John Stewart Swift, Jr.

ACADEMIC PROBATION, SUSPENSION,
AND THE ADULT STUDENT

Thiz article providestheresultsof a study completed at a major urbanuniversity. Theresearch
wasmeant to answer some of the questions about adultswho experience academic difficulty.
Thearticlealsoincludestheresultsof a special intervention programcreated after datawere
analyzed.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Some writers have described the characteristics of older students who are returning to col-
lege (Galliano and Gildea, 1982). Others have compared those characteristics to ones o
traditional-aged students to provide insights to the unique needs of adults (Marple, 1976;
Johnson, Wallace, and Sedlacek, 1979). A few authors have discussed what adults perceive
as the barriers to entering and succeeding in college (Gilbert, Manning, and Ponder, 1981,
Richter and Witten, 1984), while others have discussed the fact that adults are enrolling in
college — but are not al staying (DelDin, 1979; Reedhling, 1980). The reasons given for
withdrawal, however, usually do not include the problem of satisfactory academic progress
(Madlin, Bray, Dougherty, and Skinner, 1980; Hemmingway, 1981).

Researchers have reported the results of working with students who are considered pro-
bationary for academic reasons. Cuvo, Freeman, Canavin, and Bryson (1986) reported on the
use of "friendly"™ versus ‘‘authoritarian’’ letters sent to students as notification o their
academicstatus. They also provided dataregarding the effects o required counselingappoint-
mentsfor individuals in academic difficulty. A related article (Hudesman, Avramiees, Love-
day, Wendell, and Griemsmann, 1986) also provided the results of structured counseling
sessions for students who were on academic probation. Both studies concluded that
authoritarian approaches and required meetings provided better resultsthan afriendly | etter
and leaving the scheduling d an appointment to the student. The authoritarian approach may
work with traditional-aged students, but does it have similar effects with adults?

Students who either leave an institution o their own vaolition or are asked to withdraw
due to poor academic performance may wish to return. The enrollment of academically defi-
cient studentswas addressed in a study completed by Taylor, Powers, Lindstrom, and Gibson
(1987). Students seeking readmission after being dismissed either for academic reasons or for
continued academic probation were required to have a meeting with an advisor to assesstheir
attitudes about continuing their studies. Those who were to readmit signed a contract in which
conditionsfor readmission were spelled out. Conditionsincluded required career counseling,
assignment to a specific advisor, tutoring to improve skills, a limit to the number of hours
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ACADEMIC PROBATION, SUSPENSION, AND THE ADULT STUDENT 77

they could be employed, and achievement of a minimal GPA. While such a contract and
specified conditions might be usable with traditional-aged students, will adultssign a contract
and adhere to specified conditions for enrollment?

Studentsin academic difficulty, according to Nespor and Roueche (1983), drop, withdraw
from, or fail a greater number of courses. They tend, also, to offer more excuses for their
academic problems. According to Matley (1979), the granting of a withdrawal savesfacefor
the student doing poorly because the instructor doesnot haveto giveagrade of ‘D’ or "F."
But do older students who are experiencing academic difficulty drop or withdraw from classes
for academic reasons?

How long students in academic difficulty will continue enrollment once notified of poor
academic performance isanother question. Gash, Hillesheim, and Winegar (1982) found that
initial retention of students placed on academic probation was high. Sixty-six percent registered
for the semester following the one in which they were placed on academic probation, but
only half of thosewhoiinitialy registered completed the subsequent term of enrollment. Will
adults in academic difficulty follow a similar pattern of enrollment?

One group of older students that has received attention regarding academic progress is
collegetransfers. Researchers have reviewed the successof community collegetransfers(Nolan,
and Hall, 1978; Phlegar, Andrew, and McLaughlin, 1981; Holahan, Green, and Kelley, 1983).
The results of their research indicated that it was not uncommon for thesestudentsto suffer
"transfer shock™ or aninitial drop in their grade point average (GPA). After one or more terms
their GPAsreturned to alevel equal to or better than what they had achieved in earningtheir
associate degrees. Graham and Dallam (1986) reviewed the academic status of 345 transfer
students in academic difficulty. They concluded that all transfer students entering bac-
calaureatedegree programswere more likely to be placed on academic probation than native
students. Reasonsfor thisincluded student motivation, prior academic experience, transfer
shock, a more competitive academic environment, unwillingnessto seek help, and theimper-
sonal nature of alargeinstitution. Do adults, astransfer students, display characteristicssimilar
to both two-year and four-year college transfers?

