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ABSTRACT
This qualitative research project focused on the interviews of 27 low socio-economic
students at a research university in the southwestern United States. The siadients
already withdrawn from the university or were in the process of withdrawihg.sthdy
seeks to provide increased understanding of how students negotiate the decision-making
process to withdraw from the first university they attended after higiokciihe
theoretical lenses of student departure theories (Astin, 1993; Bean, 1983; T1O9y
and Tinto, 1993) and decision-making theories (Becker, 1976; Frank, 1987; Kahneman,
2003; March, 1994; Scott, 2000) were combined. The Decision-Making Process Model
of Student Departure is offered as a new theoretical framework that combirsésrdec
making theories and student retention theories. This conceptualization is unlike other
student departure models because it includes the proposition that forces push at the
student from within the institution and forces pull them from outside the institution. In
addition, it is different from other student departure models because it includes the
discussion about how students think about their process to withdraw — it is not meant to
describe their behaviors. Financial, academic and psychologicakst(éssn both
within and outside the institution) influenced how the students negotiated the decision-
making process to leave the institution. The students did not seek out institutional agents
(advisors or faculty members) for advice when they were strugglingraczdly. They
developed their own strategies or went to their family members for advicg,ahan

whom had never been to college.
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CHAPTER |: INTRODUCTION

Almost twenty-five percent of students depart from four-year postsecondary
institutions in the United States each year (Braxton, Hirschy, & McLendon,.2004)
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2006) reports that fanpyélic
institutions had an almost 77 percent persistence rate. Even though ethnic minority
students have access to college at a higher rate than forty years agteghaure rates
are greater than Caucasian students (Braxton, Hirschy, McClendon, 2004; Karen &
Dougherty, 2005). The six-year departure rate for African Americansnssueietering
college out of high school is 60 percent and the six-year departure rate for elispani
students is 53 percent. These percentages are significantly higher than theeB80gper
year departure rate for Caucasians (Braxton et al., 2004).

The Common Data Set (Office of Institutional Research, 2008) at the teséarc
(public, four-year university) for this study reports that the overall withdraate for the
2002 cohort of freshmen for the six-year period from 2002 to 2008 is 43%. Of the 5613
students in the 2002 cohort, 2404 withdrew within six years. The Common Data Set
reported that as of December 18, 2008 there were a total of 6331 students enrolled as
first-time full-time freshmen in the 2008 cohort. If the trend stays the shimen¢ans
that approximately 2723 of the freshmen that were welcomed to campus in the fall of
2008 will not graduate within six years. Where will they go and why did they lelave?
there a process in place to find out? It is problematic that longitudinal data sdpgporte
both qualitative and quantitative analyses has not been collected in a methodalagjical

consistent way, institutionally and nationally, about student departure, drogtapsout
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or transfer decisions. Assuming that an institution wants to improve its reteatgo®@
candid transparent assessment of the pre-entry attributes for thosedhdnitthose
who leave and for what reasons, might reveal interesting results. It moighé a
surprise that the most academically qualified students graduate andsthaciedemically
gualified transfer or leave. A simple attempt at accounting where the stweamtand
for what reasons might reveal that students are continuing on elsewhere, shoule not ha
been admitted in the first place if academic support was not intrusive for ibk at-r
students, or maybe that an 80% retention rate is the standard departurelaage for
public universities. Juxtaposing quantitative analysis with qualitative ingsign
institutional policy and practice, at the student’'s moment of departure, would be t
opportune time to collect data.

The explanations for student withdrawal are complex, divided into overarching
categories suggested by Vincent Tinto, such as economical, interactrgaaizational,
psychological, and sociological (Braxton, 2000; Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1993). In the 1980s, Vincent Tinto conceptually
compared withdrawal to suicide (1986). William Tierney (Tierney 1999; Braxton, 2000)
countered this claim saying that Tinto ignored the student’s cultural pevepegt
suggesting that a student had to commit cultural suicide through the process of
integrating into university life. Student integration models suggest thanhssudeve the
responsibility to integrate into the college community or become an educationdltgnorta
statistic, otherwise known as drop-outs. According to Tinto (1993) and Alexaniler As

(1993), successful integration into the college community supports positiveiedatat
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attainment. This complex issue is hard to relate to the individual student’seeqeeri
The overarching topic of student departure is a puzzle and very complex. Thislresea
sought to find out how many different factors are involved in a single student’s
relationship with one institution.

The positive benefits to obtaining education beyond high school are associated
with both economic and noneconomic individual gains. Higher job satisfaction, higher
income and employment stability are some of the measurable outcomessetpodary
attainment (Grubb, 2002). It is important to understand the implications of college
student departure for ethnic minority (oftentimes the low socioeconomic grodphss
because, even though ethnic minority students have access to college at eateghan
forty years ago, their departure rates are greater than Caucasiantst(Braxton,

Hirschy, McClendon, 2004; Karen & Dougherty in Orfield, 2005).

Production of an educated and skilled workforce contributes to better employment
opportunities and economic possibilities for states and regions within the Utated S
(Turner, 2002) especially if the college educated remain close to home inrtix@ingte
geographic area. It is important then to admit, retain and graduate studentkétrlocal
regions. The predicted outcome would be individual economic gains and an improved
state work force. If an institution has stated publicly through presidentsslagiag that
one of the university missions is to improve outcomes for the underprivileged in their
region, then understanding the individual perspectives regarding the barriers to
educational achievement are important. Providing the necessary support services to

facilitate academic success for low socioeconomic students from thestdd increase
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persistence. An institutional mission to provide access to higher educatibe for t
students predicted to drop-out (usually believed to be low socioeconomic students from
poor school districts where students are less academically preparedfousigollege
coursework) becomes complicated when economic returns to the institution in the form
of net tuition revenue are lost because this subset of students graduates atadower
(Ehrenberg, 2003).
Statement of the Problem

The issue of college student departure, as evidenced by the massive amounts of
literature published on the subject, suggests that it is an important topic. Even though
student departure has been studied extensively, surprisingly little trebeartocused on
how students themselves subjectively experience their decisions to witindnaa
particular college or university. Analyzing the individual experiencédsadd meaning
and depth to existing quantitative and qualitative results. Additionally, by combining
decision-making theory with student departure theory, a new theoretical dppooac
qualitative inquiry is offered. Elements that contribute to student success dudepar
(Arbona & Nora 2007; Astin, 1972; Berger & Milem 1999; Braxton, Hirschy, &
McClendon, 2004; Fischer, 2007; Hu & St. John 2001; Lounsbury, Saudargas, & Gibson
2004; Potts, Schultz & Foust 2003; Wilcox, Winn & Fyvie-Gauld 2005) describe
students’ characteristics oftentimes using pre-enrollment data and thelatooy them
to withdrawal outcomes. What remains unexplained are the students’ peespent
how they negotiated the decision-making process to leave a postsecondatyoimstnd

what their subjective understandings were of why they left.
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There are multiple hypotheses and propositions that implicate discretatsbud
institutional characteristics that contribute to withdrawal. They raoge fioneliness,
social support and living arrangements (Nipcon, Huser, Blanks, Sollenberger,&efort
Kurpus, 2006); to the student’s first impressions at an orientation/transition program
(Edward, 2003); or the impact of a freshman’s major on persistence (Leppel, 2001).
According to Burton Clark, institutions admit students and then perform a cooling-out
function (Clark, 1960), for example, through a process of gateway courses thatsstudent
are academically under-prepared to pass. An example of this would be the reguireme
that freshmen take advanced math and science courses during theanfestes of
college that are requirements to enroll in specific academic major.trackise
community college setting, students choose vocational classes over an academic
curricular track and therefore are less likely to transfer to a fourkyst#ution (Clark,
1960). Bryant and Astin (2008) researched factors that led to spiritual struggles and
whether the struggles affected college students’ physical and psyichblugalth during
college. Higher education personnel misunderstand cultural differences atudiomsti
barriers that inadvertently create tensions, for example, with Nativeidanestudents’
close ties with their families (Guillory & Wolverton, 2008). When studentsiteit t
story and describe their withdrawal, what or who influenced their deaisaimng the
most? Academic advisors, faculty members, and counselors are institutiortal age
when acting as gatekeepers, might interrupt the process of withdrawal oteight
implicated in hastening it along. Pressures within the college environment, whethe

academic or psychological might be pushing the student out from within while at the
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same time forces outside the college environment might be pulling them away.
Additionally, there might be a simple clear reason for departure and then again, ther
might have been a very complicated and hard to articulate reason. The dttrg tha
students share and the understanding and meaning they attach throughout their decision-
making path to leaving is under-researched.

Statement of the Purpose

The first purpose for this research project is to contribute to the studenudepart
literature by including decision-making theory as a part of the coni@rsathis is a
novel approach to student departure literature. Qualitative inquiry and améll/aidd
to the student departure literature by providing information about the decision-making
process regarding withdrawal from the student’s perspective and not bpuhesttreir
behaviors.

The second purpose for this research is to inform student affairs admirsstrator
about how students negotiate barriers and constraints despite having been dffared ex
programs and resources predicted to help them succeed in college. The students who wil
be interviewed for this research will have been involved in an access and success
program at a public, four-year research institution in the southwestern Unitesl. Sthe
effectiveness of the resources provided will potentially become subjectdéased
scrutiny and evaluation if the programs do not result in increased graduat®n Tae
only way to find out what support systems the students feel they need is to ask the
students directly. Increased understanding of student decision-making and thought

processes regarding departure should result in institutional practices amelsptblat
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improve retention, or minimally, acknowledgement through empirical reasoningh¢hat
departure rates are steady and reasonable.
Resear ch Questions
The purpose for the research regarding student withdrawal is to gain
understanding about how students who withdraw from college negotiate the constraints
and barriers surrounding departure and how they ascribe meaning to their decision
making process. The research questions are designed to increase the camversat
between departure and decision-making theories. The questions that include push-pul
factors (symbolized as conflicts/constraints) and institutional ageatscluded to
uncover the possibility that the interactions and pressures associated withéheeen
the students and other actors (family, advisors, faculty members, counselars, etc.)
influence the decision-making process.
1. What were the push-pull factors that contributed to students leaving the orstituti
a. Why did the students say they left the institution?
b. What pulled them from the outside, away from the institution?
c. What pushed them out from the inside?
2. How did they negotiate the decision-making process?
How and when did alternate pathways to perceived success surface and become
an option?
3. How did institutional agents (withdrawal counselors, academic advisors, faculty
members, financial aid advisors, etc.) and agents outside the institutidy (fam

and friends) influence this process?
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M ethodology
In order to obtain answers to the research questions, it was necessary to build
rapport with the subjects through an interactive one on one interview approachglMaxw
2005). There is ample quantitative data describing students who withdrew frogesolle
(Bensimon, 2007). The qualitative inquiry in this research project considered the
decision-making processes of the students who withdrew or were considering
withdrawal. This combination of decision-making theory and student departurg iheor
a novel theoretical approach. The qualitative and interactive design (Ma0@H) will
provide the flexibility for the interviewer and subjects to explore concepts thadiifier
from the variables most often researched using quantitative design. For exaskiplg
about alternate pathways to success as a decision to depart postsecondaoneduca
might lead to a discussion regarding higher education not paying off in our current
economic climate or leaving as a result of family financial constramats a
responsibilities.
Instead of relying on the prevalent results from quantitative research o$dhee

following points should be considered (Bell, 2002).

¢ Narrative allows researchers to understand experiences.

e Analysis of stories allows researchers to analyze hidden assumptions.

e Narrative allows for temporal understanding of events, at possible

intervening stages.

The responses to semi-structured interviews based on questions developed from the

prominent departure and decision-making theorists will either provide data tha
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corroborates prior findings or new data will emerge that provides new insighhe
students’ decision-making processes that resulted in departurenfgamtial institution
where they enrolled.
Significance of the Study

This research is significant because it adds a new theoretical approacatetd st
departure theory by combining decision-making theory with student departure thdory a
analyzing the students’ thought processes instead of their behaviors. Anatbarthed
it is significant is because it will inform practices and policies inngsyt support and
intervention of students at risk of not graduating from postsecondary educational
institutions.

Organization of the Study

This research project is organized into five chapters. Chapter One contegtualize
the study by introducing student departure in postsecondary institutions as the émundati
for the research. The problem, purpose, methodology and its significance to the student
departure literature will be offered. Chapter Two provides a review ohpettiterature
and the literature that supports the novel theoretical framework that inctudests
departure theory and decision-making theory. Chapter Three will preseeséaeah
design including methodology, positionality, participant selection and re@mniijmata
collection and analysis techniques. Chapter Four presents the qualitativewmtervi
findings. Chapter Five contains conclusions that emerged from the studygaitiopis

for higher education and recommendations for further research.
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Summary

It is an incomplete proposition to suggest that students depart a postsecondary
institution because they did not successfully integrate into the campus céiterthe
reasons that a student leaves the institution the opposite of why others stay? Thi
research pushes against the idea that students with specific pre-teiyest (Qoals and
commitment for example) who then integrate academically and socialhyoéar
necessarily different from the students who withdraw, drop-out, stop-out oetramhsf
propose that students can be goal-oriented, originally committed to the iostigtow
integration behaviors and still leave. Something seems to be missing from the
framework. Even though student retention, most often based on Vincent Tinto’s
theoretical framework, has been studied for over 40 years, there have not beenabvious
substantial improvements in retention rates, especially for low socioeastudents
and students of color. The research assumes that there is an institutiomaimgpabve
retention and graduation and that might not be the case. It is a persistent pleckcom

dilemma.
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
The purpose of this chapter is to review existing student departure and decision-
making theories to lay the foundation for combining them to develop increased
understanding about how students negotiate the process of withdrawing from a
university. After a brief synopsis of the student departure writings freradaHy 1900s,
the consequent literature will be organized according to Vincent Tinto’s organat
categories (economic, interactional, organizational, psychological, sgicial, and
additionally, cultural). Tinto’s categorization of the literature is aoese to what he
describes as a difficult path to understand and make sense of the “complexyiderpla
forces” (Tinto, 1993, p. 3) that inhibit the successful efforts to improve retenti@n rate
He writes that the literature is filled with misleading stereotypdsstiggest that there
are students who lack important attributes necessary to graduate frone.cditesy
push/pull concept and alternate pathways to success as applied to higher edudation wil
be reviewed and their relationship to this research will be explained. Finadsger to
explain the theoretical lens, rational choice theory and bounded rationalityesse ae:d
with student departure theory.
Early Research
Student institutional mortality was the term applied to dropping out early in the
twentieth century. As early as 1937, John McNeely researched college shaadtatity
for the United States Department of the Interior. The questions he sought to areswer
similar to the ones asked currently. What is the extent of student mortalityPak&'hiae

causes of student mortality? What are the factors involved in student mortdlitshat
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is the relationship between academic achievement and student mortabktgudh
(McNeely, 1937) pulled seventy-five data elements from student recordsvirnty-
five cooperating universities from across the United States. He descrilstddbets
who left (refer to study for detailed results) but was unable to answer theoquesti
articulated again three years later by Louise May Snyder, “Why ddebeg?” From
her analysis of drop-outs from Los Angeles City College, she sunedahat she found
no particular profile and no clarity regarding the underlying causesitiodnawals
(Snyder, 1940). She described student characteristics that correlatecopwitiutbut
also stated, “some of the reasons for withdrawal definitely challeegmtlege”
(Snyder, 1940, p. 28). She posited that underlying the actual stated reason for leaving
was a complex decision-making process that was more than the actual sueasany
that the student gave, such as dropping out to work. Snyder challenged that colleges
should approach each student and their situations individually and provide resources,
which she concluded to be overwhelmingly the need for academic support, early in the
student’s career.
Student Retention Literature

Vincent Tinto Departure Framework

A discussion using Tinto’s framework that organizes the departure literature into
five categories, with the addition of a cultural category, follows to emphtstzlevel of
detail and granularity to explain the complex problem of student withdrawamiss
from each of Tinto’s organizational categories (economic, interactional, cagjanl,

psychological, sociological, see Table 1) and in addition, a cultural catedbbgwi
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provided. Table 1 is a summary of the theorists and scholars that Tinto included in his
categorization. Because the amount of literature on student departureestesasive,
refer to individual studies for detailed analyses. Examples are provided within ea
organizational category and | will provide different examples from thstezllin the
table in the following literature review. This literature review seeksitapde an
informed base from which to ground the questions asked to students who have departed
or considered leaving a postsecondary institution.

The table below provides a brief description of each theory type and related
theorists and researchers according to Tinto.

Tablel
Student Departure Theoristsby Type

Theory Type Distinguishing Characteristics ThstsiScholars
Psychological Emphasizes the role of individualgh®jogical attributes Summerskill (1962), Heilbi®65), Rose
within the departure process. and Elton (1988)ks (1967), Hanson

and Taylor (1970), Hannah (1971),
Waterman and Waterman, (1972),
Rossmad &iirk (1976)

Sociological Environmental theories that addrefigémce of social and Duncan (1972), Karabel (19%2wall and
economic forces on students’ behavior. Hausergj,Pincus (1980)

Economic Like economic theories: weighing of ca@std benefits of Jensen (1981), lwaii and Chur¢h8B2),
investing scarce resources. Manski and Wise3).98orhees (1984)

Organizational Effect that organizations have aeht behavior. Kamens (1971), Bean (1980)

Interactional Student behavior reflects individaatl organizational Tinto (1975-2008), Pascaréllag3-2006),
characteristics. Tierney (1992-1999), Teren¢ifB7-2005)

SOURCE: Tinto, 1993

Economic
The financial nexus model, presented by Michael Paulsen and Edward St. John

(2002) is an example of an economic theory, one that problematizes how students weigh
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the costs and benefits of investing scarce resources that affect the-chtheggeand
persistence of students. This model places student behavior in contexts that consider
cultural diversity and makes comparisons between students from differentsocioec
backgrounds, their perceptions of financial constraints, and how finances impact
continued enroliment. This is a quantitative study that measures student perceptions
without asking them directly; the results are based on student background, tineiafina
reasons for choosing a college, their college experience (measuretidyeaent),
aspirations, and finances. One of the findings that Paulsen and St. John say merits
attention is the result that low-income students whose mothers had a colleg®educat
were more likely to persist than those whose mothers only attended high school. Their
interpretation that follows is what merits attention for this study. Howlmnrhake this
claim? “Clearly, for low-income students, having a mother with a college degdea
motivational value regarding persistence in college.” (Paulsen & St. John, 2002, p. 216)
It seems a leap to conclude that a mother with a college degree equuaigiorotiThe

finding that better matches their methodological approach is that low incomatstude
who enroll at a college where they can work and manage their living costs ar&kealgr

to persist. A sophisticated cost benefit analysis as the basis for a stdéergien to

remain at or depart from an institution must include an understanding of how students
define the costs and benefits. Being awarded significant levels ofiahanpport does

not guarantee retention. It is important to consider how students understand and utilize
these resources. St. John, Cabrera, Nora, and Asker (Braxton, 2000) push against Tinto’s

integration theory by suggesting that complex factors such as studentstandiecs
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about their ability to pay for college, their understanding about the financi&legid t
receive, how the costs of college affect and strain the family resoundesiigon costs
that continue to rise, directly influence and complicate the decision-malanggsrwhen
a student (and their family) weighs the costs and benefits of remaininpetcular
institution. St. John et al. (2000) point out that there are two components to the economic
perspective, the tangible factors (ability to pay) and the psychologitak$ (the
student’s perceptions regarding their ability to pay). This research progts fhat both
can be stressors to low-income students whether or not they receive a fatsapol
package even though St John et al. (2000) and Cabrera, Nora, and Castaneda (1992)
suggest that this influences their commitment and integration into the instituton i
positive way. Nevertheless, substantial financial aid is a component of tledost
benefits analysis of staying or leaving and, once given the resources, low socioeconomi
families need to understand how to budget the sometimes large sums of money that are
disbursed at the beginning of each semester. Evidence of this will be presehéed in t
findings.

In addition to applying the economic model to financial aid, it has been applied to
the academic perspective of the impact of college major choice on pemsistencariety
of majors and the differences between male and female academic disciplicesc
Karen Leppel’s study used basic economic theory as her theoretical fountlappel(
2001). Applying logit analysis and least squares regression to analyzeodatadr1990
survey of Beginning Postsecondary Students, Leppel posited that students proceed

through a series of economic decisions. First, they weigh the present anddstsiranc
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benefits when they decide whether to attend, persist or leave college. A dtedent t
weighs the options regarding type of institution and program of study with an
understanding that there are higher paying jobs that result from partieldiardf study.
After enrollment, the student navigates the cost/benefits analysis and peagisgence
decisions depending on their academic struggles, time to degree, finangglestrand
family responsibilities. Leppel found that persistence rates varied bgratadiscipline
and along gender lines. Men were more likely to persist in business majors aad wom
were more likely to persist in education and health fields. In addition, male aaldfem
students with undecided majors performed poorly academically and were kebredi
depart the institution (Leppel, 2001). Stated another way and as a reference to this
particular research, the institution has a responsibility to identify studatht financial
and academic frailties and provide guidance and resources.
Interactional

This category of theoretical frameworks for studying student departure is
comprised of the most often cited scholars in the field: Vincent Tinto, ErnestrEles
and William Tierney (who critiques the model). Interactional models sudgashe
degree to which a student integrates academically and socially into aniorstitut
reinforces degree attainment behaviors and conversely, weak integratiorsjuakats
departure.

Tinto’s model is designed to longitudinally describe and explain the interaction
between the student and the institution. He describes his model of student departure as

primarily sociological and interactive. Tinto asserts that students engdllege with a
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set of pre-entry characteristics including academic skills, personal rang featterns of
behavior, intentions and aspirations, and commitment towards a goal of graduation.
Tinto’s model will be further discussed in the theoretical framework sectitins
chapter.

Byung-Shik Rhee’s article is an example of the continuing impact that §into’
theory has on college departure research. Rhee’s study (2008) includes the gsatholo
dimension of diversity at the institutional climate level into the reforradlatultilevel
approach to Tinto’s model. The study had mixed results and contradictory findings.
Institutional diversity through minority recruitment led to higher stop-out eatds
institutional emphasis on diversity led to higher stop-out rates. Rhee was tmnable
explain these findings and what this literature review suggests is thaéd methods
approach might have provided some clues why students stop-out, drop-out or transfer.

Ernest Pascarella tested, reconceptualized and expanded upon Tinto’s model and
suggested that parts of Tinto’s model are supported but others are not. For example, in
Pascarella, Duby and Iverson’s study at a non-residential instituti8B)(1Bere was
consistency at both residential and non-residential academies measadegi&
integration as the central concept. At the same time, Tinto’s concept ofistegaation
into the institution was found lacking when applied to other types of institutions besides
residential colleges. Another issue that this study addressed was andtimo’sf
central concepts — commitment to the institution. Their explanation for tniéi¢rent
applicability of commitment is that commitment is a pre-entry attribBtessibly pre-

entry commitment shifts towards the concept that the student’s attitudatesfidcsion
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with the organization during the freshman year encourages commitment witiculseon
satisfaction and not commitment (Bean, 1980). John Bean will be discussed within the
organizational category.

