is no longer worth the money required to continue. Thusa report o a
financial reason for withdrawal may indicate true financial need or adevaluingof theentire
educational programin theeyesd that student. Both could legitimately be called a ‘‘finan-
cial'reason," but each requires a different response from the institution.

A changein thevaluingdf an education at a particular institution often resultsin thestu-
dent finding a "' better deal" at another campus. This decision to transfer, therefore, needs
to be addressed as an issue related to the decision to withdraw (Tinto, 1982).

Common practice isto consider the transfer of astudent assomeform o institutional or
student failure (Tinto, 1985). Yet that decision may not be an indicationdf poor performance
onthe part either o thestudent or o theinstitution (Lea, Sedlacek, & Stewart, 1979). While
the decisionto transfer appearsto be asignificant factor in why studentsleave an institution
(Bean, 1982), most research tendsto look at transfer students as a population they receive
(Avakian, MacKinney, & Allen, 1982; Pantages & Creedon, 1978). It isclear that the transfer-
ring student is a specia case o attrition and merits closer investigation (Moore, 1981).
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Many institutions rely upon self reportsto gather data on why their students leave their
campus. While thisisthe most common method, it may or may not be a valid source (Pan-
tages & Creedon, 1978; Turner, 1983; Irvine, 1985; Jourites& O’Leary, 1985). It appearsthat
=f assessmentsaresubjecttoavariety of confoundingfactors(Haley, 1985; Waf and Savickas,
1985). The use of sdf reportsin the areadf retention research can still be useful; however,
the interpretation of results becomes complex. Interpretation takes on two levels, the stu-
dent's perception of reality and then reality itself. Increasing financial aid may or may not
be the appropriate response to areport of financial need. Solutionstargeted at the student's
perception of the problem may fail because they do not address the real issuesfacing the stu-
dent. The context of a response should help determine the reality underneath self-reported
retention data.

PROCEDURE

Thisstudy was conducted on the campus of Florida State University. Many of the students
who leave this campus do not go through the formal withdrawal process, but smply fail to
register for the next semester. Those " disappearing” students assigned to the Division of
Undergraduate Studies (which has academic responsibility for most freshmen and sophomores)
are contacted by mail and asked to complete a survey. These data have been collected over
the course of several yearsand used mainly to address the needs and questions of individual
students.

GOALS

The dataanalysisin the present study was undertaken to accomplish several goals. Thefirst
wasto present ageneral picture of why studentsleave the campus. Thisinformation will be
used to help assess our overall academic environment and prompt ideasfor further research.
Financial reasonsfor withdrawal wereto beanayzed closely. It was hoped that adistinction
could be made between truefinancial need and alowering o the value placed on the educa-
tional experience being offered. A related issue commandingadditional attention wasthe fac-
tors behind a decision to attend a different institution.

SUBJECTS

Thesubjectsin thestudy were all studentsassigned to the Divison of Undergraduate Studies
from 1983 to 1986 who failed to register from one semester to the next (excluding summer
term). The mgjority o these students were freshmen and sophomores, although asmall number
were juniors assigned to the Division. (The juniors in Undergraduate Studies are usually
undecided about their future educational plansor are making asecond attempt to gain admis
sion to a highly competitive degree program.)

It should be noted that these subjectsinclude students who officially withdrew from the
institution aswell asstudentswho simply failed to re-enroll. Students dismissed for academic
reasons were not included in .thestudy. By removing academic failure as an issue, the in-
vestigator limited the population to students who made a conscious, self-motivated decision
to leave the institution.
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INSTRUMENT

The survey isa simpleinstrument listing 18 reasons for withdrawal and asking the student
to rank themin the order o importanceintheir decisionto leave the campus. Thefollowing
reasons were listed:

1. financial reasons 10. dissatisfaction with my
2. offered a scholarship academic performance
at another school 11. entered the armed forces
3. needed time out from 12. major not offered here
school 13. accepted a job
4. illness 14. could not get desired courses
5. bad advising 15. got married
6. needed at home 16. attending a vocational
7. undecided about my or technical school
major 17. attending a new school
8. parents moved 18. contributing factors
9. campustoo impersonal

Students identifying " contributing factors™ were asked to explain the nature of these fac-
tors. Studentsidentifying that they would be attending a different institution were asked to
nametheir new school, thereby alowingtheidentification of the school by locationand type.
All subjectswere asked if they planned to return to the campusat some point in the future.
The data from this survey were matched with the students' academic records to ascertain
sex, class, and officia GPA.

DATA ANALYSIS

Frequency distributions were used to describe the overall picture o why studentsleave the
campus. Correlationswere cal culated using the Chi-squared statistic and the contingency co-
efficient where variablesinvolved nominal data. Kendall'sTau was used to correlate the or-
dinal rankings. Kendall'sTau was used asopposed to Spearman's Rho dueto thelarge number
of observationsthat were ranked into arelatively small number of categories(N. Nie, C. Hull,
J. Jenkins, K. Steinbrenner, & D. Bent, 1975). Only correlations at the p. 01 level were
considered.