The nature of theinstitution may affect academic progress of some studentsin academic
difficulty, but intervention programs can also affect them. Whether such programming is
helpful, however, is questionable. MacArthur (1976) indicated that special programming is
hel pful, while Robinson (1978) concluded the opposite. It appears that the success of such
programming might depend on its nature, the method of application, and the population in
question (Bean and Metzner, 1985; Cuvoet al ., 1986; Hudesman et al ., 1986; Patrick, Furlow,
and Donovan, 1988).

The mgjority of college students maintain a status of ** satisfactory progress,”* but others
are considered to be either in " probation' or in **suspension’ status for academic reasons.
When considering older students, how many achieve which status, once in a status do their
GPAscontinue tofall, and how long do they remain in that status? How long will adults ex-
periencing academic difficulty remain enrolled? Will they, in addition to failing courses, drop
and/or withdraw from classes; and do they feel that they were caught in circumstancesbeyond
their control? Finally, will intervention help these students raise their GPA, and are there
specific intervention prescriptions that are more successful when working with adults?
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The Location of This Study

The adults who were the subjects of this study were all enrolled as students of University
College. The collegeisone of eight at The University of Toledo. Inthefall of 1988 the univer-
sity enrolled dlightly less than 20,000 undergraduates, 47 percent, of whom were age 23 and
older. University Collegeenrolled 1,179 studentsin thefall of 1988, of whom 86 percent were
age 23 and older (Office of Institutional Research, 1988).

The Population of This Study

The population of thisstudy included 535 studentswho werein either probation or in suspen-
sion status during an eight-year period. Seventy-seven percent of them were older students
whose average age was 29.7 years at thetime they first got into academic difficulty and became
subjects of this study.

The population was composed of two-year college transfers — those students who had
transferred from area community colleges as well as from the university's own community
college; four-year college transfers — people who came from a variety of four-year institu-
tions; and nativestudents — those who matriculated in baccal aureate programs at this Univer-
sity. The number of students who camefrom two-year collegeswas309 (58 percent), transfers
fromfour-year institutions numbered 47 (9 percent), and native studentstotaled 179 (33 per-
cent). A majority attended the university part-time (65 percent) and most were employed.
The group of 535 was composed of 346 (65 percent) men and 189 (35 percent) women.

Data Collection and Analysis

Transcriptsof all University College studentslisted by the university records office as having
been either in academic probation or in suspension status during years 1982-83, 83-84, 84-85,
85-86, 86-87, and 87-88 were reviewed. It wasdiscovered that for 8 percent of the 535students
poor achievement wasfirst recorded in 1979-80, so an academic progress " history** for each
person from that year through 1987-88 was constructed. Data were analyzed beginning with
academic year 1980-81.

For each quarter the following data were collected: the student's academic status(proba-
tion, suspension, or GPA abovea 2.0, i.e., satisfactory progress); the student's GPA; and the
number of hoursthestudent dropped (D), withdrew from (W), failed (F), and completed. The
last quarter of enrollment and cumulative GPA for each person was noted. (For studentswho
achieved a 2.0 GPA, the quarter when it was achieved was considered their "'last quarter**
unless their GPA fell below a 2.0 in a subsequent quarter during which this study was con-
ducted.) Alsorecorded waswhether theindividual wasatwo-year collegetransfer, four-year
college transfer, or native student.

Thefirst phase of thisstudy (academic years 1979-85) was done to determine how many
students continued in academic difficulty, how many raised their GPA to at least a 2.0, how
many made their own decision to withdraw, and how many were terminated by the college.
Thesecond phaseof thisstudy (academic years 1985-88), while providing threeyears of addi-
tional datato what had been previously collected, analyzed theintervention program instituted
after the first phase to determine whether it was successful.
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RESULTS

Displayedin Table 1 for the 535 studentsare GPA and yearsof enrollment datafor the statuses
suspension, probation, and achieved a 2.0 GPA. The data are provided for each category of
students — two-year transfers, four-year transfers, and native students — and are provided
for each of the years — one through eight. There are two pieces of data provided for each
year. The first is the number of students who were enrolled for that specific number of
academic years. The second is the average GPA of all of those students who were enrolled
for that number of years.

Thedatain Tablelreveal that the majority of studentsin academic difficulty transferred
from community colleges. Also revealed is that permitting students to remain enrolled for
several years does not necessarily cause the GPA in each succeeding year to rise. At the time
the data were collated for the eighth year, 177 students were in suspension status (33 per-
cent), 166 in probation status (31 percent), and 192 had raised their GPA to a 2.0 or better
(36 percent).