William Tierney’s contribution to the departure literature is the awaretiat he
brought about the inclusion of cultural context and student perceptions into the theoretical
frameworks that describe attrition or conversely integration. He opetibjzas Tinto’'s
misuse of cultural rites of passage as a metaphor for integration and alEintibrat
model does not fully address the lived experiences of non-white students (Tierney, 1992;
Tierney, 1999; Braxton, 2000). Furthermore, Tierney asserts that individuals leave an
institution, not collectively, as assumed in anthropological terminology thaliéstve
in nature and not individualistic. Another argument he makes is that rites of pamsages
intracultural and not crosscultural. Tierney’s focus on sensitivity to mingittents is
important to note for this research project for two reasons. The first is that the
participants are from minority groups and second, that they are from tastlow
socioeconomic strata at the institution — which is very unlike traditional moddlpper
class Caucasian students.

Organizational

The organizational conceptualization of student departure focuses on the
institutional actors (faculty, staff, and administrators) and how theyt affiedent
behavior. Institutional commitments to integrity and to student welfarestremental
in how they proceed to reduce student departure (Braxton et al., 2004). John Bean

introduced organizational departure theory to the college context. He formulated a
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student attrition model based upon results from studies about employee turnover in work
organizations. His assumption was that the reasons people leave organizations are
similar across different types of organizations, for example, college®rsities or
workplaces. He relates what was learned from industrial turnover (Bean,at2B3)
situates it in a psychological framework. He describes institutiongdudés that

increase participation and enhance retention through reward systems suateasogr
campus jobs. This model provides a framework for researching different types of
institutional structures and many components within the academy that ekplain t
behavioral response of leaving. Bean’s thesis is that organizational deterraffectts
student satisfaction that then influence withdrawal. He includes the studekisdaaa
variables to reflect pre-enrollment characteristics that shape the@tsuderactions

with the university. Both Bean’s causal model and his psychological model include
student perception and belief constructs that arise from personal chstiastand

although linear, a pathway to interpret how they assess their situations and thehestud
pursuant behaviors. Successful negotiation with their environment presumably leads to
academic and social integration, institutional fit, self-efficacy andhutmment to persist
(Bean & Eaton in Braxton, 2000).

Joseph Berger and John Braxton (1998) examined the role of organizational
attributes to revise Tinto’s interaction theory. Berger and Braxton sufgést tevised
lens through which to look at student departure is necessary because the interactions
between the students and the organization have been overlooked. Prior research

described the demographics of the postsecondary institution and not its personality
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(Berger & Braxton, 1998). The data for their study was collected ata@@riesidential
Research | university and they defended this choice by saying that thedrg ca
informed by studying what happens at the extreme ends of the spectrum. Thayecombi
variables from Tinto and Bean’s models and additional measures of faculty behavior
student involvement, satisfaction and stress, and perceptions of the collegats.c
They combined student background characteristics, the student’s initial toenti
social integration, and organizational attributes and finally the student’s iatexgnroll.
Berger and Braxton (1998) concluded that the role of race could be an important finding
for this type of institution but “it is difficult to interpret these findings, thay clearly
indicate that race plays an important role in this environment.” (p. 115) Overall, they
defended their model as an improvement and elaboration of Tinto’s theory. The addition
of organizational attributes explains social integration, a student’s irstaut
commitment and departure decisions. This study is an example of interweaving model
and explaining departure by combining student and institutional charactenwghout
including student meaning making or perspective which is fundamental to tlascrese
project.
Psychological

As stated before, the psychological theorists take into account the role of
individual psychological attributes within the departure process. AlexandaisAsput,
environment, and outcomes college impact framework is perhaps the most inflaedtial
durable model (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005) conceptualizing student chamdjege.c

The three elements of his guide are inputs, environment and outcomes. Astin’s approach
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ascribes importance to the institutional environment where its role is to ptbeide
academic and social opportunities for student involvement. The student’s resggnsibili
is to take advantage of the opportunities that are provided and then change and develop
through the involvement mechanism. His theory simply stated is that studentsylearn b
becoming involved (Astin, 1993). Astin (1984) describes his model's appeal:
| have not needed to draw a maze consisting of dozens of boxes interconnected
by two-headed arrows to explain the basic elements of the theory to others.
Second, the theory can explain most of the empirical knowledge about
environmental influences on student development that researchers have gained
over the years. Third, it is capable of embracing principles from suchywidel
divergent sources as psychoanalysis and classical learning theoryy, fEnsll
theory of student involvement can be used both by researchers — to guide their
investigation of student development — and by college administrators and faculty
— to help them design more effective learning environments. (p. 297)
The following examples are an examination of the Big Five personality tinat
can potentially affect student withdrawal (Lounsbury, Saudargas, & Gibson, 2@D4) a
guantitative analysis about stereotype threat (Osborne & Walker, 2006). Louasbury
al.’s purpose was to focus on what they describe as the five normal personalityftrait
agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability, extraversion and opAhtiess
beginning of their article, they wrote that they were unable to draw on any onetittedor
model to frame their research so they included elements of Tinto, Bean ameivéetd
McDaniel and Graham (see Lounsbury et al.’s study (2004) for discussion of the
inclusion of the preceding mentioned elements). In their discussion, they conmect the
results to Tinto’s by saying that Tinto’s labels of adjustment and isolatiato(Ti993)

are logically related to the two personality traits of emotional stybitid extraversion.

Lounsbury et al., then connect their qualitative findings to Chickering and Reisse
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developmental vectors of student development. The point to be made from including this
research is that there is a tendency to connect results to Tinto’s theoay ios&dlowing
the results to stand alone. What was interesting was their suggesticintisgions
officers might want to consider using personality measures in their @jpmhi@rocess
just as the corporate world does to screen job applicants. They surmise that using
personality traits in the admissions process would lead to more ethnic and cultural
diversity on campus compared to ACT and SAT test results (Lounsbury et al., 2004).
Another qualitative study that fits into the psychological category is Jason
Osborne and Christopher Walker’s (2006) research that connects stereotype threat t
withdrawal by successful students of color. Claude Steele’s (1999) sterdubgde t
hypothesis posits that negative stereotypes about the intellectual gapatigmatized
groups influences the actual academic outcomes through psychological means. For
example, highly successful students of color feel more anxiety and insexhotuytheir
academic abilities than do Caucasian students. Chronic anxiety in an acastengc s
can lead to two different responses: dis-identification with superior intgleahd
academic ability or withdrawal from the anxiety-producing environmenlatiRg this to
withdrawal, Osborne and Walker (2006) predict that students of color who arestrongl
identified with high academic ability will have an increased risk of dro@ndt
conversely, strongly identified Caucasian and Asian students (who are nuitsteyl by
intellectual inferiority) have a decreased risk of withdrawal. Thegitadinal
guantitative study, for a group of high school students, supports Steele’s stetbmgpe

theory.
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Sociological

To review, sociological theories as defined by Tinto are environmentaldbeori
that address the influence of social and economic forces on students’ behavior. A study
that addresses social and economic tension felt by Hispanic students is €émsaeh
and Amaury Nora’s (2007) research about college degree attainment ayyuktioé
institution first attended after high school. Arbona and Nora argue that even though the
number of minorities attending college has increased it is not enough to say that this is
the only measure that is important. The discrepancy between enrollment andignadua
and the disproportion of minority students attending two-year colleges sutigdsts
access to college is not providing the gateway to a bachelor’s degree fet tifis s
students. They reason that Hispanic students attend two-year institutionsfteore
because of lower tuition, closeness to home, less travel expense incurred, amgas-ca
residence is not required. Hispanic students attend two-year collegesfteor because
of financial constraints and because the social environment at communigesaliees
not support or embed transfer processes into their institutional practices amspoli
Hispanic students that start at a four-year institution are faced wiitificagt challenges
(Arbona and Nora, 2007). They pursue college part-time or stop-out with the intention to
return, which very rarely occurs. This relates to this study because tkatstadoose to
go to a two-year institution as the next step or as a strategy to supplenrent thei
coursework in a more favorable academic environment.

Choosing the type of postsecondary institution is one consideration for low-

socioeconomic students but also feeling a sense of belonging once there has strong
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implications for retention. Ostrove and Long (2007) examine how social clastsaff
persistence through the mechanism of belonging. They surveyed 324 studeitsrat a |
arts college in the Midwest. They found that class background was significzlatsd
to academic adjustment and a sense of belonging. They found the results mkcarsig
using both objective (family income, parent’s occupation and educational level) and
subjective (self-identification with a social class group) measures. ehise sf
belonging/not belonging was supported in a case study at the Universeyasd Pan
American. Salinas and Llanes (2003) hypothesize in their conclusion that when students
are on probation or suspension that instead of proving to the university that they belong
there, they give up and leave. Their other hypothesis is that this set of stadsratisle
to make up the academic deficit during summer school because they have to work and are
unable to re-enroll. This is important to know for the purpose of planning programs and
interventions that can alleviate the student’s sense that they do not belong and by
providing an opportunity for students to steadily improve their academic situation;
evidence will be presented in the findings that this is the case at the stis f@search
project.
Cultural

The research on student departure has progressed from the initial studies using
traditional age Caucasian students as the subjects to culturally sensitieenaplex
frameworks that take into account other ethnicities (Fischer, 2007; Hu & St. John, 2001;
Jones, Castellanos, & Cole, 2002; Osborne & Walker, 2006). Critics argue that Tinto’s

(1993) theory that does not include cultural variables, is problematic when usezhss a |
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to address departure issues related to minority students, under the assumptienethat t
might be cultural differences (Guiffrida, 2006). William Tierney (1992, 1999)emrg

that the premise that students integrate by committing cultural suicicke&king away

from their past connections to family and cultural background is detrintental
understanding and providing support for a culturally inclusive environment that bolsters
retention rates for minority students.

The importance of family connections has surfaced as a determinant obretenti
or withdrawal. Aggregating and studying different cohorts of students has comtribute
the understanding of why certain groups of students leave college. Nativee&meri
students usually attend two-year institutions within their tribal collgges and
represent less than 1% of enrolled college students (Guillory & Wolverton, 2008).
Regardless of their small numbers, Native American student successdutaion
pipeline deserves attention. Guillory and Wolverton (2008) point out that the traditional
models (Tinto, Astin, Pascarella) of student retention only partially explaibdrriers
for this set of students and they certainly do not take into account tribal differehce
Family Education Model is introduced in Guillory and Wolverton’s study and argues its
applicability to the Native American population. It is an indigenous-based higher
education persistence model that includes strategies for action to réitioa.aThe
importance of creating a family-like support system at the institutidraaknowledging
family as a support system are key concepts to promote persistence. Tiaé\cial
results from this study suggest that there is a disconnect between tldiomstit

perceptions about why Native Americans do or do not persist and how the Native
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American students describe barriers and persistence components. Instiageorial
believed that financial aid was the most important motivating factor forudersss, and
the Native American students listed family, giving back to their tribal contipnand on-
campus support as the most important persistence factors. Qualitative inquidggra
richer understanding of how a marginalized population navigates the college process.

Studies such as Attinasi (1989), Wells (2008) and Hu and St. Johns’ (2001)
contribute to the retention literature by exploring the ways that minority grmerpeive
their attendance, accumulate social and cultural capital and how they approach and
navigate through postsecondary institutions. What Hu and St. John (2001) found that is
important to this research project was that inadequate financial aid whae fattor that
explained the difference between the persistence rates between athps grhey
concluded that financial support was necessary but academic support would improve
persistence rates and close some of the gap between ethnic groups. This @nirtgort
note because the subjects in this study were awarded an aid package that ¢iovers tui
and fees, room and board and books but financial difficulties were not the only reason the
students gave for leaving.

Push-Pull Concept in Higher Education Literature

The assumption that underlies this research is that students negotiate multiple
pressures, constraints and influences in their process of university withdiigvisa
research suggests that a student is influenced from outside the higher education
organization and from within the organization and somehow these forces frame their

decision-making process to depart an institution. The push/pull concept was introduced
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to higher education literature by Philip Altbach (1991) and expanded upon by Tim
Mazzarol and Geoffrey Soutar (2002) in the context of international students and study
abroad and their interrelationship with the sending country and the host country. The
component of Altbach’s research that pertains to this study is what he dessribed a
least understood element which is the student’s decision-making procestsnige aeir
decision to study abroad. The factors he described are similar to reasortadeinyss

might choose to attend college, even though they are at a greater risk ohgraypi

value of a college degree, family expectations (Pimpa, 2005), better opportundies, a
cost (even though misunderstood). In studies of international students studying abroad,
the family has a significant influence on decision-making behaviors through the
constructs of expectations and prestige through wealth attainment (Pimpa, 2085). Thi
research suggests that families are a significant force for a stodkair decision-

making process. What is extremely interesting from the Mazzarol andr3esgarch
(2002) is the similarity of their push-pull factors to the findings to be discussed The
importance of knowledge and awareness of the host country is similar to help provided
by institutional agents in this study. They found that relatives had more infliremce t
institutional agents did and that the institutional environment was likewise mnport

The significance of the ‘pull’ factors in this research project is sinoléne findings that
Mazzarol and Souter (2002) described as options considered in the decision-making
process when the student considered alternate choices. Their six definedtptsl &re:
knowledge and awareness, personal recommendations, cost issues, environment,

geographic proximity, and social links (Mazzarol et al., 2002).
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Alternate Pathwaysto Success

It cannot be ignored that the variety of postsecondary options is vast. Movement
between types of institutions is an option for students for a variety of reasons.isTher
always the financial issue (a two-year community college as a Ipsasxe option), the
academic expectation and rigor consideration of particular schools, locatisiongc
type of school (vocational/technical, web-based, proprietary such as The lityiokrs
Phoenix, Beauty School, med-tech institutes), two-year colleges, lawcemfent, or
complete withdrawal and entry into the workforce. In addition to the educational
vehicles, there is the concept introduced by Breen and Jonsson that there ateaimdlirec
unusual pathways to educational attainment that are non-linear and non-sedsBiezgral (
& Jonsson, 2000). There are points along a student’s educational pathway where
decisions are made that cause the student to take a different path or for those on the
traditional path (high school to college to graduate school) to make choitesatteit
extremely difficult to gain access to certain academic fields. Onewbfinding is that
the students that arrive at college academically underprepared arekelgrmlattend
vocational or trade schools or if they attend college then they are more dikeawe
(Breen & Jonsson, 2000). Embedded in this model are decision points but as this student
departure and decision-making research project points out, how and why the student and
their family navigates one way or the other down their road is rarely incloded i
American higher education scholarship. Rational Choice Theory has been applied to the
educational decision-making model in European college choice where there are dual-

system options, one of which is enrolling in a university or not (entering the labkogtmar
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instead) and another choice is whether to attend vocational training insteadaddrige
the academic route (Hillmert & Jacob, 2002). In the German system, the patmea
clearly defined unlike the United States system where the options are vast arsihgonf
Conceptual Framework

Rationale for Conceptual Framework

The integration of student departure theory with decision-making theory is the
theoretical foundation and conceptual framework that guides this research. Watlonl
the ensuing conversation include both overarching theories (decision-making and
departure) but it will include the argument that in order to understand how students
negotiate all the constraints regarding the eventual decision to leaverttensfitution
after high school, the departure theories have to be considered collectivetyegndted
with decision-making theories.
Theoretical Traditions

This section of the literature review will provide an overview of the models used
to frame discourse around student withdrawal and relate them to rational tieoige t
and bounded rationality. Because the student and their decision-making prdeess is t
unit of analysis in this research, the decision-making theories will be diddusse
Next, the departure theories will be reviewed and their compatibility witkidee
making theories will be presented.

A search of decision-making theories went to the psychology, criminology,
mathematics, economics, and neuroscience literatures and the most frequetitigade

theories were Rational Choice Theory and Bounded Rationality. The reason for
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narrowing down the decision-making theories to these two is that they deel tel@ach
other with Bounded Rationality adding a layer of description to segments of teedeci
making process. Rational Choice Theory has credence for this reseaech Ipecpuse it
is related to individual decision-making founded on propositions that consider
alternatives, future consequences, individual preferences and also includes the conce
that individuals make different choices at points along the decision-makimg pd
individuals in a like situation might come to a different solution. Each will be teskri
separately with the inclusion of how each maps out the decision-making process. Af
the theories are summarized, their relationship to withdrawal theories will be
demonstrated. Finally, limitations in the higher education literaturelthat do not
consider decision-making theories will be discussed.
Rational Choice Theory

Rational Choice Theory (RCT) is a behavioral model where individuals make
decisions based on a cost versus benefits analysis. Individual preferences and the
consequent outcomes of their choices influence rational choice decisions. In otlseer wor
an individual rationalizes their decisions by describing the alternativesdnsidered
and the value they attached to the predicted consequences. It is the dominan thedel i
study of economic decision-making at the micro (individual) level. In his Nolotlites
Gary Becker (1976) describes the usefulness of analyzing rational dv@agh an
economic lens positing that it is an extension of individual choice, with the traditional
assumption being that decisions are made to maximize personal welfarezesie gi

attention to human capital theory, mentioning educational choice as an exaple of
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economic approach to a social issue. Sociologists and political scientists hase appl
this framework to decision-making under the assumption that all action is fund#gnent
rational and people will calculate costs and benefits of their actions Ineddiag a
decision (Scott, 2000).

The idea of rational has been defined as intelligent or successful with outcomes
that are favorable (March, 1994). In the context of decision-making, a ratione choi
can have negative outcomes as well as positive outcomes. RCT posits tinat aeti
purely rational and calculated, even when they appear otherwise (Frank, 1987; Scot
2000). Mathematical formulas are employed in an economic fashion to sociagheor
such as crime and marriage (Scott, 2000) and criminology (Paternoster &liBoga
2009). The basic tenet is that “the elementary unit of social life is the individoeadn
action. To explain social institutions and social change is to show how they arise as the
result of the action and interaction of the individuals” (Scott, 2000). The decision
processes are posited to be consequential and preference-based. A ratsinal dec
making process is inherently embedded in a logic of consequences framework.
According to March’s (1994) explanation of rational procedure, the ultimate akoice
based on the answer to the following four questions.

1. Alternatives: What actions are possible?

2. Expectations: What future consequences might follow from each alternative?

How likely is each possible consequence depending on the alternative
chosen?

3. Preferences: What value does the decision-maker place on each of the
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alternatives?

4. Decision rule: How does a person make a choice among the alternatives in

terms of the value placed on the consequences?
While this framework is straightforward and logical, if used to study humaawvie and
decision-making (even though people are presumed to be rational), rewards and
punishments and conditioned responses test the assumption of pure rationality. Rational
Choice Theory says that rewards and punishments can be equated to costs and benefits.
Rational Choice Decision-Making Process

Paternoster and Pogarsky (2009) present the following features of thoughtfully
reflective decision-making:

1. Collect information about the problem that requires a decision.

2. Brainstorm alternative solutions to the problem.

3. Systematically deliberate the alternatives, their merits andhwight be the

best.

4. In retrospect, analyze how the problem solver performed in the situation.
Criticisms and Benefits of Rational Choice Theory

A criticism of Rational Choice Theory is the recognition that not all dessaoe
rationally made, but Robert Frank (1987) outlines the defense that conscience, emotions
and moral choices are not outside the utility-maximization framework but enrich
understanding when an individual evaluates and rationalizes their choices. Hmlesncl
that including emotions, for example anger, clarifies behaviors that ratiooige as a

utility function alone cannot explain. Some decisions are based on intuition, cultural
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background, moral reasoning, and some are habitual. There are short term corsequenc
to behaviorally based decisions and long term consequences that go unconsidered. An
example of this is alcohol and drug abuse. In a study of thoughtful decision-making in
adolescents, Paternoster and Pogarsky (2009) found that youth who were thoughtfully
reflective were less likely to be involved in gang activity, alcohol og @étwse and more
likely to expect to graduate from college. An additional criticism is thabRatChoice
Theory is dehumanizing. If people coldly calculate the personal profit to bettezhef

from making a particular choice, then why would anyone ever choose to do something
that benefitted society? This theory does not take into account that individuals join
organizations that represent collective action — for example, a trade union.

Unlike Frank who defended adding psychological constructs to Rational Choice
Theory, Tversky (2004) and Kahneman challenged Rational Choice Theory and offered
theoretical models that include risky choices which they say violatey @tiébry. What
they offer are the components of Bounded Rationality that are discussed intthe nex
section.

Bounded Rationality

Bounded rationality theory was developed as a response to the limitations of
Rational Choice Theory. The notion that all information is available to make a
completely pure informed decision was critiqued as impractical in the oglal.w
Rational theories of decision-making posit that decision processes are conséquenti
preference-based. A rational procedure is logical (March, 1994) but studiessafrdec

making show that not all alternatives are known, preferences chosen and all
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consequences considered. The fundamental notion of bounded rationality is that
individuals intend to be rational but are hindered in the process because of incomplete
information and limited cognitive ability (March, 1994). The background of Bounded
Rationality Theory (BRT) will be explored, the components described, examples
provided and the framework analyzed.

Daniel Kahneman (2003) maps bounded rationality into five components and
each will be summarized. They are: intuition and accessibility; fiaefiects; changes
or states: prospect theory; attribute substitution; and prototype heuritiesiescription
of the five following components will inform the students’ decision-making prosesse
and how they described arriving at the withdrawal decision.
Intuition and Accessibility

Kahneman (2003) posits that intuition and accessibility are the two generic modes
of cognitive functioning. Intuitive decisions and judgments are made rapidly and
automatically. The controlled mode, accessibility, is characterizadshywer and more
deliberate decision-making process. Accessibility is the core comegbtelps us to
understand how some thoughts come to mind easily and effortlessly, while others take
effort. The dimension of accessibility includes the different aspects andregkeof an
event, different objects in the scene and the attributes of the object. It isralh ove
impression. If the stimulus is arousing, motivational or emotionally signiftbantit is
more accessible to cognitive processing.

Framing Effects
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Basically, the framing construct says that individuals passivebpathe
presented formulation. The power of this argument is best illustrated byltwveirigl
problem posed by Tversky and Kahneman (1981, cited in Kahneman, 2003).
The Asian Disease
Imagine that the United States is preparing for the outbreak of an unusaml Asi
disease, which is expected to kill 600 people. Two alternative programs to
combat the disease have been proposed. Assume that the exact scientific
estimates of the consequences are as follows: If program A is adopted, 200
people will be saved. If program B is adopted, there is a one-third probability that
600 people will be saved and a two-thirds probability that no people will be
saved. Which one of the programs would you prefer? (p. 702)
The majority of the respondents respond to this scenario by choosing program A which
suggests risk aversion. However, when presented with the following options, Program B
is chosen more often.
“If Program A is adopted, 400 people will die. If Program B is adopted, there is a
one-third probability that nobody will die and a two-thirds probability that 600 people
will die.” (p. 702).
The certainty of saving people was acceptable and the certainty of deaths w
unacceptable. The point here is that the framing of the situation altereduleneking.
Changes or States: ProspectTheory
Prospect Theory, developed by Kahneman and Tversky (Kahneman, 2003;
McDermott, 1998) describes how people make decisions when there are risks involved.
Risky decisions can have unknown outcomes or they can be problems presented with
known probabilities. According to McDermott (1998), one of Kahneman and Tversky’s

crucial findings was that when presented with almost any rational model siotheci

making, people systematically violate rational choice at least some ahthe\What
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they also found is that decision-makers avoid risky choices when they expets eater
their target more often than if they expect a loss below their targettiMEO94).
Prospect Theory is based on the premise that perception is reference dependent.
Attribute Substitution

Attribute substitution related to decision-making is complex but can bealiegtr
simply in the scenario when people, confronted with a difficult question, sometimes
answer an easier question instead. An example here that relates to witintighwae if
a student is asked about the content of a difficult course in which they were enrolled and
they might respond by saying that the professor had an accent and was hard to
understand.
Prototype Heuristics

Prototype heuristics is described as the substitution of an average for a sum. This
dimension illustrates the conditions under which the reasoning system prevents or
reduces judgment bias. The attributes that are targeted in these sceadaosia
accessibility and therefore fit into the heuristic judgment category. amgbe of this
would be: in a set of 30 lawyers and 70 engineers, what is the probability that someone
described as charming, talkative, clever and cynical is one of the lawyeatPefidan &
Frederick, 2001)
Criticisms and Benefits of Bounded Rationality

Bounded Rationality clarifies perceived limitations of Rational Choic@ryhelt
is based on the assumption that a decision-maker does not always have complete

information or enough time to make a purely informed decision. Distinguishing lbetwee
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cognitive processing types was another contribution to decision-making theory
Kahneman and Tversky. Cognitive processes, according to Kahneman, can be either
intuitive or reasoned depending on reaction to a stimulus. The decision to stay or leave
an institution is complex for the student going through the process when academi
family, or institutional pressure are influencing their decision-makifige subtleties
included in Bounded Rationality (framing, attribute substitution, and Prospect Theory)
assist in the explanation of forces on the students.