RESULTS

Over the course o six semesters, a total of 1,589 surveys were mailed. This represents ap-
proximately 5%d thetotal lower division enrollment each semester. Cf those surveys mailed,
51 were returned asaddress unknown. Failureto rank the responseseliminated an additional
109 responses. The remaining 502 subjects who returned the survey constituted a 31%usable
sampled the population. Mdesaccounted for 45%d the sample, a percentagenot significantly
different from either the sasmpled withdrawn studentsor the campus asa whole. Freshmen
constituted 44%d the sample, a percentage that also reflects the distribution of the popula-
tion and the campus.

The survey's request to rank the reasons for withdrawal was met with a variety o
responses. Mot students ranked three or four of the availablereasons. A few students ranked
as many as nine, while a limited number ranked al 18 possible reasons. The analysisaf the
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data was limited to the top four reasons as ranked by the subjects. Table 1 illustrates the
distribution of these responses.

Many of the studentsidentified ** contributing factors™ asa reason for their withdrawal.
The explanation provided most often referred to a general dissatisfaction with the campus
(35%).Nineteen percent used this response to indicate the atypical nature of their financial
or family problem. Personal or emotional problems accounted for 17% of these responses.
Homesicknesswascited by 15% and geographicpreference explainedtheremaining 13%. ' Con-
tributing factors' was not positively correlated with any of the other factors.

Table1
Reason for Withdrawing Response Distribution

Reason for Withdrawal Number Percent
financial reasons 177 15%
accepted at a new school 158 13%
contributing factors 153 13%
needed time out 105 9%
dissatisfied with academic performance 77 6%
needed at home 71 6%
impersonal campus 63 5%
bad academic advising 54 4%
accepting a job 51 4%
undecided about magjor 38 3%
parents moved 37 3%
major not offered 35 3%
illness 34 3%
could not get desired courses 29 2%
getting married 24 2%
accepted a scholarship at a new school 12 1%
joined the armed forces 8 1%
attending a vocational or technical school 7 1%

Needing time out from studies was also a popular response. High rankings of thisfactor
were positively correlated to the following:

undecided about major Tau = .3309 p. 01
dissatisfaction with academic

performance Tau = .1556 p. 01
getting ajob Tau = .1880 p. 01
planning to return Tau = .1640 p. 01
attending a community college Chi-sq = 19.15535with 6 df p. 01

C = .32883 C pax = -81240
Negative correlations were found for two factors.

GPA Tau
impersonal campus Tau

-.1184 p. 01
—-.1043 p. 01
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Students reporting acceptance to a new school as a reason for withdrawal (i.e., trans-
ferring students) showed a somewhat different profile. A high ranking of thiswas positively
correlated with the following:

GPA Tau = .1659 . 0l
major not offered Tau = .1329 p. 01
attending a university (rather

than a community college) Chi-sg = 34.07483with 8 df p. 01

C = .32883 Cpax = -81240
Two factors exhibited negative correlations for transferring students.
A correlation of the ranking o financial reasons with the other reasonsfor withdrawal

yielded severa statisticallysignificant findingsal though none could be considered strong. High
rankings of financial reasons were positively correlated with the following:

planning to return Tau = .2617 p. 01
accepting a job Tau = .1743 p. 01
attending a community college Chi-sgq = 35.05630 with 8 df  p. 01

C = .42613 c gy = -81240
attending a school in the state Chi-sq = 14.73135with 4 df p. 01

C=.29204 Cpax = -70711
Negative correlations were found for the following:

GPA Tau = -.1469 p. 01
impersona campus Tau = —.1525 p. 01

DISCUSSON

The results seem to indicate three distinct models d leaving behavior at this campus. a
Discouraged Student Mode, an Academic Modd, and a Financial Model. While " contributing
factors" wasacommonresponse, the varied natured thesefactors precludesidentifying'* con-
tributing factors” as a specific model; once such factors are broken down into specific
categories, no single category constitutesasignificant portion of the sample. It isinteresting
to notethat none of the modelsidentified is associated with ending the pursuit o a degree.
On the contrary, most students went directly to another institution. It appears that interac-
tion between some factors on the campus and factors within the student caused a reassess-
ment o the valued the education at this particular campusfor most students. In other words,
thestudent's valued a higher education doesnot appear to have changed. For such students,
thedecisionto leave seemsto have been, at least in part, theresultsof a cost/benefit analysis.
for these students, the cost o remaining at this campus outweighed the benefits.

The Discouraged Student Modd

The first model, the Discour aged Student Modd, clearly represents a failure on the part
of theinstitution to provide needed support. Students whofit this mode are confused about
their career optionsand doing poorly intheir academic work. Their attitudes about the cam-
pus are usually positive, but they are not experiencing success. While there are similarities
between this model and the financial model, these students do not describe their problems
in economic terms, but rather point to factors more accurately labeled as internal. It isin-
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teresting to note that these students were continuing their education at a community college
inlarge numbers. They apparently felt the university was not the appropriate placefor them,
and the community college was a viable alternative.