Table 2 displays the number of studentswho were enrolled annually in each of the eight
years. The numbers are given for each academic year, 1979-80 through 1987-88 (except for
1987-88 wherethefirst year was not totaled). The total number who remained enrolled from
one successive year to the next, for years one through eight, are also provided. Finally, the
percents of those who remained enrolled from one year to the next year, one through eight,
are aso given.

The compilation of datain Table 2 indicates that each year the collegeenrolled an average
of 67 students who, in their first year, were in academic difficulty.

Evening students numbered 593 (51 percent) of the 1,179 enrolled in University College
in the fall of 1988 (Office of Institutional Research, 1988). Like the total enrollment of the
college, over haf o theindividualsin this study were night students. The 535 individuals
in thisstudy enrolled for an average of 8.75 quarter hours of classeseach term. Not only was
this number above the average for all evening students at the university (6.09 hours), it was
close to the number nontraditional day students enrolled for, which was 10.88 quarter hours
per term (Office of Institutional Research, 1988).

The rate of course completion was not equal to what these students believed they could
accomplish. Table 3 provides data about the number of studentswho enrolled in classesand
the number of hours from which they dropped (D) and /or withdrew (W). Alsoincluded in
the table are the number of hoursstudentsfailed (F), the number they completed, and the
percent each category represents of the total number of hoursfor which all the students
initially enrolled.

Datain Table 3 reveal that the students in academic difficulty reguarly enrolled for more
course work than they could complete. They completed 69 percent of the hours for which
they enrolled. At the same time, they withdrew from or dropped 17 percent and failed 14
percent of the hours for which they registered.
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Table 1
Students Achieving Less than a 2.0 GPA

The Three Academic Statuses of The Students

Type Succes-
of sive
student Years Suspension Probation 2.000 GPA
1 19—-1.531 56—0.951 25—2.261
2 37—1.570 Abi— 1587 dd—3 290
Two-Y ear 3 24—1.743 11—1.425 28--2,129
College 4 7—1.686 d—1.393 13=2 (&7
Transfers 5 5—-1.882 ] §=2.007
6 1-1.894 1=1,727 b
7 1-1.863 i L]
8 0 ik i
Totals (] 107 114 n=315
% COF 535 58.87%
1 3—1.383 13—1.004 7—2.605
2 2—0.819 5—-1.655 6—2.336
Four-Y ear 3 2—1.506 0 3—2.490
College 4 1-1.778 1—1.820 0
Transfers 5 0 0 0
6 0 ] | —2.076
7 0 1 0
8 0 0 ]
Totals 8 (1] 17 m=44
% O 535 B.23%
1 2E—1.5iG6 EE—1.344 [7T—2.373
2 Li—1.T06 [&=1.644 -2 e
3 I4—1.6ES 1—1.bH3 15=2. 1685
Native 4 h—1.718 I—1.8BH 52,190
Students 5 fi—1. TGO 1—1.4400 | =2, (K}
6 0 L} i
7 L] L1 ik
8 i i iy
Totals T 41 6l n=176
% Of 535 32.BO%
Grand Totads 177 166 192 N=535
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Table 2
Annual Enrdlment of Sudentsin Academic Difficulty

Academic Successive Years of Enrollment
Years One Two Three Four Five Six Seven Eight
1987-88 WA 31 23 ) f | 1 0
1986-87 fill 5 1 ] 1 L 1} —
1985-86 72 13 20 4 & 2
1984-85 84 41 20 14 10 - - -
1983-84 71 4 26 ) 1 - — -
1982-83 76 7 313 ] ~ - - -
1981-82 CE 53 16 = — - - -
1980-81 Bd 29 o . = = - -
1979-80 41 — = £ = — - =
Totals 535 6 152 AH 23 4 1 0
% Continued 1to2 2to3 3to4 4to05 5t06 6to7 7to8
Year To Year 64.7% 43.9% 38.2% 37.9% 18.2% 25.0% 00.0%
Table 3.

Number of Hours Dropped, Withdrawn From, and of Earned F.
The Number of Hours Earned, and the Average Number of Hours in Each Category.