The I ntersection between Decision-Making Theories and Withdrawal/Retention

Higher Education Literature
The intersection of decision-making theories and the withdrawal/retention
literature will be analyzed in the context of a student’s decision-makinggsrtze
withdraw from a university. The aforementioned theories (Rational Choiagyraed
Bounded Rationality) will be discussed in conjunction with the Astin’s IEO framewo
Bean’s Organizational Model of Departure, Tierney’s Culturally SensitiodeV) and
Tinto’s Integration framework. First there will be a short review of the
withdrawal/retention scholarship of each theorist and then a discussion about how the
decision-making theories are complementary to the higher education thémyare
ordered alphabetically by higher education scholar.
Alexander Astin and Decision-Making Theories
Astin’s theory of student involvement is widely used to conceptualize and analyze

college impacts (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005) and voluminous research hasmrown f

his model. The overarching construct of his model is that student involvement and the
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strength of a student’s devotion to expending his psychological and physical energy
towards academic and social participation presumably predicts institutenalitment
and educational attainment behaviors. Below is a summary of his five basic psstulat

1. Involvement equals the investment of psychological and physical energy.

2. Involvement fluctuates by degrees through time. Students manifest different
degrees of involvement with different experiences at different times.

3. Involvement has both qualitative and quantitative features. Time spent
studying can be measured (quantitative) but a student would describe
(qualitative) daydreaming while studying.

4. The quantity and quality of a student’s involvement in a program is directly
proportional to his learning and personal development.

5. Increased student involvement is how effectiveness of programs and policies
are measured.

There is room in Astin’s model to integrate decision-making theory, spdgifidaen

and where the student decides to become involved. A reaction to the institutional
environment through a reasoned decision to become involved via a Rational Choice
framework of decision-making is plausible to include in Astin’s model. Astiodah
appears economic specifically in his postulate that equates involvement anchentest
and also the postulate that he states that time spent studying or involved in empsogra

guantitatively measurable.
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John Bean and Decision-Making Theories

As a review, John Bean formulated a student attrition model based upon results from
studies about employee turnover in work organizations. His assumption was that the
reasons people leave organizations are similar across different typesrotatigas, for
example, colleges, universities or workplaces. Both Bean’s causal modesand hi
psychological model include student perception and belief constructs that@mse fr
personal characteristics and although linear, a pathway to interpret hoastesg their
situations and then study the pursuant behaviors. Successful negotiation with their
environment then presumably leads to academic and social integration, institutjonal fi
self-efficacy and commitment to persist (Bean & Eaton in Braxton, 2000).

If any of the higher education scholars leaves an opening for consideration of
student decision-making, it is within Bean’s Causal and Psychological models:sBe
Causal Model appears linear and at first glance fits with Rational €mbieory. |
suggest that it is not because it includes variables that have qualitatives aspettas
distributive justice or measures of the value of institutional quality. At themam, the
intervening variable satisfaction is emotion-based which weakens theatimm
Bounded Rationality includes emotional response, risk-averse behaviors and ittdudes
recognition that people are biased and adjust their conception of events. Bean’s
Psychological Model includes flexibility and feedback loops similar to Kalan&m
circular reasoning (that he defends as ‘not’ circular). Bean’s psychalagodel of
retention could be adapted and further complicated by including decision-making

feedback loops as intermediary processing steps, especially in thdisatiyetolumns.
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Bean’s psychological model fits well with Bounded Rationality; esggadien a
student is navigating the coping and approach/avoidance processes ofingtevibtthe
organization.
William Tierney and Decision-Making Theories

William Tierney’s contribution the study of college student departure is his
emphasis on considering cultural perspectives; this is his direct critiquetosTtheory
(Tierney, 1992 & Tierney, 1999). His framework emphasizes the construct obcartdir
how it influences views of student departure. He posits a model criticalyi@rg
power and community and suggests that this model be used to intervene with students
who are at the highest risk of departure, have low socioeconomic status, arichare
students of color. Tierney defines cultural integrity in the schooling contlexsuggests
an academic environment where teaching strategies and school-based pasgrams
designed to acknowledge and embed racial/ethnic backgrounds into the pedagogy and by
honoring students’ backgrounds, students gain empowerment to act as socialbagents f
their own success (Tierney, 1999). Tierney argues that to suggest thatynsitumlents
divorce themselves from their cultural traditions and support systems amgtatibe
integrate completely into the institutional system is theoreticallydt and potentially
harmful.

Tierney’s culturally sensitive approach to student departure highlidimgation
in all of the decision-making theories. None of them address ethnicity, gemitienalc
backgrounds, age, or ability. Rational Choice theory is so rigid and linear théibwaria

in background, gender or cultural approaches to decision-making are variables tha
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should have no influence on the process. “The classical theory of perfect rationality
leaves no room for regrets, second thoughts, or weakness of will” (Simon, Dantzig,
Hogarth, Plott, Raiffa, Schelling, Shepsle, Thaler, Tversky & Winter, 1987).
Alternatively, there is room in Bounded Rationality Theory for cultural, geailer
dispositional attributes to frame the decision-making process. Tiemagysd for
cultural sensitivity and recognition that individuals should be considered as a product of
their background complements the flexibility and variety of Bounded Ratipnali
Vincent Tinto and Decision-Making Theories
It is necessary to understand Vincent Tinto’s integrationist theory beaaase
amount of research tests his theory either to reinforce his findings or tsstiggdehere
are other ways to view student persistence. He is repeatedly retemetie literature
as paradigmatic by virtue of how often he and his writings are cited, more tham@sb ti
(Braxton, Hirschy, & McLendon, 2004). In order to distinguish the student departure
theories meaningfully, Tinto categorized them into five different typeseofits:
psychological, sociological, economic, organizational and interactional (Tinto, 1993).
In addition to suggesting that student departure can be looked at through a variety
of lenses and should be studied in a longitudinal manner, he created a model of
institutional departure through which many researchers frame their stidmws's
model is designed to longitudinally describe and explain the interaction Inetinece
student and the institution. He describes his model of student departure as primarily
sociological and interactive. Tinto asserts that students enroll in colldga set of pre-

entry characteristics including academic skills, personal and famirpatf behavior,
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and intentions and aspirations and commitment towards a goal of graduationd&g st
negotiate the social and academic community of the institution, they adjustegratiet
to varying degrees. Successful and rewarding relationships intensifudeatss
commitment to stay, or conversely, if ties are weak and unrewarding, the studets. depa

Vincent Tinto’s model of student integration is focused on how the student acts in
reference to the institution and not how the institution might accommodate and
understand the student. Tinto’s longitudinal model of student departure meshes with a
Rational Choice Model of decision-making behavior. Other than the pre-entrytatd
that Tinto’s model allows for some variance, the integration and success procesk pos
is similar to the very reasoned and rational model proposed by March (1994). A
particular type of student (with pre-entry characteristics that favanatent, (Tinto,
1993)), has an intention and a goal to graduate. The student makes the logical and
beneficial choices to integrate into the institution, which has provided acadathi
social opportunities to the student, and then rationally and intentionally takes advantage
of them, and through increased commitment, persists and then graduates.

Bounded Rationality Theory has multiple ways of approaching decisiomgaki
To include the concept that individuals intend to be rational (but many times are not
through lack of information) does not support the part of his model that posits that the
institution provides the academic and social opportunities for the student to succeed.
Tinto’s model does not include subtleties such as intuition or framing effects and

especially not Prospect Theory, where risks are weighed. The student must choose to
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adapt and integrate without reservation or the end result is departure bedataeab
commit and weak intention on the student’s part.

Limitationsin the Higher Education Literature with Respect to Decision-M aking

Theory
The search for literature in the higher education literature that included
consideration of postsecondary student decision-making behavior was frustrdteng.
theory, research and practice handbook, Student Development in College (Evans, Forney,
Guito-DiBrito, 1998) contained no references to decision-making behavior coltbge
student population. The book begins by describing the role of theory and how it is
important to link it to practice (Evans, et al., 1998). There is plenty of discussion about a
variety of identities and | will argue that many of the student developmentdseori
describe types of students not their thought processes and how/why and who influences
the decisions that they make. In the management science and businegeeliteeat
were articles that discussed decision style on decision-making behavnalefiden &
Nutt, 1980) and morality and ethics in decision-making (Miner & Petocz, 2003). These
considerations of decision-making behavior are applicable to student developrognt the
Braxton’s books about student departure were analyzed for the purpose of this

research through the lens of decision-making theory, because Braxton (2000) and
Braxton, Hirschy and McClendon (2004) critique the major models and research done on
student departure. In BraxtorReworking the Student Departure Pug2e00), there
was a chapter about self-efficacy and motivation, which are attributesdobgestudent

characteristics. The chapter that discusses psychological models of stteletndn
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includes attribute-like theories regarding attitude, coping and locus of cohtnwaduld
seem that students make choices along their college path that lead thaketa m
decision to go or stay. In Braxton, Hirschy and McClendbimderstanding and
Reducing College Student Depart{@904), they suggested that for future research, the
college environment should be studied to understand how it affects student perceptions
which then affect their behaviors. This comes closer to recognizing that stadent
engaged in a process where they make choices based on their surroundings dBraxt
al., (2004) do not suggest that students be asked how they made their choices based on
their context.

Finally, the collection of literature about retention and departure for this
dissertation research was reviewed to see if student decision-makistudiasl by
higher education scholars with respect to retention. An article about withdragval
decision-making in the higher education literature was Glowgaska, Youngakgels’
(2007) multi-method study about student retention in a nursing program in the United
Kingdom. The authors concluded that the reasons that nursing students gave for either
staying or leaving the program were complex and as this researchusttate, were
influenced by many push and pull factors. Other found literature regarding student
decision-making referenced discrete decisions such as choosing a ctréelapzn,
1979), enhancing the decision-making of extroverted college students (Kreitler
Danereau, Barth & Ito, 2009) and decision-making behavior in college student binge
drinking (Goudriaan, Grekin & Sher, 2007). The search was widened to other disciplines

and the theories (Rational Choice Theory and Bounded Rationality) described earl
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surfaced in other academic disciplines, these two in particular in the ecsridenature.
In conclusion, using decision-making theory in conjunction with student departurg theo
to study student withdrawal will be a contribution to the literature and will prande
increased understanding about how students formulated their decision to withdraw and
how they made choices along the way.
Placement of Decision-Making Theory within Departure/Retention Theories

The purpose for the following section is to suggest where decision-making theor
fits in Astin, Bean and Tinto’s departure/retention models. William Tierreyiseptual
perspective and approach was discussed earlier. Tierney suggestethiaiveleparture
should be viewed through a culturally sensitive lens; he does not offer a theoreticlal mode
where a decision process could be embedded as Astin, Bean and Tinto’s models provide.
Astin

Alexander Astin’s model of student departure (I-E-O) has three overarching
constructs; they are inputs, environment and outcomes. The inputs () are generally
described as the demographic characteristics and the academic andkpeciahees
that the student had prior to college enrollment. The environment (E) construct includes
the experiences that the student has while in college, for example, institptiogiims,
policies, and personnel that shapes the student’s environment. The outcomes (O) are the
post-college student characteristics. Students negotiate the decision-prakiess as a
response to the college environment and that is where | suggest that decision-making
theory fits into Astin’s model. | hypothesize that students respond to irstauti

characteristics (Astin, 1993) such as the following in his model:
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o Institutional characteristics (type, size, student-faculty ratio), etc.

o Curricular measures (core or major dominated, evaluation systems, etc.)

o Faculty environment (satisfaction factors, perceptual factors, teaching
techniques, political orientation, etc.)

o Peer environment (selectivity, socioeconomic status, reliance on financial
aid, etc.)

o Individual involvement measures (pre-entry characteristics; involvement

characteristics after entry)

| propose the following linear illustration:
Inputs (1) affect how a student interacts and perceives their environment (IB)leduis
to different decision paths (D) which influences the student outcome (O).

| > E > D (persist or departp O

Bean

John Bean’s psychological model of student departure includes pre-entry
characteristics, institutional environmental factors (like Astin’s) ithfatence academic,
bureaucratic and social interactions and additionally, psychological pescasd
psychological outcomes that influence feelings of institutional fit and coment which
directly influence intent to persist. Bean’s model includes feedback loops.

| suggest that the decision process should be inserted during the stage where the
student is reacting to the institutional environmental factors that drefphe
psychological process that, depending on student choice, influences theirsfeéling

commitment to the institution. Entry characteristics (EC) ground readtions
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Institutional Environment (IE) that influence decision-making (D). Decisioade
affect academic and social integration (Al & SI). The student’s att{{©ide about their
fit and commitment (C) to the institution directly affects their intent tgipe(P).

EC> IE> D> Al &SI > SA-> C-> P (persist or depart)
Tinto

Vincent Tinto’s model posits that individuals depart from an institution through a
linear and longitudinal process that arises from the interactions betweenwvatualdi
student (with specific pre-entry attributes) with institutional syst@oademic and
social). Their consequent interactions lead to an intention to persist when positive, or
when negative, reinforce departure behaviors. There is similarity oncevaitfaseveral
components of the aforementioned models of student retention. Vincent Tinto’'s model
includes pre-entry attributes (PA), goals/commitment (GC), institutexperience —
academic and social (EAS), integration — academic and social (IAS), responde
goals/commitments (GC), and outcome (O).

| propose that decision-making occurs at multiple junctures in Tinto’s model —
prior to both goals/commitment stages and before the academic and socratioreg
stage.

PA-> D> GC-> D> EAS-> D> IAS 2> D> GC-> O (persist or depart)

Astin, Bean and Tinto’s theoretical models are strengthened by considerimglividual

decision-making process.
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Qualitative Inquiry and theLiterature
Using qualitative inquiry to study student withdrawal in combination with
decision-making theory is an important contribution to student departure literature
Academicians and student affairs practitioners will better understand hdentt who
left a postsecondary institution negotiated the process of withdrawal and howuddat st
framed their decision-making. In addition, the proposition will be made that student’s
stories are complex with much of their decision-making and process lefilaimex by
only considering discrete components of their situation. Perna and Thomas (2006)
reviewed almost 200 articles about student success in college and 91% of them used
guantitative methodology. Student departure is an individual event where the actor
negotiates multiple conflicts, tensions and pressures and it is important to ithgude
student perspective or the meaning they attach to this process. The argumertt put fort
this research suggests that analyzing the individual’'s experienceslaviti@aning and
depth to existing quantitative and qualitative results and offer a new conceptual
framework. The new framework will combine decision-making theory with student
departure theories.
Theoretical Framework
The integration of student departure theory with decision-making theory is the
theoretical foundation and conceptual framework that guides this research. Wetlonl
the ensuing conversation include both overarching theories (decision-making and
departure) but will include the argument that in order to understand how students

negotiate all the constraints regarding the eventual decision to leavirshanstitution
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after high school, the departure theories have to be considered collectivelyegnat@at
with decision-making theories. The interview protocols (refer to Appendix B aad C f
interview protocols) were developed from the literature on student departote, (Ti
1975-2006), institutional agents (Bean, 1980; 1983), student involvement (Astin, 1984),
and cultural considerations (Tierney, 1992; 1999) and rational choice (Becker, 1976;
Scott, 2000) and bounded rationality decision-making theories (Frank, 1977; Tversky,
2004). The research questions are designed to increase the conversation between
departure and decision-making theories. The questions that include push-pull-factors
symbolized as conflicts/constraints (Altbach, 1991) and institutional afizess, 1980;
1983) are included to uncover the possibility that the interactions and pressures
associated with them, between the students and other actors (family, ada@dtg, f
members, counselors, etc.), influence the decision-making process.

Vincent Tinto (2006), in an article about what is next for research and practice i
student retention, said that the debates over the use of different theoretica ofodel
student retention have provided a “more sophisticated understanding of the complex web
of events that shape student leaving and persistence.” (Tinto, 2006, p. 1) Scholars and
government agencies wanted to find out why students were leaving in 1937 (MgNeele
1937) and the research has only become more complex because of additional historical
developments in higher education such as attention to access and success isgaés, cult
sensitivities, geographically defined choices and constraints for low sooim®ic
students, gender issues, financial aid issues, and recent economic crisedles&gar

these are tensions that the individual student has to negotiate and it is possible that
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institutional agents such as academic advisors, the faculty, residelnaeévisdrs or
financial aid advisors will miss those windows of opportunity for intervention of which
they are unaware. Goldfinch and Hughes (2007, in Baldwin) posit that by focusing on
how the student needs to fit our institutions, maybe the institution failed to adapt to the

student’s circumstances.
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CHAPTER Illl: METHODOLOGY
Fundamental to the process of conducting qualitative research is to place one’s
design within one of the frameworks of the traditions of qualitative inquiry (Bloambe
& Volpe, 2008; Marshall & Rossman, 2006). The methodological approach that | used to
design my data collection and analyses is constructivist using narrativeyitegprobe
into the decision-making processes that students engaged in when they decided to
withdraw or when in the process of making the decision to leave or stay at cdligge
purpose was to gain understanding about the meaning that students attribute to a majo
decision in their lives. The constructivist tradition afforded me the flexilbdiprobe
during the interviews when | suspected that the participant had somethingreaddai
add after answering the interview protocol questions. In order for the panticipeeel
comfortable discussing this emotional and stressful subject, they had to axctépisa
my role with them (Bogdan & Biklin, 2007).
Resear ch Questions
The purpose for this research regarding student withdrawal is to gain
understanding about how students who withdraw from college negotiate the constraints
and barriers surrounding departure and how they describe their decision-makiegspr
The research questions are designed to enrich the theoretical frameworka,d8dean,
Tierney, and Tinto and connect them to Rational Choice and Bounded Rationality
decision-making theories. My interview protocol and data analysis codirguated by
my research questions which follow.

As a review, the research questions are repeated below.
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1. What were the push-pull factors that contributed to students leaving the inQitution
a. Why did the students say they left the institution?
b. What pulled them from the outside, away from the institution?
c. What pushed them out from the inside?
2. How did they negotiate the decision making process?
How and when did alternate pathways to perceived success surface and become
an option?
3. How did institutional agents (withdrawal counselors, academic advisors, faculty
members, financial aid advisors, etc.) and agents outside the institutroly (fa
and friends) influence this process?
Methodological Stance
In order to obtain answers to the preceding research questions, it is nea@essary t
build understanding through an interactive qualitative, one on one interview approach
(Maxwell, 2005). Qualitative inquiry will consider the decision-making processbe
students who withdrew and students going through the decision-making process of
leaving and the combination of decision-making theory and student departure theory is a
novel theoretical approach. This qualitative and interactive design (Ma2068)
provided the flexibility for the interviewer and subjects to explore conceptmtnat
differ from the variables most often researched using quantitative desigexample,
asking about alternate pathways to success as a decision to depart postsecondary
education might lead to a discussion regarding higher education not paying off in our

current economic climate.
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Instead of relying on the prevalent results from quantitative research o$dhee

following points should be considered (Bell, 2002).

¢ Narratives allow researchers to understand experiences.

e Analysis of stories allows researchers to analyze hidden assumptions.

e Narratives allow for temporal understanding of events, at possible

intervening stages.
The responses to semi-structured interviews based on questions developed from the
prominent departure theorists was designed to provide data that corroboratesswhat ha
been explained statistically or allow new data to emerge that providesisigivt into
the students’ decision-making processes that result in departure fromitiiensiitution
where they enrolled.
Participants
Participants
The students recruited for this research were participants in an access@ss s

program in a public four-year university in the southwestern United States. ddramr
provides financial aid and retention programming to students who are in the lowest
socioeconomic group in the state. Their family income has to be less than $42,400 and
they have to be eligible to receive federal funding in the form of the PEInt. gfde
rationale for recruiting these students is that they are a defined cotliastpheticipating
in multiple research projects as part of grant funded criteria and aret thfestudents
most likely to withdraw, which has been my research interest for five.yddre

demographic breakdown is 61% female and 39% male. The ethnic breakdown is
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Hispanic — 43%; Caucasian — 36%; Asian American Pacific Islander — 108aRf
American — 6%; American Indian — 4%; first —generation college students — Biéy
are first-time fulltime freshmen so their age is 18 to 19.
Interview Participants
The breakdown of the interview participants whose interviews were coded for this
project is: 5 males and 22 females; 2 Asian-American; 2 African-Anmei@cHispanic;
2 Native-American, and 13 Caucasian. Below is a table that gives infomadbut
each interviewee that will be referred to in the findings section. Data wadeachbout
how far the student’s home is from campus and a concise description about thgir fami

situation because those two factors emerged as important during analysis.
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Pseudonym M/F  Ethnicity Enrollment status  Milesfrom home Family situation
Adele f Caucasian  transferred hometown divordegks with
mother
Ashley f Caucasian  transferringina 317 divorced - father
couple years substance abuse
Beth f African yes time frame will 292 extreme poverty
American  take a while
Claire f Caucasian transferred 126 divorced -sliwith
mother
Courtney f Caucasian  transferred 260 father -tanbs
abuse - father
suicidal
Crystal f Hispanic withdrew hometown father absefives
with mother
Daniel m Caucasian  transferring hometown emandipaieor
since 8th grade
Danielle f African transferred 126 father absent - lives
American with mother
Elise f Caucasian  transferred 82 strict parenting
Estevan m Native transferring 65 father absent - lives
American with mother
Ginnie f Asian transferring 135 father absent - lives
American with mother
Hana f Caucasian  transferring 107 brother - heséties
Joseph m Hispanic transferring 116 father abskves
with mother
Kelly f Caucasian transferring 106 father - diecam
accident
Krista f Hispanic transferred hometown fathereddiwo years
earlier
Marina f Hispanic withdrew hometown father absent -
pregnant
Michelle f Hispanic withdrew 25 divorced - pregnant
Natalie f Native transferred 291 father absent - lives
American with mother
Rebecca f Hispanic transferred hometown fathewmith issues
Sarah f Caucasian  seriously thought 91 father absent - lives
about leaving with mother
Shelley f Caucasian  maybe for financiall16 father absent - lives
reasons with mother
Tanya f Caucasian  transferred 99 father abséves |
with mother
Teresa f Hispanic transferring at end 135 parents created stress
of year
Vanessa f Hispanic withdrew 130 father - died
Ward m Asian transferred 317 father and mother
American absent - lived with
grandparents
Willa f Caucasian transferring 116 father - diedge
family: six children
William m Caucasian transferred hometown divorctather

absent - lives with
mother
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Recruitment

Two cohorts of students were recruited for participation in this study. fBhedhort
has 598 students and the second cohort has 775 students but 13 were eliminated because
they were under the age of 18. Cohort One began their college experiencalhathe f
2008 and Cohort Two started as freshmen in 2009. Because the overarching topic of
research for this project is withdrawal, | only contacted the students from Ciert
who withdrew from the university. There were 123 students who withdrew sometime
during their first year of college from Cohort One.
Cohort One Recruitment

The email and mailing addresses for the withdrawn students from Cohort @ne we
provided by the retention programming staff. As soon as the Institutional Revied Boar
approved the project, | mailed the invitation to interview and a contact infometieet
for the students to fill out and return. | included an envelope that was already stamped
and addressed. On October 10, 2009 | mailed 123 invitations to Cohort One.
Participants responded to my emails immediately and | began interviewi@gtober
20, 2009. On October 31, 2009 | sent emails to Cohort One participants and invited them
to contact me for interviews. On November 1, 2009, | mailed a second round of
interview requests to the students who did not respond. Fourteen of the packets were
returned stamped by the post office as unable to forward. Either the address was
incorrect or the forwarding order had expired. Six of the participants had chaniged the
email address and | was unable to contact them through email. One mother ealled m

and told me that her son was on a mission and that he was unable to participate. Another
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participant called me and said that she had been in a serious accident and did not have the
strength to take part in an interview. Ten withdrawn students agreed to intermgkWs a
scheduled them throughout the fall.
Cohort Two Recruitment

The recruitment and interview invitations for Cohort Two happened in two phases. |
was given permission to recruit for interviews during retention progranwnkshops
that Cohort Two students were required to attend as part of their programming. |
attended 17 workshops. Because not all of the students attended the workshops where |
recruited, | sent an email in mid-November with an invitation to contact me for an
interview. 25 students from Cohort Two responded to my email invitation to interview
because they were planning to withdraw or were thinking about withdrawing. |
interviewed 25 students from Cohort Two throughout the fall semester.
Incentives

The Institutional Review Board approved the following incentives. The parttsipa
were told that they would receive a gift card to an eating establishinleay iagreed to
be interviewed. They were not told the monetary value of the gift card. clind a
amounts were $10 gift cards to Rubio’s, La Salsa, In-N-Out, Paradise BSkamtyucks,

their choice.
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Informed Consent

An informed consent was reviewed with the participants prior to the start of any
interview. They were asked to sign the final page and were given a copy tattake w
them (Refer to Appendix A).