Appropriateinstitutional interventions have great potential to influence the decision to
withdraw for thisgroup of Discouraged Students. Increased support for undecided students
will benefit those experiencing difficulty in choosinga major. The studentsin this model ex-
hibit alower GPA, asdid those in the Financial Moddl. Unlikethe Financial Model, however,
these studentsal so show more personal dissatisfaction with their own academic performance.
They appear to be taking more responsibility for their behavior. These students represent a
motivated population for programs designed to improve academic skills. Although these
students do not necessarily require remediation, they would benefit from supplemental
instruction.

The Academic Mode

The Academic M odel representsstudents who leave theinstitution for specific academic or
career reasons. The receiving institution has an academic program that the sending school
does not offer or has a stronger reputation in a particular discipline. These students tend to
be the more academically gifted of those students who leave. While it is always a tragedy
toloosegood students, it isnot alwaysappropriate tolabel thisasinstitutional failure. Students
leaving because a desired magjor is not offered should be considered aresult of thefluid nature
of career choice. Students often do not decide on their career or magjor until well after they
have been admitted to a university. These shifts are difficult, if not impossible, to predict.

A student who leavesto transfer to another institution, despite thefact that the desired
major is available on this campus, presents a different issue. Here, the student is clearly
weighingthevalue o the education at oneinstitution against another. Tolosesuch astudent
can beinterpreted asinstitutional failureif the academic reputation of the program isvalued
w0 little. In the present study, however, students werelost to highly selectiveinstitutionsacross
the nation—afar-less-alarmingtrend than if thestudentswereleaving thecampusfor institu-
tions considered to be competitive or less competitive.

The Financial Model

The Financial M odel describes those students who leave the campus primarily for financial
reasons. Mog of these students plan to return home, get a job, and attend their local com-
munity college. Mog plan to return to this campusto completetheir education. O thestudents
expressing financial need as a reason for withdrawing, 27.1% identified the exact nature of
their need (death in thefamily, lossdf ajob, and so on) in the' contributing factors' section
of thesurvey. The other 78.9%offered no supporting information. Based on the comments
that were offered, at least one-fourth of the students citing financial need were definitely
experiencing money problems.

The other factors correlated to *'financial reasons™ included a low GPA, perhaps a clue
to the underlying nature of the decision for the 78.9% df the Financial Modd students who
offered no further explanation. Poor academic performance may have colored the students'
assessment of the economicvaue o remaining at thisschool. While none of the subjectsleft
the school due to academic dismissal, 20.2% had a GPA below a 2.0. The mgjority of these
studentswere on someform of academic warning or probation. For those subjectswho iden-
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tified financial reasonsfor withdrawal, the percentage below 2.0 was 23.7. Thisapparent agree-
ment is shattered when the additional factor of the student's classisintroduced. Over one-
third of the freshmen expressing financial need (38.6%) had a GPA below 2.0. Only 11.2%
of thesophomores and noneof thejuniors had a GPA that could result in academic dismissal.
This does not necessarily mean that freshmen cited " financial reasons'™ as a more socialy
acceptabl e reason than poor academic performance, as suggested by DeBoer (1985). Church-
ill and Iwai compared low GPA persisters with low GPA stop-outs and found concern for
financesto begreater for thestop-outs (1981). In most instances, financial concernisnot the
sole reason for withdrawing, but it does appear to be an important factor in a cost/benefit
analysis. Since their academic success at the institution isin question, the studentselect to
continue their education at a local community college where costs are reduced. The uncer-
tain benefit derived from remaining at the school can no longer justify the cost. Of course,
thisisnota' pure' financial reason for withdrawing, but thereissomejustification for describ-
ing the decision as economic.

IMPLICATIONSFOR ADVISING

First, advisors must become attuned to the issues associated with transferring from one in-
stitution to another. A great deal of work isbeing done to assist incoming transfer students,
but more research and programs are needed to addressthe student who isleaving an institu-
tion. The most complex issues surround the student who leaves and plans to return. What
does such a student need from the sending institutions? How much contact should the send-
ing institution maintain with the student? How can the institution best insure that the stu-
dent will, in fact, return to the campus where his or her education began?

The Discouraged Student presentsa clear challengetotheacademic advisor. How can this
type of student be identified early toinsurethe provision of necessary support services? Some
institutionsmay indeed decidethat such studentsshould |eavethecampus. Advisorsfacedif-
ficult decisions when determining when it is appropriate for a student to leave.

Advisors confronting students who express financial concerns need to analyze each stu-
dent's situation closely to determine the nature of the problem and provide an appropriate
university response. The costlbenefit analysis approach can open avenues of discussion that
may otherwise be closed to theadvisor. Thegoal should beto distinguish between truefinan-
cial need and a decrease in the value assigned to remaining at the institution.
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