No. No. Hrs. No. Hrs. No. Hrs. No. Hrs. Avg. No. % Of Total
Students Dropped Withdrawn O Fs Earned Hrs. Enrolled Hrs.
B4 1,774 h.16 BEIR
274 1,636 .60 T.07%
Hd Z GRA 4.97 14.000%
1,714 13k, 255 T.Td 6. BGE

Totals
2,201 19,250 8.75 100.0%

‘NOTE: The "totals" number of studentsdoes not equal the sum of the number of studentsfor each category asthe
same student could be included within each category. The "totals" number of studentsisa headcount.
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DISCUSS ON

The older students enrolled for an average of 8.75 hours per quarter over the eight-year period.
Consequently, their progressthrough a 15-hour increment wasonethat could take more than
one academic year. The policiesof the University in regard to academic difficulty and the
93 attempted hour ruleincluded only thehour s attempted asa student enrolled at thisuniver-
sity! These policieswere meant to serve what was once primarily a traditional-aged student
body. A consequence of this policy was that transfers who entered the university received
"forgiveness'” for poor past academic performance because they had up to 93 hours to at-
tempt before they might be suspended. Thisis an important factor in understanding why
students persisted for so long when they encountered academic difficulty. Students can achieve
a university GPA high enough to keep them from being suspended but which isbelow a 2.0.
The result of thissituation wasthe enrollment of students who had very low GPAs and con-
tinued to take classes for years.

At thesametime, the ruledid not favor native studentsor transfersfrom the University's
own community and technical collegefor whom there was no academic forgiveness. All their
attempted hours counted toward their academic status. Consequently, those who entered
University Collegefrom either the two-year or another four-year college of the University
and had only a 2.0 (or slightly higher) GPA ended up not on probation but on academic suspen-
sion after completing just one or two courses, when they earned grades of “‘D’’ and/or ""F."

From 1980-81 through 1984-85 all students who were classified as being in academic pro-
bation status were sent a letter to notify them of thisfact. Advisors were asked to review
the records o their advisees who had a GPA below a 2.0 and indicate what action should
be taken. This procedure was brought to an end after four years because while advisorswere
"sure' students could be counseled to improve their records, data reveal ed that this did not
happen. Students who could be suspended were sent warning letters by registered mail in-
dicating what they needed to do to achieve acceptable academic standing. Meetingswere re-
quired of studentsin academic suspension status. Requestsfor such meetingswere made in
the letters and registration forms were held until the meetings took place.

Letters and meetings, while providing a formal method o notification, warning, and
assistance, did not reduce the number o individuals in academic difficulty. Somestudentsre-
fused to accept theletters, and many circumvented the required meeting. Thosewho did meet
with an advisor were counseled, but no ultimata were issued to those students.

After the completion of thefirst phase of thisstudy, a new intervention program wasin-
stituted. First, all letters warning of probation and/or suspension were rewritten to include
theresultsof theinitial phase of thisstudy. Those resultsindicated that most students who
experienced academic difficulty did not improve their academic records and discontinued
enrollment of their own accord. The new letters sent to those on probation and suspension
were more effective. The use of authoritative notification is supported by Cuvo (1986).
Second, in order to addressthe " academic forgiveness” provided transfers, those who could
be suspended were given their next quarter of enrollment to earn a 2.5 GPA or they were
not permitted to enroll the following quarter. Thisgave the student the second chance that
advisors had previously provided. But the second chance was for one quarter. The concept
of specifyingrequirementswhich thosein academic difficulty must meet to be in good academic
standing issupported by Gash (1982). Third, students were forced to meet with the dean or
associate dean by having their registration held up or voided. Those who previously had not
come in for required appointments appeared because they could not take any classes until
they had a meeting. This approach is supported by Hudesman (1986). Fourth, students who
indicated that poor gradeswere caused by external factors or were inappropriately earned
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wererequired tofile petitionsfor grade deletions or repeat coursesand have gradesdropped.
This caused studentsto take action and either raise their GPA or withdraw from the universi-
ty. Requiring this action is supported by the work of Nespor and Roueche (1983). Fifth, ad-
visorsoffered these studentsadditional help which included changing the students' programs
of study, securing tutorial assistance, or reducing the course load carried in any given quarter.
Prescribing individual treatment for students experiencing academic difficulty is recommended
by MacArthur (1976). Sixth, students seeking admission, or readmission after not beingenrolled,
into the collegeand who had GPAs below 2.0 were required to sign an agreement of understand-
ing which detailed the expectations which had to be met in order for their enroliment to be
continued. This action is recommended by Taylor et al. (1987). Finally, the college sus-
pended studentsin numbers proportionate to the number of individulswho had already been
given a "second chance."