M ethodological Procedures

Interview Protocol for Cohort One

The interview protocol (refer to appendix for final interview protocol) was
developed from the literature on student departure (Tinto), institutional agesais)(B
student involvement (Astin), and cultural considerations (Tierney) and rationa¢choic
and bounded rationality decision-making theories. Two interview protocols were
presented to a higher education research design class for testing guaeé.ciline first
approach began by asking the subject when they began to have doubts about their
enrollment decision and ended by asking about the withdrawal process. The second
interview approach began by working backwards from the withdrawal procedseand t
progressed to more specific questions. The questions were also tested on a student who
had departed the university. The initial interview protocol was revised aftdafise ¢
critigue and after the interview. The feedback from the class and the inteevinalped
inform the revision. The class offered advice about making sure that my questiens w
non-judgmental and suggested that | do not use negative language. The pilot interview
participant asked me, after the tape was turned off, why | did not ask heasba that
she went to the original university in the first place. Her comment informedasny

interview question and seemed to work well.



69

Pilot Interview

To test the interview protocol and collect sample findings | contacted a student
who had withdrawn from the university within the past year. The preliminaryngadi
for this research are from the pilot interview (recorded) and a discussioothiated
after the recording was stopped. The female subject (who attended the\&tsity and
transferred out of state) was contacted and interviewed by phone. The interview and
discussion afterwards led to a revision of the interview protocol. Perspectiveartiea
up were “not a new chapter in my life”; “it was a little too informal”; and “stmes |
wonder”.
Not a new chapter

The student lived and worked on campus and was involved in Reserve Officer
Training Corp. She talked about hanging out with friends from high school at the
original college and always saw people she knew between classes ostatiére union.
Amy said that going to the school in her hometown with people around her that she knew
did not feel like a new chapter in her life. When she left after her first semase
transferred to a small liberal arts college. She compared the two institutitas 16t
smaller...just the entirety of the Site School was too big and | felt lost even thbagh
connections.” She described meeting people at the college where shergdrasidr
finding her place in a smaller environment.
It was a little too informal

Multiple times throughout the interview, the participant talked about the informal

and cursory withdrawal process. She did not understand why the only paperwork that she
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filled out when she withdrew was an “eight or ten” question online survey. She barely
remembered the questions but upon recall said that they were about the institution and
their performance. She said that the process felt too informal and thatlikéegbu
should have to meet with someone other than just submitting some form. Just not
registering for classes and leaving.” She described working at the fogtadent’s
office where she transferred and described their withdrawal process. Students
required to meet with an academic advisor and fill out paperwork. She felidike t
“intent is to keep more students enrolled; sort of fix what they can.” When asked if she
thought procedures were important she said that it would be good for a college to ask
why students left, to address and fix what they could, especially if magnssuare
dissatisfied with something. She said that also there are things they caramut fnaybe
it would be good to have that information anyway. After the tape was shut off and
conversation continued, Amy made a comment about not feeling valued.
Sometimes | wonder

When asked about her experiences at the university, she said that she wonders
what would have happened if she had not left. She talked about keeping in touch with
her original university friends on Facebook and she talked about not being there but
knowing what is going on “even though I'm not there.” At the end of the interview,
Amy’s voice got shaky when she said, “I think that | made the decision that | needed t
make at that time. (pause) Yeah.” Then she stopped talking until | probed hey for a

additional information that she would like to share about anything at all. The lasttsubj
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she talked about before the tape was shut off was about the lack of withdrawal procedures
at her first university.
Discussion: Amy’s story

How does departure theory fit into Amy’s story? She lived on campus and was
familiar with her surroundings. She was involved — she worked on campus and was in an
organized leadership program. She did not have academic difficulties and complained
that the general education classes she was required to take did not appeal to her because
she already knew what she wanted to study. She did not change her major when she
transferred. What would she look like quantitatively? She was a Caucasiaa ¥athal
a high GPA who never registered for classes her second semester and was gone
Interview Protocol for Cohort Two

The protocol for Cohort Two was a revised version of the protocol for Cohort One
(refer to appendix for interview protocol two). The sentence tense had to bé altere
because the students were still attending the university but consideringrdgpar

The following questions were pertinent to Cohort One and not Cohort Two.

e Did you transfer? (If yes. Probes: tell me about your new college, how is it
different?)
e Are you coming back to this university? (Why or why not?)

e How do you feel about your decision to withdraw?

The following question was asked to Cohort Two and not Cohort One.

e Do you feel confident that you will graduate from this university?
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Interviews and I nterview Transcriptions

Thirty-five semi-structured interviews were conducted and tape-ret,dedsting
from 20 to 65 minutes in length. The interview questions are ordered in a way so that
rapport developed between the interviewer and interviewee. The first fewogsestre
very general and allowed the subjects to describe the study university atideylthose
to attend. This follows the semi-structured interview style (Marsh&b&sman, 2006)
where a few general topics are explored purposefully to elicit the ssbygis
meanwhile respecting how he structures the responses and guides histigerspéhis
personal decision-making process. All interviews except one were conductecim pers

Because | learned from prior interview experiences, | realizeditsta
impressions and the first question are very important. As suggested in Seidman (2006), |
was alert to being friendly but did not attempt to develop a friendship. Becauspitse t
at times were emotional, very private and quite sensitive, | also had to e cateéo
act as a therapist. The interviews did become painful at times with the subganhbr
down and crying and it was a challenge to remain in the interviewer role and not be the
helper that | am professionally. There were times when | knew that thegzant did
not want to share family details and | respected that. Some of the patScyEe
extremely shy and the conversations went slowly with a lot of filler wamndspauses.
This did not take me by surprise.

| discovered that wherever the interview took place, within a short period of time
no more than five minutes, outside distractions disappeared. The topic of our discussions

seemed so important to the participant to share to someone who would listen that airplane
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and traffic noise, music or news shows in the background did not cause problems with the
interview (even though it did in transcribing). All participants were allowed to be
interviewed wherever they chose. | suggested an office at the unjyvarsiffee shop or
the public library and all locations were chosen. The patrticipants appeared to be
comfortable in all locations.

The most important piece of this relationship to me was that after the interview
were over, | was able to disclose my role as a university administradasffer to help
them in any way that | could, whether they had already left the institutioereriwthe
process of leaving. It turns out that one of the findings was exactly thatvéne
looking for an institutional agent who would offer support and guidance in the process of
leaving and to help them strategize returning to a university.
Locations

| knew that there was always the option of conducting phone interviews but after
having been involved in qualitative research projects over the past few yesmsyé In
the added value of interviewing face to face. Body language, eye contdudg visi
discomfort, emotional responses, and laughter are additional cues that arg fross
phone interviewing. One participant agreed only to a phone interview. The participants
that lived out of the study city assumed that | would conduct phone interviews but when |
told them | want to meet them in person, they all agreed immediately. | ttdedieo
cities in the north of the state and conducted two interviews in a city 120 miles away.
The rest of the 31 interviews were done in the study city, except for the one phone

interview. One interview took place at a public library. One interview was ctettat
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the school where the student transferred and 28 at the study university. Four took place
at a coffee shop and one in the food court at a grocery store. As far as thewstervie
went, as | described earlier, the noise distractions did not seem to affextethiw in
any way except at times it almost seemed like the noise was a comforblanéet and
protected us from being heard by other people around us. Whether in public or in my
office, participants responded with emotion. The noise issue was more of a problem for
the transcriptionist than for me. | went over every transcription attiezst and
remembered the conversations very well, so | was able to fill in missing wbinds.
phone interview was very interesting because the subject had a very badreqatithe
university and possibly felt very comfortable venting over the phone. Her emotions came
across quite noticeably.
Transcriptions

In the interest of moving the research project along, | employed titzgrscior
the interviews. They were completely unrelated to the study institution af aing
subjects. Twenty-seven of the thirty-five interviews were transcribaght Bf the
interviews were eliminated because the participants wanted to discuss théijyasst
they might transfer some day and a few came to the interview processcancttiiey
were happy at the school and were not thinking about withdrawing. Approximately 18
hours of interviews were transcribed. The shortest interview was 20 minutdgeand t

longest was 65.
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Data Analysis
Coding
The interviews were organized and coded using NVivo software. The interview
guestions were informed by theoretical perspectives that include imegrateraction,
decision-making, and institutional agents, in addition to questions that sought responses
regarding how students navigate through the complications and complexities (dush/pul
factors) of withdrawal from college. The interviews were read for eenétgemes and
grouped according to aspects of decision-making and departure theory (C&btau&s,
2008) and grouped together by research question.
Research Question One Coding Categories
The following codes were used to group themes based on Research Question One
(RQ1), repeated here as a review.
. What were the push-pull factors that contributed to students leaving the in?itution
a. Why did the students say they left the institution?
b. What pulled them from the outside, away from the institution?
c. What pushed them out from the inside?

The following categories emerged as themes pertinent to addressing RQL1.

e Academic difficulties

e Did not feel welcome

e Disliked emphasis on social scene and Greek system
e Disliked the organization

e Family responsibilities
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e Felt different from other students
e Financial struggles

e Frequent visits home

e Have not found my niche

e Homesick

e Living off campus as a barrier

e Location of school

o My fault

e Original dream

e Program unavailable

e Stress and health issues

Research Question Two Coding Categories
The following codes were used to group themes based on Research Question Two
(RQ2), repeated here as a review.
How did they negotiate the decision making process?
How and when did alternate pathways to perceived success surface and become an
option?

The following categories emerged as themes pertinent to addressihhg RQ

e Decide to go back home
e Justifications and rationalizations

e Options considered
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e Pressures with decision process
e Strategies

e Timeline

e When | decided to leave

e Who | went to for advice

e Worried about sharing

Research Question Three Coding Categories

The following codes were used to group themes based on Research Question
Three (RQ3), repeated here as a review.
How did institutional agents (withdrawal counselors, academic advisors, faculty
members, financial aid advisors, etc.) and agents outside the institutiory @auohil
friends) influence this process?

The following categories emerged as themes pertinent to addressing RQS3.

e Advisor
e Family
e Friends

e Institutional agent absent

e Institutional environment/people
e Mentor or other

e Mom

e Professor influence
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Themes that Emerged

e Extreme family issues

e School did not care

The data analysis for these interviews was based on the theoretical approache
(student departure and decision-making) but also allowed for flexibility doolhection
and coding so that unexpected themes could emerge. For example, when plarthang fo

coding, | did not expect the following:

The number of participants that described either a missing or dead father

Dad issues that caused them stress

Feelings of a very strong tie to their mother

e How many students described how frequently they went home

Marshall & Rossman (1999) advise that the researcher be guided in the dateonolle
and analysis stages by their initial concepts but need to maintain flgxibishift and
modify their understandings of the data through the process.
Positionality

My relationship to the topic of student withdrawal is both personal and
professional. Similar to the students in this research study, | come from a low
socioeconomic family and | am a first generation student who went down a long and
interrupted path to educational attainment. | will be the first in my faimibbtain a
graduate degree. |transferred between schools and school types fotyao¥aeasons,

one of which was to leave to support my family while my husband finished his college
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degree. My daughter had a rocky start at the first institution that sineledt after high

school. Even though my parents stopped their education with high school diplomas, |
was very aware of the importance of higher education and knew its value. Dering th

time when my children were in elementary school, | spent over eightwyaargeering

at the magnet schools that they attended in a very low income neighborhood. Witnessing
the school track that had high school graduation as the goal was frustratingo It is

mystery where learning to be underprepared for the rigors of college happens.

When | had the chance to return to school after being out of the educational
system for almost twenty years and having previously accumulatedydaeseof
undergraduate credits, | was terrified to start at a university antered the system
taking computer programming classes at the local community collegearhbec
employed at a four-year institution and took advantage immediately of tloa tuiti
reimbursement benefits that the school provided. Within a few years | cethpigt
bachelor’'s degree and with the encouragement and support of a mentor, applied to the
PhD program in Higher Education, which is a perfect fit for my educationabpassi
degree attainment and also my professional goal - to help others gain accesxaed s
in college.

For the past nine years | have worked in admissions, new student orientation,
marketing, enroliment services and recently in student retention at ther shesf
research project. While working for enroliment management marketintmdssed the
tensions between enrollment management staff, who by presidential direeteve w

supposed to increase the size and quality of the incoming class, and the retefition staf
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who by presidential directive were supposed to increase retention and gradatagon r
In order to increase the incoming class size, admissions standards wezé véiech
usually means that less academically prepared students were admdtettrease net
tuition revenue, there was an increased emphasis on recruiting out of statesstinent
pay more for tuition and become a more important and lucrative group to admit and
retain. The reason for describing these tensions is because it shaped my f@ldame
beliefs about the institution’s responsibility for providing resources and supgbs t
students they admit. An articulated and transparent mission to provide appropriate
support services for admitted students should be a very public accountability nteasure
would be difficult to hide.

My professional goal is to support students at risk of withdrawal and provide
intervention programming or help them understand options and then assist them in
designing a plan that gets them to their goal — whether transferring torarypthef
school or developing a plan that promotes their academic success. | write#uisee
there are many stresses, pressures and difficulties for the subsetenitstwho have
little financial support and come to a four-year institution academically prdpared
but as | mentioned in my positionality section, the school admits them and | behéee t
partnership exits between the school and the student (and oftentimes their. family)

Validity and Ethical Consideration

The purpose for the in-depth interviews collected for this research is to dud to t

richness of prior research in an attempt to understand the experience arwhdealdng

process of students who decide to leave college. The goal is to gather irdormati
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such a way that the participants describe their process without feelinigehare being
judged negatively for making the choices they made. The interview questions are not
designed so that a student describes failure. The questions are designed so that the
student can describe their process and how they negotiated influences along tAd way.
students will be approached in a manner that asks them to give advice about the
withdrawal process and what they would offer as suggested improvements tceenhanc
institutional intervention or to offer insight from the student perspective. Tharoker
will present the conversation in such a way that is open to the possibility that grere w
alternate pathways for the student’s success that made sense to them.
The validity of the instrument (interview questions), data collection, and data
analysis will be addressed in the following ways.
e Interview questions: They were written using well-tested theoriesgygr
theorists in the retention/withdrawal field. The questions were submittbceto t
higher education professors and they offered feedback. The questions were
presented to a higher education research design class for feedback, iomgljcati
and critique. Suggestions were collected and the questions went through three
phases of rewording and re-ordering before the pilot interview and thendrevise
again.
e Data collection: All interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed irarbht
will rely on the digitally recorded interviews in order to not make my note-taking

a barrier or distraction to the process.
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e Data analysis: Data will be organized around the major theoretioafrarks
and outlier concepts that differ from the major theoretical constructs will be
collected and sorted. As much as possible the words of the subjects will be used
to label the codes. The outlier data will be considered as additional perspective
that were not considered in the original coding.

e This research proposal was approved by the University of Arizona Human
Subjects Committee. Signed Subjects Consent forms were collected from all
interviewees. In order to protect the identities of the interviewees, pseudonyms
and number identifiers will be used. Thus, confidentiality will be maintained.

Limitations

Once a student leaves an institution it is difficult to engage them in ardegte
conversation about their departure process. Even though the study participants for this
research were part of an established cohort of students at the site ynilgrsiight it
possible that they would not choose to participate in interviews. Because of this, an
incentive system was used at the outset, but as stated before, no monetary value was
revealed to the participants for the gift card for food.

Another limitation of this study will be lack of generalizability to egi students
at other types of institutions. The subject pool is predominantly comprised of low
socioeconomic students at a public four-year university. The barriers to theissatc
this university will likely vary from the middle to upper class Caucasiaaesits
attending the same college. In addition, all of the study participants getents of the

state where the study took place. It is quite likely that out of state studaethegwfrom
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low socioeconomic groups or not, would have very different answers to the same
guestions.
Summary
Based on the departure and decision-making theories as my theoretical
foundation, | designed my qualitative study with a constructivist perspectoanducted
35 interviews and narrowed them down to the 27 that were pertinent to this research. The

qualitative findings of this study are presented in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS

The purpose for this chapter is to share the findings from the research collected
about the decision-making process to withdraw from a university. Scardaiinadata
has been collected over the years from students who departed or are planning endepart
institution. The purpose for this research is to add qualitative data findings to the
conversation between student departure literature and decision-making thidory.
this gap in the literature was a goal for this research.

Decision-M aking Process M oddl of Student Departure

The Decision-Making Process Model of Student Departure (Figure 1, page 85) is
offered as a new theoretical framework that combines decision-makingethaond
student retention theories. Figure 1 is a visual representation of the variables tha
emerged from data analysis. This conceptualization is unlike other studentidepar
models because it includes the proposition that forces push at the student from within the
institution and forces pull them from outside the institution. These stresses iafummc
students negotiate the decision-making process to leave an institution. tioraaddis
different from other student departure models because it includes the discbssibn a
how students think about their process to withdraw — it is not meant to describe their
behaviors. This model illustrates that pushes affect other pushes, pushes dffeahgul

these forces act upon the decision-making process.
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Figurel

Decision-Making Process Model of Student Departure

— Financial Pushes
- . . Financial Pulls
Not sufficient aid (no job) ! 1
Financial struggles < > Family financial issues
Money management
Academic Pushes \ Decision-Making
—>

Academic difficulties Process
Program unavailable ——- | Timeline (immediate or a
Change of academic plan plan)

Who they went to for

advice (family)

Intitutional Agent Pressure with the process
Pushes (fear of sharing)

Advisors Options considered

Strategies (sensible or

—>
Faculty members faulty)
Missing from the process Rationalizinaiustifvina
Psychological
Psychological Pushes / Pulls
Homesick
Stress and health issues
> Frequent visits home]
Felt different from other
students Responsibility to
< - help at home
Not committed — not h w
first choice school
_—>

Institutional fit

Figure 1. How push and pull factors affect the regimn and decision-making process of withdrawani college
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The discussion will be presented in the following order:

e Pushes
e Pulls

e Decision-making process

Findings

This chapter begins by sharing with the reader the student voices aestinii
reasons why the students left the institution (Part One), what pushed theonout fr
within the institution, and what pulled them from the outside away from the institution
(Part Two). Following these discussions will be the section that desholethe
students made their decisions, who they went to for advice, what they described as
pressures in the process, the strategies they used, and their ratiomsli@adirt Three).

Throughout the findings chapter, | share personal stories that are atrtores
poignant when the reader knows the gender, ethnicity and where the student’s family
lived. Some participants had a clear story and a rational response to solving tloa situa
in which they found themselves and others cited multiple options.

Part One: Pushes

The following section will provide descriptions of reasons that led to student
withdrawal, transfer, stop-out or drop-out from the institution, and the ways thiey we
pushed out from the inside. This section of findings is divided into four broad categories.

The major categories are financial, academic, institutional, and psycladlogic
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Financial Pushes

Like the end of the first semester | realized that | was in the hole and | was gonna have to
start working more than | already was and | was already working a lot and it started to
really stress me out. Like it made classes a lot more difficult to get up and go after being
at work all night. It was just a lot more, it was really stressful to be in debt, be a full time
student and be working full time. It was a little bit too much for me. (Elise)

| don’'t have a meal plan because | don't have like a steady income and | know you can
do that like commuters one. It's the whole income thing. (Vanessa)

As a reminder, all of the participants in this research study were partaaicess
and success program at the site school and were in-state residentsvelidawarded
funds for tuition and fees, books, and room and board based on their family income and
eligibility to receive a Federal PELL Grant. Presumably, this remo\eefirthncial
barrier as a threat to their enrollment. It was clear that among thnaemtees, financial
stress still affected them. Financial issues were great for thekmnts.

Financial aid at the research university is transferred into the student bursa
account the week before school starts at the beginning of each semestee dfdhe
charges on the student account, for example, tuition, fees, and room and board, those
amounts are subtracted from the total award. If the student lives on-campus their
residence hall is paid, but if they live off-campus then there is a signifioamint of
money (sometimes thousands of dollars) that appears as a credit. Within atereek af
funds are disbursed to the student account and the outstanding balances paid, the
university transfers the balance to the students’ personal bank accounts. The students
then have to know how to budget this money to pay bills for the remainder of the

semester.
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Misunderstanding or having incomplete information about the financial aid award
and the inability to find an on-campus job funded by the federal work-study portion of
their award package became an obstacle for many of the students and they beca
discouraged. Teresa thought that the program was a completely free higheoaducati
opportunity with no loan debt incurred. It took her by complete surprise when she
received a bill for her residence hall. She owed two thousand dollars and had to take out
a loan. Shelly was in the same situation as Teresa and was unable to find a job on
campus. Shelly interpreted messages delivered by representativeldrechdlarship
program that the university was legally bound to provide financial assistance taltover
costs and in addition, provide a work-study job on campus. When asked who gave her
that message, Shelly was confused and could not remember who presented the
information about the school being legally bound to cover all costs and provide her with a
job on campus.

Shelly, Ginnie and Beth were unable to secure work-study jobs on campus, which
shorted their financial aid package for the year by approximately $2000. Shelly
described her situation:

At the beginning of the year when | was budgeting like everything | needed f

like rent and food...I factored in the money that | was going to get from work

study because | thought | was going to have a job but now, | don’t have a job, |

don’t have that work study. (Shelly)
At the time of the interview, with over a month still left in the semester, Gomehad
$30. Beth did not have the money to pay her December rent. Shelly was struggling to

find the funds to pay her utility bills for December. Shelly said that she would have to

transfer at winter break and go to a community college or leave schoddorester and
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move back home if she did not find a job. Beth worked in upper management at a fast
food chain during high school and considered leaving college to go back to her fulltime
job so that she could pay her bills.

The stress from lack of funds manifested in academic difficulties and health
issues. “It has been like consuming like everything | think about all day.” ypitalen
though it was a financial hardship, Krista paid for private tutoring for hesetabecause
she did not get the academic support that she felt she needed from her professors on
campus. Crystal talked about needing her job in spite of how it interfered with her
academic success and considered a less stressful option — transbettiaépcal
community college.

When | saw my grades come in, my [biology] test and my math test, and then just

realizing | have to work cause | have to pay for my car and | have to drihe al

way over here...I have to either drop a class or go to something that’s going to be

easier for me because there’s no way | can quit my job or like do less hours so |
kind of figured...when | got to the point where you know maybe if | go to [the
local community college] it's going to be easier and | can just do it at ney pac

and not have to be so stressed. (Crystal)

Not having the funding to cover expenses transpired another way, in addition to
the inability to find a job. Money management and budgeting was an issue foofsome
the students. Elise admitted that after her tuition was paid that she spentdhreanay
left over for “things that | didn’t need and that created debt that | had to work off.”

She worked after school every day and on the weekends and said she had littlé time lef
to study or sleep. Daniel described how he unwisely used the financial adiraoaey

that was transferred to his personal bank account. He said he bought uselesslitems a

created debt that put him in a financial hole.
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| go back and | look and | have a goldfish bowl and no goldfish and this was like
50 extra dollars...I'm trying to remember what | bought and | can’t even
remember. It was some clothind had enough clothing...l kind of screwed
myself there because now I'm in a financial hole and I'm the only one digging
myself out and it like it's piling on faster than | could take it off. (Daniel)
The students and their families needed budgeting guidance prior to receiving thei
financial aid allotment. At times, the money was spent before textbooks wehaped.
Concluding this section is Beth'’s story about how not having extra money at the
end of the semester affected her. Beth detailed how she carefully budgétedriwal
aid funds for food, rent and utilities. She looked down and told me that she was not
going home for Christmas. | asked her why not and she said that she could not afford the
transportation cost to go home which was approximately 300 miles away. Sheasdid t
did not really matter because her family was not materialistic. lapparent during the
interview that she was sad (she got very quiet and looked at her shoes) that she could not
afford to go home for Christmas, but she did not say that. She reframed heorsityati
mentioning the materialism of Christmas and did not mention the loss of spending time
with her family. She talked about making a pan of enchiladas for the weeldingtea
going out to eat with her friends. She said that she thought about her financiarsitua
every day and tried to figure out what she had money for and that was why retarning
her management position at a fast food chain was desirable at times.
Academic Pushes
Started out really good you know, first semester was nice. And then that first big shock
after the first semester totally threw things out of whack. It's like a flynmpigaie

cruising along and then all of a sudden out of nowhere you get hit with a meteorite and
your wing gets hit off and you're just spiraling. (William)
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Tinto’s theory (1975) posits integration into two broad categories: acadedic a
social. Academic integration as a persistence measurement in his ndnieweasured
by the students’ academic achievements. If we accept this as ourdsasigp#on then
for this particular set of students this is true, but | suggest that it is tmg \werspective.
The reality for these students is that they enrolled under an assumptionyhaétbe
admitted to succeed. Their experiences damaged their egos and thajsfeklin
adequacy. A theme that emerged repeatedly from the interviews wasshatkf
surprise and feelings of inadequacy when the first English paper or resultbiérinstt
tests were graded and returned. Ward said that he loved school but what wédsivaarsh
adapting to the engineering major that he did not take classes for in high schodl. War
said, “It was something | had as a hobby”; and feeling unprepared was “digtimite
major crash of what happened for my first year.” Multiple students eediat they
arrived at college academically underprepared and they felt hopeless. atH |
supposed to do this?...the biggest shock and it was in the first two weeks. I'm really
unprepared for this.” (Joseph) Teresa described the grade from her firshEragler as
a “slap in the face” and felt that her professor “pretty much told me that | sucked.”
Crystal studied every day for a week before her first biology test and gad@alte
dropped biology because she predicted that she could never study enough to get a C.
Ward dropped two classes so that he could focus on calculus but failed it anyway. There
are two issues here. When students enroll in classes that they either fa,dhey do
not complete enough course hours to remain eligible for the scholarship program. The

second issue is that the failed and dropped classes compromised their elipgbaiinge
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their grade point averages dropped below the minimum 2.0 grade point average
requirement.
Math was problematic for many students in this research project ariéelys
that their difficulties mirrored those of the student population at the university.
Regardless, it was a topic that created anxiety in this set of students atehideheir
academic success and consequently their persistence at this school. Tite Btutes
research project exemplify Cliff Adelman’s findings that the commhetif advanced
math in high school doubles the odds for bachelor's degree completion (Adelman, 1999).
They were underprepared for higher-level math and their persistencempsomised
because they were failing college-level math. Even though many statéuketh&tlt
underprepared, when they took the experimental online math class it causedtidgfin
unexpected ways. Ward had tremendous difficulty with online math computations — he
was used to writing his computations and solving them on paper. Daniel just gave up.
The only class that I've given up on just completely is math because | did the
math and | realized | added up everything. | did the subtractions raadized
that no matter what | do for the class, | could get 100% on the final and not even
pass the class with a C. (Daniel)
Students figured out their own strategies to compensate for failing cldgsesi be
discussed in the strategies section) and because they were at risk fothesing
scholarships and becoming academically disqualified from school, they hid their
difficulties from their families. It felt risky to tell their fanms. William’s mom said she
was disappointed in him when she found out that he was academically disqualified from

attending the university. Ward’s grandmother called him daily when she found iout tha

he was on academic probation and his grandfather threatened to sign him up for the



93

military. Ward, William and many other students realized after ddssgan that they
were academically underprepared for college level curriculum. Theamdial aid
package was dependent on their academic success and when they noticed thaethey we
failing they kept it from their families as long as they could, sometimdsaftet they
were disqualified. Students that did share this with their families felt &shamwere
afraid of the consequences imposed by their parents, siblings, or grandparents.
Institutional Agent Pushes

The institution as an organization and the institutional agents in particular, had
notable influence when the students navigated through their academic and pessesal is
at the university. Bean’s causal and psychological models include studentiparaagt
belief constructs that arise from personal characteristics. Studemfgentand assess
their situation through a linear pathway. Successful negotiation with theioement
then presumably leads to academic and social integration, institutiondf-&tfeacy
and commitment to persist (Bean & Eaton in Braxton, 2000). Advisors, faculty
members, mentors/other agents and “missing agents” will be discussed.
Advisors
| was kind of mad about that cause | wanted to talk to [my academic advisor] and |
wanted to tell her...that | was having problems with my major and | wanted to change it
but she wasn’t really willing to have an appointment with us. (Crystal)

It is unknown what the following students really expected from their academic
advisors but by analyzing the overall content of their remarks it seenthelsitidents
were looking for a more personal relationship with advisors The participahts in t

research project made negative comments about their academic advisorskeldenta
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they went to for advice about academics at the university and about the withdrawal and
decision-making process. Krista “was almost scared to ask [the advisstipqadike
cause | didn't want her thinking that | was going to switch out of that cdllay@ether
true or not, she expressed that her advisor knew nothing; “like I had to correct her a
couple of times on like the classes | was taking. She didn't really know me antihwe
there a lot.” Joseph sought advice from his fraternity brothers instead of his ecadem
advisor. “With the counselors | really ask for their opinion but | don’t base evegythin
them because a lot of like, the people that | kndvave already gone through what they
need to get to medical school and they’re telling me what do.” Teresa souglkt advic
from her advisor even though she had repeated bad experiences. “l was suppestd to m
with her before | registered but she said that she wouldn’t meet with us becates teve h
do group advising which is like with other people in your group...l went there. | went to
her office like three times and they would always tell me that she couldninfsige
| think they kind of just group them together...Well when | went to see my
advisor um he kind of just gave me classes that | should be taking ...around this
time but not for like my particular situation um becausevithdrew from Bio so
he hadn'’t really like explained when | should go and take Bio or if | should wait
until next year or if 1 should try it during the summer so | was kind of still los
(Crystal)
Crystal was unhappy about the impersonal advising where all students weredgroup
together and particular situations were not addressed.
Hana described her advising interactions as pivotal. When she went to her
advisor at her first university to pick up a transcript for the school whereastséetired,

she said that nobody asked her why she was leaving. When asked how that made her feel

she said, “Oh | was like oh ok whatever it was just like most of the other people I've
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talked to you know... I just kind of feel like'm another number so why should they
care..that’s kind of the feeling that I've gotten just from the university justyavieere.”
When asked if she would feel differently about staying at the universityaha@nyould
have responded to her differently, she said that her advisor could have made a difference.
A theme that will be repeated is that the students needed personal attention and
acknowledgement that they belonged at the school. It is possible, becausaenfasy
generation students, that they are seeking validation from universitys agehthat their
needs differ from students coming from families that have college experiartbes
repertoire.

Elise compared and contrasted advisors at her first school and the school to which
she transferred. Elise entered her first school out of high school with alnoogtans
worth of dual-enrollment credits so she was placed in higher level business bkasse
very first semester. She complained that the advisor did not check with her teleee if
was comfortable with that. “She just put me in all the pre-business classsisettauld
cram into my schedule and said you’'re gonna need um another year of foreigigéangua
and so she just put me in every pre-business thing | needed and my foreign language a
was like ok finish that and I'll see you next semester.” Elise said thattegagh she
failed classes and performed horribly her advisor emailed her with a distsses
without considering what had happened the first semester. “Yeah she looked at my
grades and said you may have to retake some of these but go ahead and move on with
second semester and we’ll worry about them later.” Elise rationalizeid West her own

fault for not asking more questions and pressing the situation. | posit that studeskts a
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should not blame themselves, especially after pointing out their situation todvisora
for receiving inadequate guidance. Elise understood about traditional relgisownsth
professors when she said, “with the professors the more you ask for help theaoimre
going to get.” Elise felt differently about the community college adsisor

At any time during the day, they're sitting in their offices... you can gada

anybody in the advising center and they’re there as long as the school is open so

um it's a lot easier to get a hold of people and get the information that you
need...They walk you through it step by step and there’s always somebody there
even if it's not the same person. (Elise)
Elise described advising at the community college as more accessihledduare was
someone in the advising office whenever the school was open.

This research suggests that the advisor/student relationship should be welcoming
approachable and comfortable for students who do not have prior knowledge (more than
half in this study are first-generation students) about navigating tderagaadvising
system.

Professors and Faculty Mentors

It's like they’re always so busy or it like doesn’t work in my schedule sorsetime
(Vanessa)

As a probe to one of the interview questions, the participants were asked if they
went to professor’s office hours if they needed help with their classes. Whatdmerg
from the answers was that, similar to how they described their relationshiptheiit
advisors, their needs were not being met Willa said that her comparativen®ligi
professor was the head of the department and that she did not think that she should bother
him because of his position in the department. This might be a cultural issue where those

in a position of power are not to be disturbed. Further research could explore this nuance
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to see if a representative sample of all university students reacted iminevag and
then furthermore, what meaning they attached to the message that the prodsswar
busy or too important to meet with individual students. Sarah said that the prefessor
office hours conflicted with her schedule and that was a problem for her when ské need
feedback on a “big paper” that was due. She said that the professor “doesnhaeally
time to answer these questions like in a classroom type setting.” Salaststwere
unable to attend office hours because of their work schedule and felt that thew need t
meet with the professor was subjugated by the professor’s inflexible schedule.
| absolutely hated it. | had the probably the worst experience with the @ducati
| had teachers whojust didn’t care at all um no matter how much | asked for
help or wanted to meet with them. You know they would try and make
appointments and be like well | can meet with you for 5 minutes...I think the
teachers could’ve [made a difference in my decision] if they show more interes
their students. | really kind of felt like they were just there for the monéydia
know that they really just did not have an interest in us at all. (Krista)
Krista defended the academic credentials of her community collegeestsaand said
they had PhDs just like her professors at the university, but unlike the professors at the
university, they took time to communicate with her individually through ent@aikta
recognized the PhD distinction as a metric of a professor’s credibilityettritef
potential was validated when the community college professors paid attention to he
personally by offering her an internship.
Hana scheduled a conference with her professor to get help with an eseay. Ha
took an economic view of the situation and was not impressed with the scholeasches

in her professor’s portfolio. She just wanted help.

| did have a conference with her...I've only had one because | had a very bad
experience with it. The whole time | was with her she seemed like she had
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something else on her mind and then she was just like hurrying me out of the
room...I'm not going to be going to her office hours because she doesn’'t seem to
care if who the student is or what the questions are...and she’s always talking
about all of the research she’s doing with with her | guess her thesis ohsmmet
like that and she’s always talking about that so she seems like she’s taken too
much on her own plate to handle her students as well. (Hana)
Hana felt that she was a consumer of education and that she was not receivistgewhat
purchased. This is a paradox because with the financial aid package she received, she
was not actually purchasing her education with her personal funds, unless she had to take
out a loan. “That really kind of upsets me that you know a professor would act that way
because | mean I'm paying to go here. You know | mean we the students areybasicall
paying for her job and you know she should be more outgoing and more friendly.”
(Hana) She indicated that she wanted the relationship to be more personal byhsdying
she would like her professor to be friendly.

The most frequently mentioned academic barriers discussed were abouhdhath a
the math professors at the site school. This was the perception of students that were
underprepared academically for college math and this is an exampleboftattr
substitution where the student focused on characteristics of the math depantinent a
math professors and ignored their own deficiencies. Estevan’s commenhsiops t
“Everyone just has nothing good to say about the Department of Math here and my
grades can reflect that.” To Estevan, his poor grades meant that the professors w
inadequate and it was not his abilities. Crystal had problems understanditaisier

math teacher’s accent and found it impossible to understand the method she used to teach

math. Crystal went to math tutoring and was unable to reconcile the different dygsroac
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to the same academic content. "You get kind of confused if they're teaching you
different ways to do it.”
Daniel had problems understanding course content because he felt that his
professor’s style of teaching was confusing.
You don't learn anything from that class because you see it, you hear it, but you
don’t understand it because you can’t ask questions or you can’t really think about
it too much because he’s talking, the power point’s changing, he goes on tangents,
you just can't really follow along too well, and it really gets confusingan{gl)
Daniel felt belittled by his professor; “the way that the instructor looks, atelsyou
have to do this because this is what the university is expecting of you.” Bethtfsh¢ha
did not have ready access to her professor in her large lecture class. Sia¢ fede
point is to know that we are getting it not that we are getting the form.otion’t care
if she’s learning. She didn’t get this right. She didn’t double space or she ugwd Cal
instead of Times New Roman...that’s one of the issues | don't like.” Many of the
comments appear to be complaints or excuses for having done poorly. Feelings of
confusion, being ignored or frustration (not anger) with the system was thetooiniee
conversation. Some of the students blamed the system but others knew what they needed
and described their attempts at asking for help.
A few students mentioned faculty mentors as institutional agents that made a
difference in their decision-making process. Sarah did not feel special temerm
assigned to her by the scholarship retention program, because he had a “million othe
mentees to take care of” and Adele’s mentor advised her, “That if I'm tiog here

and wishing | was somewhere else, that there’s really no point in stagfieg That he

didn’t think | would last... it wasn’t an intricate conversation.” Again, the students
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wanted to feel special, heard and noticed.
Institutional Agent Missing from the Process

No, it was really sad, | just kinda just did it, like I just, kinda just, uh, like... a natural
process just leaving the school. (Claire)

During the very first interview, | added a probe to the interview protocol. |
noticed that William made decisions about how to proceed with his precariousmacade
situation using faulty logic and | realized from his answer that an acadesfesgional
would not have endorsed his strategies. From then on, | asked the participants to give
advice to the institution about services, an office, or a person that they wouldkiealve li
to talk to or would have gone to for advice, if available. They suggested variations on a
theme. Danielle was an honors student with a 4.0 grade point average with a positive
attitude but she felt that it made no difference to the school that she transg&estilt
that students who withdrew for any and all reasons should be interviewed for two
reasons. The first reason was to recognize the student and assure thenethadréthe
valued by the institution. The other reason was that she felt that intervention taring t
decision-making process might interrupt that process for the students who were
vacillating.

Other students suggested related concepts. Students suggested that there should
be one office on campus where a student could go to discuss withdrawal, transfer,
consider options, or make concrete plans for a future return to the school. Courtney
thought it would have been beneficial to learn about other colleges and types of

institutions (web-based or community college, for example) where she ceaksider
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attending. She did not know if it would have helped her, “but maybe it may have helped
someone else who didn’t exactly know what was out there.”

It was kind of odd to me just because | felt like they were like if you're gonna
leave you're gonna leave so we don't really need anything from yloey.just

didn’t really care that they were going to lose someone...if you have a bad
experience with your cell phone companthey do everything they can to keep
you there... it would've felt a little better to me had they consulted with me about
maybe why | wanted to leave. | don’t know if that would’'ve changed my mind
because it didn’t happen, but I think that for other people | think that it definitely,
it could possibly make them reevaluate. Especially for those studentseviostar
going off of a whim...If they could consult with somebody and see if some
adjustments could be made to make them feel better there then who knows what
the outcome would be. (Danielle)

Willa asked for an unbiased counselor who could help her sort through academic
programs and school choices.

[l want help to] label out what | want to do and what university would be better...

[not] like that sort of bias that I'm getting from like my friends or my fartikeg

just that like that general...I think | would really like if someone would um if |

could present like ok here’s why | want to go and here’s where | want to you

know I'm thinking maybe not. | think that'd be really helpful if | could do that
and like be able to not feel like...ashamed that like I still want to do speech and
debate. (Willa)
Many of these students felt ashamed to tell their families about thegraradifficulties
and thoughts about making changes.

Vanessa said she had no idea where to go for help. She said she looked at the
school website and searched “transferring” which returned no results. She did not know
where to go for financial advice or how to cancel her residence hall. Jeaséphad
finding resources “is really helpful...but finding them is difficult.” Courtney ptanmed

about having to go to offices all over campus and suggested that “if there was some kind

of like package or something that you can just turn in and do that would be a lot easier.”
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The students sought advice and direction but did not know how to find necessary
resources, or more likely, they expected the solutions to be provided to them. The theme
that re-emerged was that they wanted personal attention and guidance frtonati
agents.

Michelle and Marina, two students who were also parents, asked for an office or
programs that would support students with babies. “I have been wondering if there is any
like any kind of programs that help you out if you're like an early mother.”ifdasked
for support programs especially for mothers to be or mothers that ag tinyget into
college.

| tried looking it up but you can’t really find very much that helps with that, cause

| know there’s not that many people who come who are pregnant, there’s a very,

very small percent but they’re not very focused on...especially right now ‘cause
like it was kind of hard for me, kind of stressful, it was just the whole pregnancy
that was like my main focus aside from school. Well, cause you can’t avoid it.

(Marina)

Marina recognized that very few students were in the same situation aashatwghe
still wanted to be included and recognized by the educational system.

Beth felt that student’'s mental health issues were not being addressttegr if
were available they were not easy to find. Beth described the stilesse®re apparent
with this set of students who struggled academically, financially, and psyadtailggi

They don’t really make it widely known...an office about the stresses for school,

especially for freshman and just relationship kind of because a lot of us are

dealing with first time boyfriends, girlfriends, and like serious retehips...|

don’t know if I'm speaking more from personal experience or more from what

I've seen because | just see a lot of my friends struggling... maybe financial
counseling and/or stress management and counseling or psych counseling. (Beth)
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Once again, this might pertain to all students at the university but these students
described their barriers and needs and that is what this research addressed.

A student who transferred to the local community college took a class on “how to
do well” in college. She suggested that the university provide a similarfolas
freshman. She took the class at the community college and felt that it helped her
transition to the new school. Other students did not understand their financial aid
package, how leaves of absence worked, how to cancel aid, or how deviations from the
original program requirements would affect their financial aid package at asoti®l.
Students on academic probation asked for help strategizing how to remain eligible or
return to the system. The students easily offered many ideas for arfafficGnsferring
or struggling students.
Psychological Pushes

Psychological constructs of student departure are considered in Tinto’s (h886) a
Bean’s (Braxton, 2000) frameworks. The reaction to stressful situationsestadiin
health issues, motivation issues, and feelings of not belonging which contributed to
leaving behavior.
Stress and Health Issues

Like something that takes maybe like an hour to do turns into like three hours because
like | get like hungry or...I'm just like really tired. (Vanessa)

Vanessa had an accumulation of stresses. She had academic difficatitseeth
connected to not having the financial resources to buy a meal plan. She was unable to
concentrate on her schoolwork because she was hungry and added to her precarious

situation was her discomfort at feeling left out when other students on her flooowtent
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to eat and she could not afford to go with them. Vanessa was truly hungry because her
mom could not afford to buy her a meal plan and her bi-weekly trips to get groceries
were an obstacle. Vanessa walked to a grocery store (a mile awayveveveeks to
stock up on dry goods. She did not have money to ride the bus to the store so she and her
roommate walked. They had to check out pots and pans from the front desk in their
residence hall to cook in the community kitchen. She said that it was a hassle. Her
threats to persistence were academic, financial and health-related.

Inability to sleep because of stress surfaced as a health-retated Michelle
stayed up all night to complete art projects and it made her fegl.jitBnny’s sleep
cycle was “all over the place” and she would finally fall asleep at skxeimorning,
which meant that she slept through her classes. She said she tried to go tolseep ear
but “it just doesn’'t happen.” Shelly talked about not being able to sleep, and her hair fell
out. She said that her sleep problems and hair loss started around midterms and got
worse as the semester went on. She said, “Yeah, | can’t eat, my hair fallsaouit
concentrate. | think my grades have gone down a bit.”

Sarah’s stress was related to academics. She said that most of heasteess
from not understanding why she performed poorly on exams when she studied for them.
“l genuinely don’t understand what’s going on. It's not because | didn’t studyndt’
because | didn’t work hard. It's because | genuinely didn’t understand.” Fistras
a common feeling for students when they talked about the inability to comprehend course
materials. This was a hard issue to solve for them because many did not feelatdenfor

approaching professors after class or going to office hours.
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Elise described the stress that put her in the hospital three times as aienoseq
of not knowing how to spend her money, not knowing how to “survive class”, and failing
her classes after midterms. She was worried about finances, acadenigersonal
health issues and how her family would respond if she shared her problems with them.
Elise “was trying to do as much as possible without sleeping, without eatingw&aShe
hospitalized three times for what she said were mysterious illnessesiidishe was
checked for stomach ulcers and kidney disease. Elise described her family as
academically oriented and failing academically was a biggesstrés her than losing
her financial aid. She said that after her family learned about her healtarpsatibilat
they assured her that they would have helped and supported her during her rough times.
Elise lied to her family about her academic situation and her self-imposed stsulted
in her health problems.