Theresultsof the new intervention program during academic year 1985-86 were asfollows.
There were 58 suspendabl e students. Meetings were held with 33 (56.9 percent) of them. Of
those students, six (18 percent) achieved a 2.0, nine (27 percent) raised their GPA, and 18
(55 percent) did not raise their GPA after the required meeting. O the 33, 12 (21 percent)
indicated that their GPA reflected circumstances ' beyond their control™ and were required
to petitionfor grade deletionsand/or repeat cources. Seventeen (29.3 percent) of the58 were
suspended from taking classes during 1985-86. This compares to one suspension in al of
1984-85.

During academicyears1986-87 and 1987-88 the policiesinstituted inthefall of 1985were
continued with refinements meant to support the studentsin academic difficulty while remov-
ing from enrollment those who could not achieve acceptable academic standing. The dean
met every quarter with those students who did not achieve a 2.0 GPA and were suspendable.
All students categorized as probation or suspension were sent |etters. A special letter which
was congratulatory in tone was sent to those in academic difficulty who demonstrated im-
provement. The results show the required meetings, signing of agreements, and special |et-
tersappear to have made a difference. Compared to the three years prior to the fall of 1985,
19 percent fewer students were either in probation or in suspension statusin their last quarter
while 9 percent more achieved a 2.0 GPA and were deleted from the study.

Changesalso took placein the number of studentswho withdrew from classes. The Univer-
sity altered the withdrawal policy in thefall of 1985. Studentshad to withdraw by mid-term.
The average number of University College students who withdrew decreased to 39, but the
percent who were in academic difficulty increased to 9 percent. A statistical test of the per-
cent of those in academic difficulty who withdrew prior to 1985-86 and those who did so after
1985-86 wassignificant (at the .Ollevel). Doestheincreased percent of studentsin academic
difficulty who withdrew from courses indicate that students in good academic standing do
better planning, see their advisors, or more realistically assess what they can accomplish in
aterm?

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Researchersreport that studentsin academic difficulty who do not make satisfactory academic
progress will often elect to withdraw from the program they are pursuing (Gash et al., 1982;
Nespor and Roueche, 1983; Bell, 1984). Research about community college transfersindicates
that " transfer shock," or atemporary drop in GPA, isa common experiencefor thetwo-year
degree holder (Nolan and Hall, 1978; Phlegar, Andrew. and McLaughlin, 1981; Holahan, Green,
and Kelley, 1983). In the case of the studentsin thisstudy both factorsappear to bein effect.
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That is, some of the two-year college students were in academic difficulty for a quarter or
two and then achieved a 2.0 GPA. However, for many of the studentsin probation or suspen-
sion status, the experience of poor academic achievement appears to have provided reason
to withdraw from the university.

The process of reversing a dropping GPA takes aslong or longer than achieving it in the
first place. Students should not be permitted to attend a university for years maintaining a
GPA below 2.0. The majority of adultsin thisstudy who achieved a 2.0 (36 percent) accomplish-
ed it within two years (see Table 1). The longer a student is permitted to remain enrolled,
theharder itisto dismisstheindividua becausetoo much time and money have been invested.
Yet, for the student, the amount of "A" and ""B" graded work required to achieve good
academic standing becomes a barrier of yearsof coursesto be taken when enrolling for one
or two classes each term.

While the results of thisstudy permit some conclusions to be drawn about how adultsin
academic difficulty respond tointervention, further research is needed. Specific to academic
advising, follow-up studies regarding the personal problems which adultsclaim caused them
to receive poor grades but were ""beyond their control™ might provide useful information.
Older studentsare difficult to direct into academic programsthey feel are not personally ap-
propriate. But better counselingand pre-enrollment testing to keep studentsout of programs
for which they are not adequately prepared could reducethe numbersin academic difficulty.
Better advising might also reduce the numbers who withdraw from classes. Advising when
the first quarter of grades below a 2.0 takes place should be implemented. This might be a
form of " preventative” counseling. Finally, other methods of intervention might be used
depending on the specific population of older students. This university enrolled a majority
who werefirst-generation collegestudents. They were employed, had families, and attended
part-time. These circumstances made it difficult to force them to see advisors or the dean,
to receive tutoring, or to meet with faculty members for additional help.

Adults, like their traditional counterparts, get themselves into academic difficulty. But
due to prior educational experiences, other obligations, and rules written for the traditional
student, they need special consideration regarding academic suspension and probation. Any
college or university that enrollsadultsin degree programs may have some who are not achiev-
ing an acceptable grade point average. Thiscan requireareview o current institutional policies
regarding the treatment of studentsin academic difficulty. Once this has been done, an in-
tervention program should be developed to offer support and assistance to adult studentsin
academic probation or suspension status.
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