Marina and Michelle described their determination to stay in school evén whi
struggling with difficult pregnancies. Both had severe morning sicknegsie#nkir
pregnancies which affected class attendance. Marina described agiseifg
“paranoid” and said she chose to visit the doctor as often as she could to make sure that
she and the baby were fine. She said “that kind of interfered though a lot because |
would try not to stress...| have this paper due but I'm really, really feakikd s
Michelle said she tried very hard to get to school but realized she just “was g pull
that off very well”. Marina and Michelle both withdrew after one semester and hmped t
re-enter the higher education system eventually. Both realized that it n@ghtthat

they would have to return to higher education part-time at a community collesygmaM
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and Michelle wished that there was an office on campus that would support pregnant or
new moms (as discussed earlier). In all of the aforementioned situatioesartheit

least two and usually three threats to academic persistence and the outsisi@dlling

the students away from the institution have not yet been revealed.

Feel Different

Many of the other students um are very integrated into college life and | feel liketmy f
is kind of in the door but not exactly. (Willa)

The answers to the question do you feel like other students at the site school
connected to most of Tinto’s organizational categories — students felt unlike others
around them for economic, integration, cultural, academic, psychological and
sociological reasons. To measure how students felt about themselvesansgklptto
the institution and their fellow students, they were asked to describe how thegliere
or different from other students. Some of their responses follow. Whether or not most
incoming students feel different from those around them in the general studentipopulat
is unclear but with this subset of students, it was quite apparent. Willa aetitulat
financial, social and family differences.

Many of the other students um are very integrated into college life andikéee

my foot is kind of in the door but not exactly...when | compare myself to other

students...they have like meal plan. They'll go out to dinner all together...and

then there’s the football games and stuff that | don’t go to because | fardta

[sports pass]. So it feels like those kind of set me apart | guess from other

people...I don’t go to parties or anything so | think that aspect maybe sets me

differently...and also I think that | have like a lot of responsibility more thther
college students to go home...just like not doing as many like college activities as
like other people. | think my biggest obstacles are probably like social maybe.

Then maybe like financial. Because many people um have don'’t like worry so
much about those...financial situations but that’s a big obstacle of mine. (Willa)
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Willa said her biggest obstacle at the school was social (it was alsoifi)decause she
could not afford tickets to sporting events or a meal plan and was unable to go out to eat
with other students. She felt social isolation because she felt a respgrsilgthome
more than the other students around her did, and she chose not go to parties.
Estevan said the first difference he felt at the school was cultural ydeH#t was
proud of his Tohono O’odham heritage and was frustrated because even though he
looked Caucasian he identified as Native American. He pushed verballytaghers
students who questioned his ethnicity. Natalie talked as a spokesperson for Native
Americans. Even though she said that she had never thought about being different from
other students around her, she went into an extemporaneous speech about the differences.
| think it’s different for me being Native American because there areasgy m
stereotypes about being Native American...there are so many thingsdahkg pe
want to say about us, and say that you can’t succeed, you can’t do this, you can’t
do that, and | think it's different here because when you come across another
Native American you know that you have set those standards for yourself.
(Natalie)
Natalie’s first response was a quick “no” to my question asking if she figtedit from
students around her. She paused for a short time and then described stereotypes about her
race. She went on to describe some differences between Native Amenidans a
Caucasians in the classroom.
When you ask a lot of the Native American students what made you want to come
to college, a lot of them say well | want to finish and get my degree and get my
doctorate and return home and help my you know commumityen it comes to
that, the Native American population are the minority population, it’s a little
easier for me to connect to but as for you know, the Anglo population it's a little
different you know, it's hard to you know think that because they're so
outspoken, most of them are, they just can say whatever they want... they are able

to ask a lot more questions and | guess it’s different cause you know for Native
Americans. (Natalie)
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Marina, Natalie and Estevan were very aware of their differences fro@atsasian

students around them and they all embraced their backgrounds. Marina found a group at
work that she felt comfortable with who understood and spoke Spanish. Estevan pushed
against those who questioned his ethnicity and Natalie observed the interactions around
her and accepted ethnic differences. This is a push against Tinto’s proposition that a
student has to commit cultural suicide (cut the ties to their family and cultural
background) to persist (Tierney, 1992). They all left or were planning to leave the
university but it was not because of cultural differences.

Embedded in Vanessa’'s answer to the question about feeling different from other
students were feelings regarding academic, psychological and econderendiés. She
laughed when she said, “I just feel like everybody else understands whatjsogain
class and just like sometimes like (pause) like in discussion | know like evgrigaed
like input and | just like sit there cause I just don’t know what to say or how to respond to
certain things.” She felt like everybody around her was doing well acadbnaindlher
evidence was that they talked in class. She described staying silent agdhleidi
hardships and felt uncomfortable when she overheard conversations about what others
were planning to do the upcoming weekend or what they did the prior weekend. As a
reminder, Vanessa is the student who could not afford a meal plan and had no extra
money for entertainment. She was on the verge of tears when she described tiat finan
difficulties but laughed when she talked about academics. Crying about filmances
laughing about academic difficulties is a puzzle. | posit that her finatitfiaulties

were more painful to her then her academic challenges.
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Five interviewees discussed their discomfort with the social and Greeknsaiste
the school. The root of their distress was unclear.
| think that a lot of the students there go there for the social scene. Especially
Greek life. | found that that was like a very prominent aspect there and that's
something that I'm just not really interested in and | haven’t really bgantier
throughout my whole high school and college career. It kind of left me lonely
sometimes. (Danielle)
Sororities were not organizations that these five participants aspired,tpgssibly
because they knew the costs associated with joining a sorority were urt@déordbe
cliquish atmosphere irritated them and left them feeling lonely (Danieldjferent
(Hana). Hana said, “I don’t really have um that many people that | have kind of bond
with here so | I'm not really sure. Girls in my dorm, the mass majorityla@artiers
and sorority girls and so | don’t really have anything in common with them tdosé
drink or smoke.” Adele described people partying Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday in
addition to the weekend. She transferred because she was looking for more ofe balan
between the academics and social systems and expected it to be différersnadlt
private school on the east coast. Krista dreaded going to school because she ‘dated” th
Greek system. She did not join clubs or organizations because she dreaded that they
would be full of sorority girls. She said she could not stand how loud they were. “Drives
me nuts.” Claire lived in a female residence hall and thought that would be a gyeat wa
to meet girls but it did not turn out that way for her. Many of the girls were initsesor
so they were not at the residence hall very often. Not fitting in because one does not

want to party, drink or belong to a sorority is an unfortunate reason for studentgeto lea

because they feel different from those around them and especially emhgrtashe
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institution when students recalled their peers attending class drunk. laxpeirences
at the site university, the sorority girl behavior stood out as a vivid memory and
uncomfortable to these five participants. Further research and probes would need to
address where the discomfort was rooted, possibly from media sources, precbnceive
notions gathered from conversations about college-going, or possibly feelings about not
belonging because of socioeconomic reasons.
Not First Choice School

Original intent to commit to the institution in the upcoming cases supports the
idea that if a student does not want to attend an institution at entry then overcoming
barriers and obstacles (despite having a full financial aid packagegmgep&rsistence.
The following six students attended the study university because of the sbiplar
program and all six either transferred to their original dream school orinvire process
of doing so. Elise’s original plan was to go to a school out of state that had a hgspitalit
and event management program but instead enrolled in the business progranteat the s
school and was eventually academically disqualified. At the time of #wwiew, she
was taking classes at the local community college to prove that she cdaltnpe
successfully and had applied to the school out of state. Joseph was waiting to find out if
he would receive a scholarship package to attend Brown University where he wa
admitted his senior year in high school. He originally declined the offer betaulsigh
tuition cost worried him. The small class sizes, academic reputation ang tabilit
“connect with other students and connect with the teachers and hear the mategidls bett

were what appealed to him. Rebecca was waiting to find out if she was ddméte
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small liberal arts school on the east coast where she had been waitlistedsbye

Ginnie wanted to move back to her hometown and live with friends, work at the
drycleaners where she had in high school and go to the large state school where she
wanted to go originally. Adele was pressured by her father and her brotizew(wked

at the site university) to attend because of the scholarship program. wededeimitted

to Fairleigh Dickenson on the east coast but not awarded enough scholarshipanoney t
attend so she stayed in town and was miserable. Her grandma “kinda stepped up and said
she’d pay my tuition” so Adele left after one semester. Courtney enrolledsatethe
university because she thought taking architecture classes would lead hrettdsiitesl
profession, interior design. She moved back home because of family issues but was
headed to a school on the east coast that had the program she wanted originally. She
said, “Well my idea is, well I've made a round circle. I'm thinking about iotetesign
again... because it's something that | really do a lot of.” The students had nekadde
before entry to the site school. Their desire to attend their first choice sam®ol w
suppressed because of the family’s socioeconomic status and inability to paydbr

state or private college tuition. The students were not committed at ezmo timd

through various pathways returned to their original plan and were looking for ways to
fund their education.

Institutional Fit

It's all about environment and atmosphere for me. (Tanya)

It wasn'’t very friendly...the environment is kind of hostile if you're not usedike.itll

went in expecting everyone was gonna be like helpful and tell me where | was supposed

to be...It just kind of fend for yourself. They throw you in there. Hope you succeed!”
(Elise)
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The following examples illustrate Bean’s thesis (1983) that organizhtiona
determinants affect student satisfaction that influence decision-matkmg withdrawal.
Elise related that it was a culture shock coming from a small town to attargeasthool
in a large city. Krista described the apartment shuttle driver as onefefitipeople at
the school who knew her name and her birthday. “That was the best part [of going to
school at the site school]. That was the hardest part for me to leave that school
(laughter).” She “just hated it and | dreaded going to school.” She becamesddpres
She felt the teachers were not welcoming, showed no interest in the studetitat and
they were there for the money. Hana took it very personally.

| gave the university a fair chance...l think by the end of the semester that you

would know if you actually like the university or not and I think by the end you

would actually start forming a little bit of a bond with people...I'm ready to move
back...l had to stay here this weekend and the whole time | was like | want to be
at home. (Hana)
The participants in this research project craved personal attention. Whilstouesits at
the university would probably not expect institutional agents to know their birthaay, fe
would probably feel that it is necessary to inform the resident assistantrof thei
whereabouts.

The site institution is a Research | university in a city of almost dlierm
people. Itis in the southwest — winters are mild but the summer months can be very hot.
Some of these students based their decisions to leave partially on their physical
environment and that is what makes these factors interesting: lacksoatreégrass

(Adele and Daniel both made college visits to the east coast), tired of des@gl(from

the city where the site university is located), desolate (Danielés 1i20 miles away in a
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hotter city), no music scene (Ginnie) or feeling unsafe (Hana, from a laxg&0¢ miles
away). Consider Danielle’s description of the atmosphere at the university.
When | think about the [site school], | think that it's a great school. | mean they
have some really great professors. There’s a lot of help offered there. Umm one
downfall to it | would think is the location. You know | don’t know, | had just a
feeling that it gave me. It was just kinda driving around. There weren’t too many
things to see and there weren’t too many things for my friends to do off campus
and that was something | thought that really could’ve enhanced my college
experience over there. And that's something that | just didn't find. It was just
kind of in a desolate place. | found that | just didn’t really like [site city] too
much. (Danielle)
Even though these reasons appear superficial, it is important to know that theseaare
of the reasons that contribute to student departure. It helps to know about them in order
to understand college students and on what they base their decisions.
Students felt let down by individual people and by the institution as an entity.
Elise was from a “really small town” and described her time thefewture shock”.
She said it “wasn’t friendly” and it was “hostile”. She expected that emerwas going
to be helpful and “tell me where | was supposed to be and what | was supposed to be
doing and that didn’t really happen at all. It's just kind of fend for yourself. Thay th
you in there. Hope you succeed!” Krista felt that the teachers at the comculi@ge
where she transferred cared about her more, they knew her name and she vgasdmpre
that when she did not attend class the teachers emailed her to invite her to go over what
she had missed. The community college was clearly a better institdiidoaher.
Hana felt let down by the university in multiple ways, not only was she unhappy with

professors and advisors, she met with a faith-based organization for a month and a half

and felt they were not welcoming. Hana felt that she went through the negative
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experience for a reason and said that later in her life she will not look back and wonder
“what if” about her first choice university.

The required general education curriculum at the site university aggravated t
students’ commitment to the school. They did not understand (or were not convinced)
that taking classes outside of their major emphasis made sense, espd&@allyrose
classes jeopardized their academic standing.

| realized in college | am allowed a lot more choice about my classed@unatll

myself taking classes | didn't really have choices about so | feltikéreedom

was kind of being taken in that subject and it was really frustrating to gfet pa

(Beth)

Beth and Daniel were both frustrated with the organizational academic ruleschiatd
students to take general education units that were seemingly unrelated to thineyajor
picked and the subject to which they believed their coursework should be related.
Frequently, the course availability for these classes was a reatmprokelcause all

students needed them. William talked about trying to sign up for a philosophy ctass tha
he needed for his major and there were never openings when he checked. Dadiel rant
about the general education concept because the courses were unrelated to hasbdesire t
an elementary school teacher (or a cop) but he believed that “it seems likedred ge
education classes are meant to make you fail...and then they grade it so harshhgto whe
you can't really get a good grade.” He saw no reason to study medievalfyemma
eroticism and love in the Middle Ages because he would never be teaching those topics

to elementary school students. Daniel stated “his” statistics and said hdllivey to

give up a body part to prove his point.
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I've asked so many other people and 98% of the people I've asked they say Gen
Ed classes are stupid. | mean I could go and ask a survey right now to 100 people
to get the even 100% kind of thing. | can almost guarantee one of my ligaments
like one of my body parts, | can guarantee a leg that at least 90% of random
strangers, people that | don’t know, are gonna say yeah | look back and | think
Gen Ed classes are stupid because now I'm a math major. When did | need
eroticism when did | need the natural science class. Like when did | need to take
astronomy? It’'s just what the university wants you to do and | really think that

it's not in good effort to like make all these kids take all these classesrassl s

them out...I don't really think that they're effective in any way at all, bsegou
obviously gain some knowledge in one field but depending on your major why
does it matter? (Daniel)

Beth repeated the sentiment about courses that did not pertain to her majod dimak $ai
was hard for her to stay motivated for the classes that were outside ofjteanda
bored her. She said that her friends who were juniors and taking classes in jibrsir ma
advised her to “like hold out, hold out.” Students felt they were delayed when they had
to wait for acceptance into a program (architecture, business, pharmphysmiogy)
after a few years of coursework that appeared unrelated to their prefejord m
Courtney said:
The other part that really was kind of nervous to me about the architecture was
that for the first four years it's kind of like determining whether you’lbatly get
into the program and then the fifth year is actually like receiving youedegr
And that was kind of wobbly for me because | didn’'t want to spend four years of
my life just not to get into the program and just be stuck. (Courtney)
Additionally, they were worried about investing multiple years hoping tinge a
specific (and usually highly selective) program and then not being admitted.
Motivation to persist was threatened by course availability, boredom with
required coursework and feeling insecure in the investment of multiple gkear

coursework that did not necessarily guarantee admission into an upper division program

The students had a common sense approach to their situation. | posit that this perception
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is different from students whose persistence is not threatened financially difiheot
want to waste their time on perceived unnecessary coursework.
Part Two: Pulls

The second section will provide examples of the forces outside the institution that
were pulling the participants away from the university. Those forces imarecial,
psychological, and related to the family situations. Collecting qualitatitzerdvealed
the student’s family context as an important lens that threatened tlesat@ece.
Family Influence — Especially Maternal

| provided a short description of each of the participant’s family situatiotigei
methodology section (Table 2, p. 62) because | suggest that their situationseaeatdiff
from the student population as a whole. The amount of single parent families, deceased
fathers and family financial and health related situations appeared extFeur of the
27 interviewees had a mother and a father living in the same household. Fosr father
died and two had substance abuse problems. The participants told stories about their
absent fathers and how it affected their families. Only one participantd)\Masided
saying anything about his mother. Ward mentioned his grandparents, his dad and his
aunt when | asked him about his family. The maternal influence was espstiaiy
for many of these students. These findings suggest that by understanding the context
from which students arrive at a postsecondary institution, new policies and programs tha

support them in new and different ways should be created.
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Financial Pulls

Financial difficulties threatened persistence for this set of studentsy. rdlies=l
on the federal work study allotment in their financial aid award to cover costs éecaus
their families did not have the monetary resources to assist them. Some \parents
unemployed themselves and asked their students to help them pay their bills at home.
Marina applied for welfare for groceries and for the state welfaréhhg@lgram to help
cover the costs for her pregnancy.

Ashley felt responsible to assist her mom financially because she hadradjob
received a substantial financial aid package. She told a story about hes buminess
partner swindling her out of her business and her mom calling to ask her for money. Her
dad (who lived across the country) lost his profitable business and high salarysand wa
unemployed because he became addicted to online gaming and was an alcoholic. Her
brother was in college in another state but felt no ties towards their mothehlsy fedt
she needed to help her mom financially. She struggled with the decision to giverher m
money because she knew she needed it to stay in college. In Ashley’s case, she wa
pulled home for psychological and financial reasons.

Teresa and her family believed that all Teresa’s educational billslveeul
covered without the need to take out loans. She spent her aid award before her rent was
paid so she had to take out a personal loan to cover her $2000 bill because her parents
could not assist her. The families helped when they could but it was by picking the

student up on the weekend, feeding them and then returning them to school at the end of
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the weekend. At times, the families could not afford the gas to transport the student. The
families provided emotional and psychological support instead of financial support.
Psychological Pulls
Homesick/Frequent Visits Home
Thursday evening we go and we come back on Sundays. Like my very first time | felt as if
| was on vacation here, as | was going home and like going to stay there. And then like it
hit me when | had to come back. (Vanessa)
She [a friend] like talked to me about it over the internet and she was just like she was
like ‘you don't like it here because you go home every weekend’ and | was like no | go
home every weekend cause | don't like it here. (Ginnie)

These participants described their frequent need to visit home as homesickness —
they were not describing responsibilities at home and what is different abeat t
scenarios is that either the family came and picked them up or they speahtimeney
on public transportation (shuttles or by Greyhound bus) to get home. The families
enabled and supported the student’s desire to go home which reinforced the carthmitme
to family and not to the institution. Natalie (home was 291 miles away) went home every
other week and because she did not have a car her mom would pick her up and then drive
her back on Sunday. She described the trips as a financial hardship. Claire ($26 mile
found it hard to readjust after going home frequently to see her familyiandd. By
the second semester, her homesickness was so severe that she went homelkevery we
Hana (107 miles) went home almost every weekend. She took a shuttle, got rides with
people from her dorm, or if she was not able to make those arrangements her parents

would pick her up and take her back on Sunday. Teresa (135 miles) did not have a car

but went home every weekend. Her parents picked her up every weekend while her
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father was unemployed and then she rode the Greyhound bus home every weekend after
her dad secured a job. At first her dad sent her the money for the bus trip but she said,
“And then | started working so now | pay for my own bus ride.” When she went home at
Christmas she did not want to go back to school. When she got back to school, she had
no roommate and said, “God | feel so lonely. It's just like, | didn’t feel compl&ae
followed that by saying that she might have felt better if her parentssiadrsioved to

the city where she attended school. Wishing that the family moves to whecaadbéis
located is a novel solution to feeling better instead of attempting to comanitegrate

with the school. Teresa was conflicted between the commitment to her &anditp the
institution. Her initial solution was to bring her family to the school which iesgiat

they are mobile and have the resources to move from one city to another. Her &ather w
unemployed when Teresa began school so she might have been hopeful her dad would
look for a job where she was and move the family. The underlying idea that the family
connection is extremely important is revealing. It is important to notd énasa did not
intend to integrate but wanted to feel comfortable and not lonely any longer and wanted
her family to be close.

Some of the students made conscious decisions to avoid involvement on campus
and they finished schoolwork during the week to separate their lives at school from the
lives at home. Sarah (91 miles) was self-motivated to get all her schoolwsHeftirby
Friday afternoon so she could go home. “So you know so | work really hard during the
week to make sure that | can go home so basically | mean as far as whondstérits

mostly my desire to be home that determines it.” Sarah did not “do a lot ohfieesttiff
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on campus, | just go home.” Danielle (126 miles) missed her mom and two younger
sisters so much that it factored in her decision to move back home and transfer schools
She said that the first semester she made a conscious effort to stay absdheol
weekends. As soon as she decided that she was not going to stay there farfwhge
decided that she might as well go home and visit more than she had the firstisemeste
Their motivations were geared towards being at home with family and notaitnbegr

with the institution. Danielle and Sarah compartmentalized their lives anudkiss

sense because coming from first-generation families, higher education alydifam

were not intertwined.

Family responsibilities

It was kind of like my family’s mistakes are my motivation. (Sarah)

Tinto’s and Astin’s theories address the ways that students succesgégdhate
with the institution. What seems to be a glaring omission from these fiakeis the
consideration that circumstances outside the university environment thieaten t
student’s persistence at the academy. The family stories about hardstipsm®” were
numerous and poignant and it was admirable that the interviewees tried their ttardest
negotiate higher education while strong feelings of responsibility tisatheir family
pulled them home. The following stories are examples of how strong the sense of
responsibility was that influenced the participants’ decision-makiogess.

Sarah was at a crisis point three weeks into her first semester gecoBbe
failed her first test (She was a straight A student in high school), herdmayfvas in a

serious car accident, her mom was going through “another” divorce and her younger
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sister had emotional breakdowns.
My younger sister was having a hard time because she wanted to be with her dad
and...her dad’s house isn’t the best place for her and watching her cry all the
time, missing her dadl.went through the same thing when | was a kid. My
parents got divorced you know | wanted to see my dad. | wanted both of my
parents together and kind of watching her go through that again was redlly har
(Sarah)
Sarah went to her advisor, her faculty mentor, retention program staff personnel and took
steps to leave school within three weeks of starting classes. She lostheeigiite she
was had trouble eating and sleeping. In addition, she drove home two to three times a
week — seventy miles away. She shared that her mom was an emancipateat @8nor
and worked two jobs her whole life to pay bills.
You know my mom she she’s a really hard worker. Like she does so much and
she never seems to get any benefits from it and watching that redihykigsime
and | think that’s another reason why | decided that | need to finish college.
(Sarah)
Sarah’s goal was to break her family’s pattern of not attending or graduatimg fr
college. Sarah said, “everybody’s just like they're so proukind of feel like | have to
live up to their expectations to a certain extent whighkind of hard because you never
want to disappoint.”
There was no paternal support in Crystal’s family and this theme reagcurs
forthcoming stories. Crystal’s “main priority is to keep up my graday.mom’s the
only one who works, our dad doesn't live with us so she’s it's kind of stressful cause she
has like me and my sister in college and we have a younger brother in high school so it

it's hard. We try to help her out as much as we can.” She and her sister were both

students at the university; they carpooled to school and parked a second car abh@ne of t
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jobs to save money on the parking permit and gas. They had to coordinate thaindlass
work schedules so they could get to work and school on time. Crystal described being
annoyed and that her academic situation was stressful. Her brother &spmatmunity
college attendance because of his sisters’ difficulties. Crystaidered attending
community college because she had a hard time keeping her grades up in addition to
working to help with family finances.

Willa felt a responsibility to go home every weekend (116 miles away) tothe wi
her mom because her dad died when she was in third grade. Even though her dad passed
away ten years earlier, she had an emotional connection with her mother tha beca
very integrated with her life. Her sisters did not have the same connectiorr to thei
mother. She understood that the pull home prohibited her from integrating at the site
university but her pull home was stronger than her commitment to integrate.

My mom really likes me to go home on the weekends so | feel like that might be a

factor that like makes it hard to be integrated...so | do miss out on hanging out

with friends on the weekends or being able to be able to just like do whatever like
um like 1 don’t know like on weekends | kind of feel like when | come back |

miss out on things...it is an expectation but she also kind of like asks so will you

come home this weekend so um that'’s a lot of pressure. (Willa)

She planned to transfer to the university close to home because “I guess tmee’s s

worry that she’d be like alone. | kind of have a feeling that maybe beindhab|stear

home] would be better to like keep her company.” Willa had two sisters thatemttred

site school but because she was the one without a job she had the free time to go home.

Her mom asked her to go home and help with the remaining three children and she

described that request as a direct and personal responsibility. In addigetirig f
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responsible to attend to her mother, she wanted to feel “closer” to her siblaysa
and for that reason she intended to transfer.

Krista felt responsibility to attend a school that was close to her momsaed s
because her father died two years before she started college. She appbesiteo t
school in her hometown but hated it. “I kind of felt like my mom needed me here too and
so | just applied to [site school] and | went there but | just hated it. | was embies”
Her perception was that she was needed at home to drive her sister to school until she got
her driver’s license and she said that was one of the reasons for attendoiptiel®se
to home.

Rebecca was pulled home to help because her dad was sick and she said that
caused her pressure. An extreme story about dealing with an ill fathepafdhame
follows. Courtney’s home was five hours away from the university on the opposite side
of the state. Her mother strongly encouraged her to attend a state schoohay faom
home as possible. Courtney’s dad had a degenerative disc disease and struggled with
chronic pain. When her dad was 38 years old, the family sold their business because of
his health. She said her dad was sick all of the time and “there’s a lot of sttegsetha
on with that and his pain and um his anger behind that pain. And his methods of coping
with pain.” She said that a majority of her life she helped her mom with grocery
shopping, performing household duties, and driving her younger siblings around while
her mom was in the midst of trying to get help for her and her husband. Courtney was in
almost daily contact with her mom while she was away at school. She said heredom t

to protect her from what was happening at home and focused on Courtney and her
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experiences at college during their phone conversations. Courtney rode the bas home
couple of times (which always took a full day each way) over the course of theteeme
She said, “it was hard to move away and like not be part of that but...and then when
Christmas time came around, it was hard to not be a part of the understanding of what
was going on and being there to help my mom and be there for my mom or my sister or
my brother.” She left the site university and moved in with her grandma who lived
halfway between home and her first university. Within a month, she moved home even
though her mom “didn’t want me to move home right away because there was so much
going on and she wanted me to be able to still have my separate life.”

Courtney’s negotiation of her situation and her decision-making path was
complicated every step of the way because of circumstances at home. Her mothe
practically forced her to attend the university on the extreme opposite sitestate to
create distance from a painful family situation. Then while at the school, Cpuraize
in daily contact with her mom who was trying to hide the problems at home by
encouraging Courtney to focus on academics and her involvement at the school.
Courtney made trips home because she knew the situation was awful. Then once again,
influenced by the extreme situation at home, after trying to maintain gestmtance by
attending a community college halfway between the two extremes, she moved home
The family pressures continued to influence her educational process. She dtiended
local community college taking nursing classes and got a job at the locabhospit

| thought | was going to be a nurse for a while. | worked at the hospital and a

couple months ago or about a month ago my dad tried to kill himself and at that

point | was like | don’t think | want to be a nurse anymore. | don’t think | want to
handle the stress of that. So | decided to change because | don’'t want to be |
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don’t want to be burnt out for the rest of my life and that’s how I'm feeling right
now. (Courtney)

Maternal influences on the participants’ lives surfaced early, often, ard wer
connected to the commitment and integration (or lack of integration) between thé stude
and the school. For unknown reasons, students like Courtney, Rebecca, and Krista were
committed to helping their mother or providing their moms with psychological support
instead of prioritizing school before family. They were not resentful thatyfa
obligations kept them (by choice) from becoming involved at school.

Part Three: Decision-M aking Process

The purpose for part three of the findings section is to discuss and analyze the
data that was pulled from the interviews regarding the decision-making pratess
pressures were involved and who influenced the students’ decisions. Some of the
students talked about why, how and what was involved in their decision-making process
Some students made charts, some students “thought” it out, and some discussed it with
others. Some students thought ahead and were sketching out their futures andra few we
not pressured by any timelines. The first part of this section sets up the contexth
students made their decisions and then ends with their rationalization and decision-
making process.

Timeline

The first day actually | was like this is the university for me. | feel likergteveek was

a really like a high point where | knew that like yes, this is like gonna be great and then
like | felt like it kinda went downhill from there. (Will)

The following paragraphs are grouped into the time periods that participants

recalled when they made their decision to depart the university. The findogesss that
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students are vulnerable from even before they start college to the very last mbm@ent
the grades are reported each semester.

Adele was unhappy about her enroliment choice during the summer after she had
attended new student orientation at her dream school on the east coast and theerright af
that she attended orientation at the site school. She started at the site schaatingt w
to be there. Ginnie said that she doubted her decision, “pretty much the firstedag | c
here..l don't really like it.. Like all the people and stuff and...especially at that time |
wasn’t in a happy place in my life.” | asked her if her feelings became mtagsor
strong and she said once she decided to leave and did not feel trapped any longer, she
looked forward to leaving. Adele and Ginnie did not invest their personal resources
(psychological commitment) at entry to the institution.

Vanessa, Hana, Rebecca and Courtney made their decision the first fdw mont
into the first semester. Vanessa said that she “didn’t have doubts before benging
But | have doubts now just because of like everything.” Three weeks into thdexemes
Vanessa felt that she was supposed to be home with her family. Rebeccapsdd ste
transfer within her first few months of school. Courtney’s first few weeke hard and
then she “got used to it and it was nice to be away and nice to be able to understand what
was going on with my family but not be part of it and not have to deal with the stress of
that. But probably right around October and | just really started to miss home and um
definitely November.” Elise realized at the end of the first semdwiteshe was in an

academic “hole” and that she had to work harder than she already was tursliag e



127

The winter break was a fragile time for students in their decision-mpkotgss.
For Claire, her need to go home and see her family and friends intensifre@tafstmas
break. She said that she was doing fine, “everything was going smooth, and then
Christmas | went home, and it was like, just being home, and just being ...back to where
| was for like 19 years of my life.” Instead of tapering off her second sernsst said
her feelings got more “severe”. Natalie said that over winter breakltthatalized that
she wanted to be “emotionally” with her grandma who she said was like her mom.
Danielle remembered exactly when she realized that she was leahiegleSded, “over
Christmas break.”

The reason that students described the second semester as the time they knew they
were leaving the school was because of academic problems. William addansd
and dropped classes their first semester but not until the very end of the seconersemest
did they comprehend how serious their academic situation was. Ward was wathied at
end of his first semester and started “freaking out”. He realized near thel@ad of
second semester that if he did not pass every single class that he wagrfpoétigone
with my college thing.” William was on academic probation his second semester
said that he found out he could not return “about the time my grades came in second
semester.” Itis hard to comprehend how both of these students misunderstood their
enrollment jeopardy, but they did. If the student and the academy operate in an
environment where two-way communication is valued and institutionalized, then

academic early alert systems or communications from professors anoraavight have
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interrupted William and Ward’s ignorance or complacency regarding thlemoa
threats to their persistence.

A natural conversational probe when the participants were asked about their
decision-making process was asking them about their timeline for makinghaege —
transferring, stopping out, and even when they planned to graduate. A mathematical
understanding regarding how many units one had to take per year to graduate in four
years was missing from their timeline rationale. Some students wiergtatecision-
makers weighing costs and benefits (Becker, 1976; Scott, 2000) and some exgmplifie
the bounded rationality framework that considers intuition, framing of the situaskm, ri
choices, and attribute substitution (Kahneman, 2003). Failing and dropping classes,
transferring programs, taking community college classes, changiogls, without even
taking into account necessary work hours did not mean to some of the participants that it
might take them longer than four years to graduate. Others were fallg aivthe
traditional four-year timeframe and as Estevan said, “It helps, for mip# teesee the
big picture. And, but of course | can only do it once, one piece at a time.”

Hana laughed when she talked about her timeline. She planned to transfer back
and forth between three different institutions and still finish in four years fodeyear
plan was destined for failure unless she planned her coursework precisely and
consciously with the help from academic advisors at all three schools.

Next semester I'm going to go to [a community college in my hometown]a It's

lot cheaper and | mean it was under a thousand dollars for the whole semester...I

want to go there next semester and then sophomore year as well and then transfer

to [other state university] for junior and senior year. | want to be done in four
years. | haven't set out like an actual like timeline for it. (Hana)
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Shelly planned to leave at the end of the first semester if she did not get a job. She said
that she might have to take a semester off just to work but that would be an
“inconvenience”. ‘If | don'’t...get a job soon like by Christmas then I'm gomtgansfer
back to [my hometown] and transfer to [other state school] or go to community college or
take a semester off.” Shelly knew that she could not afford to stay at the school an
longer unless she found a job before Christmas break. Vanessa considered leareng befo
the end of the semester because she was extremely unhappy but stayedandibthe
the semester because she did not want to lose any units. “That was 5 classesnidd m
just couldn’t handle it so | limited it down to four, which is 13 credits but now | don’t
have a certain specific time limit.” She understood the math of averaljes qgrer year
and said that she knew she could not handle taking five classes per semester arsd that wa
why she no longer had a timeline.

Daniel is an example of a student who did not understand a timeline and what it
meant. He failed classes his first semester and had no clear idea abdw whated
his major to be or what the requirements were for any program. He wanted to be a cop or
a kindergarten teacher and “definitely land one of those jobs within a ygeadafation”.
He said that if he did not finish in four years then he “made a mistake.” Mattilcaly
it would be extremely difficult for even a very good student to finish any degtbecie
and a half semesters; he had already lost one complete semester.

Willa was honest and flexible about her timeline. She considered leaving befor
the first semester ended but decided to stay at the school for two semestgte Bura

she was not making a quick decision. She planned to transfer the next school year. She
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said she might transfer again after her sophomore year when she figuvdthbahe

wanted to do, “whether that’s acting or maybe something completely diffée
psychology.” Ward’s plan was to take a year’s worth of community collegses and

return to the university that disqualified him within a year. However, in ¢odearn
readmission to the university, he would have to take two solid years at anothetiomstit

and get grades that would convince an admissions counselor that he deserved another
chance at the school that academically disqualified him. The students aezssimng

ideas about returning but their rationale was not based on sound advice from indtitutiona
agents.

In contrast, Joseph was relaxed about how long he would stay in the educational
system. Not only did he have multiple colleges he wanted to attend as an undeggraduat
but was willing to wait an extra year to enroll at Brown University. dt thid not work
out, he said he would “just keep on going and consider another schicobw it's
gonna be awhile so I'm just gonna take my time...it wouldn’t matter if | did likey; &
years, I'll be like alright, | need to get this done. But like, four years years, it really
doesn’t matter.” Crystal realized that classes were more difffautt $he expected and
that in order to maintain her work hours and pass her classes; she would have to take
fewer classes at a time. “It's probably going to take me littleohieér just to kind of do
it at my pace...and make sure that | do well in my classes rather than tryirak tivgia
together..l'd rather do better in my classes and then do bad and have to retake them later
on.” Beth was confident that she would graduate but the timeframe worried her. Her

mentor was her example so she was aware that a typical four-year plaolganrgo a
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six-year plan. “But it's gonna take me a while...and that was one of those hard blows,
like am | going to make it through kind of things. But it's, | think it's less abdwtier

I'll graduate...but it's when I'll graduate.” Expanding the time to degvas a strategy

that some of the students knew to consider but they did not talk about the financial
ramifications of their decision. Financial aid programs do not fund students indgfinite
Extended timelines would put students in the financial aid category where thayheoul
offered only loans to cover their costs. This is an obvious threat to persisterge for t
group of students.

Who They Went To For Advice

Um, my mom. She, | didn’t want to come here. She really wanted me to come here, she
really likes this school...I think she was a big influence for me to come here.

I: Why did she like this school? What were her reasons or how did she convince you?
Shelly: Originally pre-med, and um, it was just a really nice school for that program, and
she knows a few people that have gone through the program, and it’s just really highly
accredited so, um, she wanted me to be close to home and she didn’t want me to go
[other state school] or any of those, so. This is like her obvious choice. (Shelly)

One of the overwhelming findings of this research project was that thiy tamdi
especially the maternal figure were integral and key agents in al faicitis cohort’s
educational process. Whether this is true for all types of students at albfype
institutions is unknown but these students looked to their moms and families for advice
about decisions regarding college. This does not make sense as a rational-decision
making strategy regarding education but it made sense to the students ematimhally
psychologically. Many of these students were first generation colledends and their

parents (usually a single parent) had not navigated the university exgerisome

families and the students negotiated the major they chose and where they teoadld at
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school depending on the financial aid award and the perceived income that would result
from certain courses of study. They did not understand the academic rigor involved in
some programs, especially the pre-medical fields. Shelly deferredeteigpb her

mom’s choice of college and her major. What really stood out is how Shelly’s aitenda
at a specific college was “her [mom’s] obvious choice.”

Two out of the 27 interviewees went to their academic advisor at the site
university for guidance about college and one talked to a community college advisor
(who was a family friend). From evidence that was presented in eadigmseof this
chapter, the students did not feel welcomed by their advisors or comfortable with the
Some students were not confident with the advice their advisors gave them.

Everyone, except for the aforementioned two participants, sought advice from
family and friends. Qualitative inquiry adds richness and meaning-makitejd
collection and the students’ voices emerge through their descriptions. For example
Adele, Crystal, Claire, Natalie and Tanya said that they went to their orasaVice.

Crystal said, “I ask my momShe’s usually the one who kind of gives me like a set
answer. She’ll tell me pretty much what she wants me to do usually.” Clalre sai
something similar. She said that her mom is the only person that she trusts andishat she
the type of person who does not rely on anyone else. Tanya expected her mom and
brother to make her decisions for her because “I don’t know, they know what'’s best for
me | guess. (laughter) And I'm really indecisive as it is.” The mgews advice but

two participants described their dads as someone they considered inteliedtwéha

whom they had debates about decision-making. Daniel said, “[My dad] is resatnlth
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one that has like the most influence on my decisions. It's only because he’s really
intellectual about things and he kinda thinks he thinks about things a lot.” Hana said that
she and her dad had debates when she was thinking about transferring so that Hana would
consider both sides of the argument about whether to withdraw or stay at the site school
They were asked what kind of advice they would seek from their family menrizers a
they answered that they would talk to them about all their problems including academi
The following section will demonstrate how painful this was for some of the
interviewees. This could be the reason that they made the suggestion about an unbiased
office on campus where they could get advice about their academic career.
Pressures with the Process
[My parents] are just shoving it in my face all the time. We told you not to go that
far...this was your fault...they always wanted me to be like a doctor, and | feel like | can’t
do it anymore. (crying) | can’t do this for 12 years and | didn’t know how | was gonna
tell them. (crying) Once in a while | would like my parents to tell me they’re proud of
me but they never will it's just how they are...l know if | go back home they’'re gonna see
all my stress. Maybe they’ll understand me better and try to tell me that they’re proud of
me for the first time in their life. (crying) (Teresa)

An interesting contradiction was that the participants went to theiriésnhdr
advice while at the same time they were worried to share what theygag through
with their families. Asking for advice was risky and painful. It was paipdcause
many of the students felt that they were disappointing their families &ydesause of
the consequences, for example, material items taken away as punishmeitdrgr mi
enlistment as a threat. Frequently there were multiple issues thattibpaais were

dealing with simultaneously. They realized their chosen major was not appedpri

their academic abilities; they were unhappy at the school; and they wetedrabout
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sharing decisions to switch from a career path that the family had approveds ivoen
disappointed that their children were not going to be doctors (Teresa and Estelvan) a
Elise, Ward and William were worried to share because of the fact tlyawvéne losing
their scholarships.

Adele was pretty clearly not committed to the school when she first ehr@lee
admitted that she did not want to be at the site university before classabstiarte
pressure from her father and brother influenced her decision to attend. tSineitely
for months about telling them that she was switching schools. Elise and Williamihid the
academic difficulties from their families and lied about how they were dditige and
William’s families found out that they were expelled by opening ther ltien the
university telling them they were disqualified. The following excermsevanswers to
the question who are you worried about sharing your decision with? Analysis will

follow.

e Adele - Dad and brother: | tried to defend myself in that way but my dad is very
protective and very...stubborn, so it’s hard to continue to argue my points with
him, so | just gave up...So what | have to do is tell my dad and my brother that
I've made my final decision.

e Crystal - Mom: | think my least support probably would come from my mom if
it's something that she doesn’t approve of. My sister supports me in a lot of the
stuff | do, so I would have some family support.

e Elise - Family: Um for the most part | just kept it to myself causdn’tdivant
any of my family to know cause | would have been in trouble for losing
scholarships...I didn’t want to ask for help from anybody...I figured that when |
was not doing well at college that | would be in trouble over that they would be
upset with me for not doing well... | went home like once a month pretty
frequently...l just tried to act like there was nothing wrong when | was home and
when they’'d ask | lied about my grades.
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e Vanessa - Family: Ugh, no... I'm sorry. (crying)...l just don’t think they
understand (crying)...but like | don’t really think they try to understand me like
they just think that like I'm being drama like (crying)...it's hard to explairkeLi
more exaggerating or something...l don’t really talk to [my brother] about it cause
| don’t want to scare him.

e Ward - Grandparents: | was trying to keep them well aware but | Kregwf it
was like something bad I really shouldn’t tell them because they would freak out
and start making the problem worse than it really should be and so | was trying to
find some kind of balance in between that and trying to find and keep them into
what’s going on with my life...my grandpa mostly was trying to push onto me
going into the military or some kind of service...when | went off the last thing
they told me was that if you don’t do well then you are going into the military so
it's kind of it was hard going off with that kind of pressure.

e William - Mom: When | found out | was on probation, | just kept it quiet cause |
thought | would be able to get it back, like it never happened and then...she

opened my letter...She opened my letters all the time...She didn’t seem
surprised...She was disappointed...kinda sucks.

William felt bad about disappointing him mom. He felt it “sucked” because his mem wa
not surprised. He hung his head and looked at his shoes.

The most emotionally laden part of the interviews was when the participants
recalled or were actively going through the process of approaching tindi &oout
their decision to make a change in their educational path. Teresa, Varnesgaatd
Ward were either visibly shaken or broke down. Their situations were complgxiatie
hard decisions to make. They felt they were disappointing their familiethan were
concerned about consequences. Ward described how his grandfather was going to force
him to join the Coast Guard. Ginnie said her sister (who she said was herainater
figure) would take away her car, hate her and stop speaking to her. For Vanesal she
went to her boyfriend and friends to discuss what she was going through. Stnet felt t

her parents thought she was being overdramatic even though it was very obvidues that s
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was miserable. She was so miserable that she did not want to talk about the college
experience to her younger brother because she did not want to “scare” him abgat colle
Daniel rambled when | asked him about how he made decisions about transferring
to another state school and what pressures he felt while making decisions. Hedescr
how his mind was like a race track and that he was unable to break the thought patterns
going through his mind. He was unable to fall sleep even though he was very exhausted
by this process.
I'll be perfectly fine 100% just happy happy happy happy happy and I'll lay down
in bed and try and go to sleep and then bam my mind is a race track, Nascar Indy
500...it's insane. | mean it goes crazy and then that's when everything really just
hits me and then | start to think. One thought leads to another thought leads that
to another thought that loops back to the first thought and I'm just like well this is
just too much. | try and fall asleep. | stay up for three or four extra hours after |
try and go to sleep. It’'s like 2 in the morning already and I'm trying to fall
asleep. 4:30 rolls by, my mind is still racing but my body is so exhausted | can’t
move. | | try and open my eyes to at least look around kinda to turn my mind from
thinking about things but then they just close back up and I'm just like ugh | can’t
even fall asleep. (Daniel)
Daniel was exhausted when | interviewed him and spoke in a monotone for most of the
interview. | suggest that he was so fatigued that he was unable to think ratoaall
clearly.
Courses of action and career decisions were decided by extremedaentg and
the purpose for telling these stories is to suggest that student affairsgractiand
scholars cannot know why and how students make decisions about leaving unless they
ask the students. Why does it matter to find out why students left? It mitiers i

mission of higher education is to retain and educate students. It might notimbéer

mission of a university is to enroll students for net tuition revenue for theutrestit
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As a review, according to March (1994) who describes the rational procedure, the

ultimate choice is based on the answer to the following four questions.

1. Alternatives: What actions are possible?
2. Expectations: What future consequences might follow from each alternative?
a. How likely is each possible consequence depending on the alternative
chosen?

3. Preferences: What value does the decision-maker place on each of the
alternatives?

4. Decision rule: How does a person make a choice among the alternativessin term
of the value placed on the consequences?

Estevan, Teresa and Natalie are examples of how complicated and upbketting
decision rule of Rational Choice Theory was for them. Estevan, Teresa atié Kiadl
their families set very high expectations for career outcomes after qmsisey
education. Estevan and Teresa aspired to become doctors and Natalie a phafthacis
three came to the university academically underprepared for the curritidumdiuded
high-level science and math courses. They learned early in thegelingtster that those
were very tough academic fields. Estevan said that when he told his mother that he wa
switching to education that he “was really surprised how she reacted. Sheyas ver
disappointed.” He said that she was very proud of him when he wanted to be a doctor but
when he switched to education she was “very disappointed in him because it gas a bi
drop.” Teresa sobbed when she described the stress and pressure that was involved in

making the decision to switch from her goal to attend medical school and become a
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pediatrician to changing to a major where she could work with children, not in the
medical field.
They always wanted me to be like a doctadifeel like | have to do something
with my life or they’re never gonna accept the fact that | didn’t do anything.
(crying hard) I've always found passion in children. | work in day cares. |
volunteered at the Boys and Girls club. I tutor kids now (crying)...I told my mom
last week...she was just like, if that's really what you want to dot.you know
you’re never gonna make as much as if you were a doctor...it brings me down.
(Teresa)
Natalie switched from the pre-pharmacy track to double majoring in psyghahoh
nursing because less math was required, which was not her “strongest point”. She was
afraid to tell her mother who was “kinda skeptic” about psychology because she did not
see value in Natalie “just listening to other people’s problems and taking timat in a
having to deal with other people’s problems but not your own..., she’s like well, | don’t
want you to go into psychology but I think that’'s why I’'m scared to tell her. tcBing
career paths and institutions at the same time, while not receiving validaticsupport
from their families, was a huge blow to the students’ egos.
Options Considered
If the financial things don’t work out then | would have to go to community college and if
that were to happen then | would just work and go to community college and save up
money so | could go to a four year thing...Like it wouldn’t be the worst thing. I'd rather
do that than stay here. (Ginnie)
The first step in the rational choice process (March, 1994) is to consider the
alternatives and there is evidence to support that the students gave considerabte thoug

to possibilities. There was a clear difference between the students whiecetsheir

options and used precise and clear language and those who spoke in terms of
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possibilities. Shelly listed her four options: 1) move home and take onlines;lasse
move home, take online classes and work; 3) drop-out, work for a semester and then try
to be readmitted if she saved enough money to fund her schooling; 4) attend a community
college. Beth'’s options were limited by her financial situation. She workedtifotad
management while in high school and saved what she thought was a substantial amount
of money to support herself while in college. It was not enough to cover hgefirst
and she realized after experiencing college that now “I know how hard collége s t
couldn’t do full time management at a store and be a full time student but | know that
being full time management | could make enough money to be a full time studésit so it
really a weighing of the pros and cons but | don't, | don’t want to stop going to school.”
It was hard for her to “not turn back toward that path” because of the money andsshe wa
in the process of deciding whether or not to withdraw, work for six months, save money
and return to college.

Ward, Joseph, Elise, William, Vanessa, Claire, Crystal, Marina, and Daniel
transferred to a two-year community college or were in the process of ntla&ing
change. This research begs an answer to the question about why this pathacag surf
during the first year of college. Crystal said, “If | keep doing bad irclasses, |
probably will go to [community college]. It's too stressful to balanceyhiery out.”
Many of the students entered the four-year institution academically uegdared and
lacked financial resources to support an education that produced negative igggults r
from the beginning. Was reverse transferring an economically ratiociailaewhen the

costs included disappointing their family and having a negative experietioe four-
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year higher education system? Embracing the community college concepkor dua
enrollment from the start might have been a better strategy. Elisthaashe was
pleased with her decision to transfer. She explained that the classessieraand the
tuition was less expensive and she was happier in a smaller setting.

| actually have no desire to go back to [site school]...It was not a good experience

for me...I'm at [local community college] right nowl like it a lot. It's a lot

easier for me and it's a lot smaller and | think that that’s really kind of inesed

is a smaller...it's been consistent. (Elise)
Joseph transitioned into community college classes while at the four-yiaitiors and
it became his chosen pathway while waiting to transfer to another school sucwas B
or Berkeley. He was waiting to hear about the financial aid package fremmBmd he
admitted his chances were better because of his Native American backgrounds iHe w
no hurry. “If it doesn’t work out then I'll just wait another year.” (Joseph)ir€taplan
was to continue her schooling at the local community college until her enlistrteetiie
Navy was finalized where she would continue her schooling to become a doctor
eventually.

Ward was an interesting case because he stated very strongly wilahhisas.
In reality the steps to be re-admitted at the four-year university weeesgjrénuous
because like William who was in the same situation, he was academicallylifisdjua
Planning a return within a year would not happen for either of them. In order to return,
they would have to take almost two years of transferable communityealiedits to be

considered for readmission which would depend on grade point average. Ward said,

“I'm actually plan[ning] to go back next fall...it all depends on whether or not these
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classes pan out for the next semestand.over the summer.” He was proud that he “was
moving forward” in spite of the resistance he was getting from his grandma
[Grandma] doesn’t even want me to go back to [site university]. She doesn’t even
think | can or that 1 will. So just being able to go back if I do next fall would be a
big accomplishment for me. (laughs)...Going back to any college any unyversit
would be great. | definitely plan to go to a university...I'm moving forward. And
even if | can’t go back to the university | will probably look at some kind of
technical school. So | can get that done. | mean my main goal as an engseer wa
to do game design, game programming...Whether or not | get back to the
university | will still pursue that kind of technical school or something that wil
help me get it done. (Ward)
Willa, Ashley, Krista, Teresa and Daniel considered other four-ye@uirsts.
Willa planned to experience multiple four-year schools; her interest in spa@cinaana
programs structured her choices. First, she planned to transfer to the otheclstat
that had a speech and debate program while she was waiting to hear frorg, Bvhttle
had a mid-tier speech program. Next, she planned to transfer to the top speech progra
in the country at Northwestern. She said, “Definitely after sophomore ygantto be
able to be where | want to be. | guess at a university.” She included all loersapther
plan and she assumed that she would be admitted to all of these programs. The fact that
she is from a very low socioeconomic family is a necessary reminder. Hexgdanot
reasonable or economical.
Vanessa did not want to “step down” to a community college and Ashley
considered many options (as you will read in the next section about stratege=sj
which was to attend Harvard. Ashley said, “I'm definitely gonna gatedfrom a

university at some point...I mean, it'd be cool if it were this one, but it'd be even more

cool if it were from Harvard.” Krista wanted to move out of state so she comdider
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schools on the east coast and finally chose a Colorado university; herativieosn the
four-year site university to the local community college took her back to arfother

year university out of state. Teresa chose to transfer from the site unit@tbigyfour-

year university in her hometown and then “I'm going to move to [other state school] for
like 2 years...my last year | wanna come graduate from here.” Sarald loodéall”
possibilities including different majors and institutions.

| like a lot of different things so each major has something that | would like and

something that | don't like. So it's really hard to narrow it down. Like when |

first applied to the [site school] | thought | wanted to be a doctor...I found out how

ridiculous the well, not the requirements but like how long it would take to

become one you know...you go here for four years and then med school for

however long that takes and the two years residency it’s like I'd be 3GhjSar
There was an obvious lack of comprehension about the transfer process and the costs
involved with transferring between schools. Maybe the participants thought tmaidina
aid scholarship programs were as readily available as it was for thieensate university
that awarded them the full scholarship program.

Marina withdrew because of her pregnancy and knew that her options were
limited for returning especially because of the financial aid packagstteavould not
receive upon her return. She considered two options, community college asritey re-e
point or a technical school.

The university is my first goal. | want to come back here for sure but if nt | st

wanted to make sure that | have those other opti@specially on those other

schools that are focused just specifically on nursing cause then | canydwotuall
smaller classrooms and hopefully then that'll be okay with me, like nosisiges
out so much. (Marina)

It is possible that no one before these interviews asked the students to outlinatiseir pl

Many of their plans did not make sense and were most likely not vetted widmacad
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advisors. There was evidence provided earlier that the students did not go to advisors to
plan strategies. Many were not based on rational or economical decision-making
Strategies

The new school in New York might be kinda cool...if they take me...I might just play
around with it and just see, just throw some applications out and just see who would
accept me and see...like maybe just the first couple years here and then stag...seei
maybe what | wanna do...Just kinda keep moving around. (Ashley)

There was a wide range of methods the students used to make their decisions.
They employed strategies to stay (faulty ones) and strategiev¢o [€his section will
break down the strategies students used to remain at the university and thentlsicus
descriptions of strategies employed when deciding to leave.

Academic Strategies

So now I'm thinking maybe | can stick to the minimum classes...You know four a
semester and then do summer and winter classes...You know just do a little bit all the
time...Steady...Instead of a lot (laughter) and then nothing...and then a lot...and being
exhausted...and then nothing. (Michelle)

Academic advisors, faculty members or even family members were not
approached for guidance about how the mathematics of grade point average, number of
units and how the number of classes factored into a plan of action to improve the grade
point average to stay eligible for enroliment or to recover from a difficett$Emester at
college. The strategy that multiple students employed was to take lasgasc(more
than successful students take) or fewer classes that carried morefonigxample
languages classes or math classes. The ‘excessive unit plan’ centtibomteak

performance in all classes and the ‘fewer classes with more unitag&reas risky

because the student had to do very well in high unit classes. “Let’s see | wasgthinki
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Chinese. It was a 5 unit class and you know 5 units woaftect my GPA a lot...So |
thought well if I do really good in this class...l get an A that will bump up my GPA.”
(William). It did not work for him. Ward retook a class assuming that it would ber easie
the second time. When it came to the end of the semester, his group project turned into
the “make or break” project for a passing grade and the time spent workthgt
project resulted in poor results in other classes.
| retook my programming class to get a better grade in it and we ended up falling
behind on the final project and so we had to do a couple 24 hours in the [computer
lab] and so that was really hard because | had classes the next day and | had to
study for the tests that was in that class. And so having to try to balartee all t
time within those last few months and weeks it was just really hard. (Ward)
High unit classes and retaking classes did not work as a strategy for Ndandiaam.
They were academically disqualified and sent letters telling theno sagrt up for
classes.
Elise gave up on school but she attended classes, took tests until the very last
exam and then failed out. Halfway through the semester she realizeloetinatesled to
make changes in how she studied for classes. Atthe end of the first semesiel: she s
| kind of like gave up hope on the next semester almost and I'm like I'm not sure
what I’'m going to take. | don’t know where | should be going and that’s when |
went in and talked to the advisor and she kind of put me back on like track for a
while and | was doing well at the beginning of that second semester and then um
like as soon as like one class started to go, they all started to go. (Elise)
She laughed and said that her brain was on overload because of the combination of
school and work. There was another strategy that students could have employed to save

their eligibility if they would have talked to their advisors and asked thenufdagce.

If a student withdraws completely from all classes before the end of tlesteemnstead
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of receiving a failing grade in all the classes, their transcriptsivdlv a W for
withdrawal. The students can re-enroll the following semester. They lose th&taes
worth of units and wasted one semester’s financial aid allotment but they can remai
enrolled at the school.
Leaving Strategies

Danielle made pros and cons charts and consulted her mom before she finally
decided to move back home and pursue the social work major that was offered at the
university in her hometown. “When | received my financial aid statemehtfizan
[other state university] | definitely compared it with [site school], jashake sure all my
finances would be in order...I definitely made a list of pros and cons before leaiimg...
a list maker.” Willa was unhappy at her first choice school and instead aideaial-
semester she decided to “spend this year here to make sure that | am not mjalckg a
decision.” When she made her college choice, she said that she made lists of pros and
cons but “now that I'm actually experiencing it, it's different... it's mhke the vision,
like where | can see myself in four years.” Shelly considered the bengétrgf home
so that she could work and take classes online but the cost would be breaking her lease
and paying a cancellation fee every month. She said, “we kind of did like a plus and
minuses, pros and cons.”

Hana modeled rational choice decision-making. She looked at her options,
thought about the consequences, considered her preferences and then made her decision.
She had a job back home that she could return to which would alleviate the financial

pressure and additionally, living at home would save money. In addition, the local
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community college was less expensive and close to her job. She then would attend for
two years, save money and transfer to a four-year institution. She spoke with her
advisors who reassured her that the classes would transfer to the four-yeesityni

Then she looked towards graduate school. She had no idea what her undergraduate major
was going to be but found an exploratory computer science curriculum at the coynmuni
college that she felt would help her find her academic path. She considered leaving mid-
semester because she was unhappy but rationalized “I've been here hase®sand

I’'m just going to lose all those credits that I've been working towards aagone

through so much with school, with the schoolwork already, | don’t want that to go to
waste.” Her parents encouraged her to come home mid-semester becauseghina:
experience but she reasoned:

| do want to finish, because it almost was would seem like | just quit...l don’t

want to do that and | know a lot of people that have quit mid-semester, just went

to work and then they never went back to school again because they get used to

having a full time job..and so | knew that if I quit mid-semester that | would

have gotten into a routine of just going to work and everything and | wouldn’t be

as prepared and ready for the second semester cause | was out of the routine of

studying and writing papers and all that stuff. (Hana)

Ashley’s choice process was the complete opposite. She considered the site
university as a “good baby step” to get out of the house. She went on to say that she felt
more independent and more confident and was going to find a school farther away. Her
method of choosing the school was remarkable.

Well, there were schools, like just in picking colleges in genergist kinda

really just looked at a map, and I'm like, ok. Where have | been, where did | like?

Where have | never been? Where would be the most crazy place | could ever go?

(Ashley)

She said she would even consider Harvard. Her decision-making process wasehe outli
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She listed random ideas as they came to her, including study abroad.
Crystal and Marina knew that their academic pathways would take longerskeec
of working, pacing their classes so they could pass them while managingthigyr f
responsibilities - Marina’s to her new baby and Crystal who helped provide suppart to he
mother and brother. They both knew that withdrawing from the university jeopardized
the financial award package they received. The award was based on continued,
successful enrollment for only four years after first enrollment from ligbd. “I don’t
have like those same scholarships that | do na¥g.going to be hard cause | can't really
pay for college.” (Crystal) Marina considered staying in school whilgnairg.
And then this next semester, that's why like it’s kind of hard because I'm due
March and then you have two more months of school so | was like | don’t think |
can doit. I'm trying to see if | can possibly do an online course at Pimeaso |
kind of keep up with the school so | don’t get out of the swing of things but um
I’'m still debating on that too because | want to spend as much time with my baby
as | can. (Marina)
Critics might say that becoming pregnant was a choice these studeletshat
complicated their academic lives. Marina’s mom and sister were pragraniege and
eventually graduated and so she knew that there was a possibility for success.

Justifications/Rationalizations/Explanations

| try not to think that it'’s like me wanting to go back to familiarity. I think it's me
wanting to go back to what | enjoy and what | want to do with my life. (Willa)

| don't regret it...it was a bad experience but it was an experience | needed to have.
(Elise)

| feel down and kinda out of the loop...But in a sense | still feel good about myself
because I'm still getting school back...I didn't just kinda just drop out of college and stop
going to college. And my grandma still calls it dropping out of college completely and
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not going to college because I'm going to community college. But either way I'm still
getting classes and I'm still getting some kind of degree done. (Ward)

I'd be their first to make it through college, and at a university nonetheless, nty siste
only made it through one semester of community college so what I'm doing here is
pioneering.(Beth)

This section addresses the meanings and perceptions that the students tattache
their thought processes and lays the foundation for the proposition that in order to
promote the success of low socioeconomic students who are at risk academdtally a
financially, student affairs practitioners and faculty need to talk to the stud€hése
conversations would help inform those responsible to provide the support services and
resources necessary to interrupt withdrawal, stop-out and departure wherepossibl
Upcoming sections will show that students who considered leaving are ngttgoin
institutional agents for advice, support or resources. William blamed hisgradaised
very interesting phraseology, “I guess it was like a subconscious decisias®edd
my grades made me leave.” Seeking out academic support was a sejearatam his
grades. He considered signing up for classes and did not know that he was eneligibl
until he received an administrative disqualification letter. Academiciadwsas
certainly missing from his process. He described finding out he was disglalifie

Then they [grades] came in and | was like ah I'm disappointed but nothing

happened for a few weeks and | had | had already started choosing a few class

for the next semester and | got a letter and it said you know you’re diseglalifi

Don't register. (William)

Danielle took the advice of her friends and family who suggested that she give it a

year and she said:

| think a big thing about college is that or at least | heard a lot from my friends
and family is that when you get to a college you know that you want to be there
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you kind of feel it and | gave it a whole year just to make sure that it wasn'’t just

me choosing a just to go off of one feeling that | had so | wanted to give it time

but it just didn’t feel right in the end. (Danielle)
Krista had a similar perspective. Krista “figured” everybody had a haelds soon as
they get into college and “they say that first semester just is awful arfdyacel you
know I'd give it one more semester and if | didn’t like it after that seendéisén | was
done like | was very open to things changing.”

Personal responsibilities and psychological difficulties influenced hatests
described their feelings about the withdrawal process. Teresa was@tiagstfer after
her first semester but only stayed because she felt a responsibibig$olaer job
tutoring children at a local school. After Tanya made the decision to leavaidishs
was “probably a little nicer to people | guess then | would have been milylesl to
spend more time with people that | probably wouldn’t be seeing anymore...as far as
school work goes, | didn’t really slack off or anything, | just did what | had to dtaireC
said that leaving “wasn’t a hard transition...the [other state school] hasdwasiseny
head so much with financial aid...I just wanna get away frahe mind mess.” Finally,
Michelle analyzed her college experience as part of the stringdl ¢cfiéastruggles that
I've faced and all of the you know hard stuff...as long as there’s time thénalgsalike
time to progress and then get better you know...as far as education and all of this.”

Summary

The students in this research project had substantial struggles from both within

and outside the university. Academic and financial difficulties were ia stnaheir

psychological and physical health. They made decisions about their collegescard
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professional possibilities by going to their families and friends for agxiea when it
was painful and they were afraid to approach them. Additionally, many of theemmili
had never experienced the higher education system; more than half of thpgrdstic
were first-generation college students. The difficult piece of this cikeis that the
students did not know who to consult for advice at the school, were reluctant to seek out
advice, or did not consider university personnel as an additional consultant orstrategi
There was not a single student that was interviewed that did not value higheragducati
and want to pursue it and graduate someday. As the decision-maker in the process of
leaving a school, the student has to take the action to connect with an institutional agent
for guidance.

| emphasize that if student affairs professionals and faculty membevdikame
students sitting in front of their desks or in their classrooms and took the time to know
them and create a positive communication environment, retention rates would intprove a
the institution and in the higher education system as a whole. The particizaigs
suggestions that inform the implications for policy and practice in the higheatexuc
organization and will be discussed in the next section. The strong family inflinatce t
was revealed in these findings will be suggested as an area where theeedsfor

further research.
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The first purpose for this research project was to contribute to the student
departure literature by including decision-making theory as a part obtheersation.
Qualitative analysis among interviewed withdrawn students added tutlens
departure literature by providing information about the decision-making graoesthe
push and pull factors that affected their decisions regarding withdrawattiestudent’s
perspective and not by solely describing their behaviors.

The second purpose for this research was to understand how students negotiate
barriers and constraints despite having been offered extra programs andeesourc
predicted to help them succeed in college. The students interviewed for¢hiches
were in an access and success program at a public, four-year resedttiomstithe
southwestern United States. The effectiveness of the resources providedentilgtigt
become subject to increased scrutiny and evaluation if the programs do not result in
increased graduation rates. One way to find out what support systems the saglents f
they need is to ask them. Increased understanding of student decision-making and
thought processes regarding departure should inform institutional practices iaras pol
that improve retention, or minimally, acknowledgement through empirical reastimang,
the departure rates are steady and reasonable. In other words, | posdéateaisf
collected at the individual student level, about whether they are withdrawing or
transferring, that we would have a different perspective about retention Téiese
would be a distinction between withdrawing from a specific school or from the higher

education system at large.



152

In addition to the institution taking responsibility for the students they admit by
saying “You're In!” (printed boldly and in large typeface on the outside of the aidmsss
envelope), their nod tells the student implicitly (whether honestly or not) that the
institution says they belong at the school. This does not mean that the institution is the
only responsible actor in the relationship between the student and the institution. The
student makes the decision to enroll at a particular academy and is responsitale for t
decision. When an institution admits a student, ideally both the student and the school
believe that the student belongs and will succeed, and that support serilibes wi
available when appropriate, necessary, and upon request.

Statement of the Problem

Student departure has been studied extensively but surprisingly littlechasdo
on how students themselves subjectively experience their decisions to withalrae fr
given college or university. Analyzing the individual experiences addsingand
depth to existing quantitative and qualitative results. Additionally, by combining
decision-making theory with student departure theory a new theoretical masiel w
offered. What remained unexplained (prior to this research) were the students
perspectives on how they negotiated the decision-making process to leave a
postsecondary institution and what their subjective understandings were of wihgfthey
This research addressed this problem.

The findings addressed the research questions. The research questions were
designed to increase the conversation between student departure (Astin, 1893; Bea

1980, 1983; Tierney, 1992, 1999; & Tinto, 1993) and decision-making theories (Frank,
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1987; Kahneman, 2003; March, 1994; Scott, 2000). The questions that addressed push-
pull factors (Altbach, 1991) and institutional agents were included to uncover the
possibility that the interactions and pressures associated with them, hhétewetudents

and other actors (family, advisors, faculty members, counselors, etc.), intlubece

decision-making process.

1. What were the push-pull factors that contributed to students leaving the

institution?

a. Why did the students say they left the institution?
b. What pulled them from the outside, away from the institution?

c. What pushed them out from the inside?

2. How did they negotiate the decision-making process?
How and when did alternate pathways to perceived success surface and
become an option?

3. How did institutional agents (withdrawal counselors, academic advisors, faculty
members, financial aid advisors, etc.) and agents outside the institution

(family and friends) influence this process?

Review of the M ethodology
In order to obtain answers to the research questions, it was necessary to build
rapport with the subjects through an interactive one on one interview approachelMax
2005). The qualitative and interactive design (Maxwell, 2005) provided the flexibility for

the interviewer and subjects to explore concepts that may differ from the ganabst
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often researched using quantitative design. This proved to be successful bevatale
topics emerged that were not interview questions or probes to those questions. Examples
of this were the tight connections that the students had with their mothers; tlenéequ
that students went home on the weekends (some distances significantlgygraawd the
recommendation that there be an office on campus where they could get non-jatigment
advice about switching schools or career paths.
Summary of the Findings

A new model (The Decision-Making Process Model of Student Departure éFigur
1, p. 85) was presented that combined decision-making theory with student departure
theory. | used the framework from the model to analyze the interviews. The model
illustrates that there are forces within the institution that are pushirsgutient away
from the inside. “Push” findings were divided into the following categories: acgadem
financial, institutional fit, and psychological. In addition to push factors, theme we
“Pull” categories that described forces outside the institution thatpudireg the student
away from the school. They were divided into two categories: financial pulls and
psychological pulls. The push and pull factors affected the student’s decisiamgmaki
process. The “Decision-Making Process” was divided into the following catsdori
analysis: the student’s timeline; who they went to for advice; pressurefetheyring
the process; the options they considered; their strategies (sensibley)r &ndttheir
rationalizations about the decisions they made.

Some of the pushes and pulls (for example, academic and financial difficulties)

were stresses that directly influenced the decision to withdraw froomttaersity. Other
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pushes and pulls complicated the decision-making process. Examples of this were:
students who felt responsible to move back home to help their mother raise the remaining
children in the family or to help support the family financially.

One of the findings that emerged from the data was that students sought advice
and support from family members (and most often their mothers) instead ohgtilizi
advising resources on the campus to strategize academic, financial and psgahologi
difficulties. This is distinctive because more than half of the students wstre f
generation students (their parents did not attend college) and this means tailthe f
members were not experienced at strategizing academic and finarfaaltait in the
postsecondary education system. The question becomes: Why don’t students who are
withdrawing (by choice or not) seek advice from university personnel?

Many of the students expected validation and personal attention from academic
advisors and faculty members, which they said they did not receive. Some of these
students were disappointed that they were offered group advising and not individualized
advising. Tierney and Venegas (2006) suggest that fictive kin networks suppedssucc
for students who lack the social capital to access support services. Theyidhadin
as human resources outside the student’s family and they evaluated peelocsums
their research project. They concluded that a physical location with docess
knowledgeable adult who students could turn to on an informal or formal basis was key
to establishing successful college-going behaviors. The students did not find this
resource on campus so they relied on their family for support. The famihésrced

the student’s discomfort at the institution by transporting them home almogt ever
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weekend and then returning them on Sunday. They supported them emotionally and
psychologically. The distances that the students traveled to make frecpitsnteme,
were between 70 and 300 miles each direction. This was an additional financiaighards
for the families.

The financial difficulties for this set of students were severe. Even ttlibagh
were awarded financial aid funding that covered tuition and fees, room and board and an
allotment for textbooks, they did not know how to budget their funds for the semester and
some ran out of money or ended up in debt and needed to take out loans to pay their bills.
Complicating this was their inability to secure work-study jobs on camptug/éhna part
of their financial aid award package. Student jobs on campus were scarce because of
university budget cuts and the competition for them was high. This left many student
short of funds - approximately $2000 for the year.

About one-fourth of the students interviewed attended the university because of
the financial aid package, but were not psychologically committed to the stlembiya-
the site university was not their first-choice school. From the beginnimg atchool
year, they were comparing the site school to their foregone opportunity. Fgslexam
Adele (Fairleigh Dickenson) and Joseph (Brown University), who visited their firs
choice schools, were constantly comparing their “dream” environment tahéyatvere
experiencing at the large public university and were dissatisfied. Tikesadents
either transferred to their first choice school or were in the processisfamnang.

Students struggled academically and realized early in the first sgrttestthey

were academically underprepared for college level curriculum, efpéb@se who
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aspired to become doctors or were in programs that required high-level magiad lofst
meeting with academic advisors to create plans to remain academiggtiye ethey
devised faulty strategies (took a few classes with a high number of units @¢aok or
extra classes thinking that they could raise their grade point average). ildubyhiair
classes and were academically disqualified. Their academic problenifested in
health problems (inability to sleep, hair loss, illnesses that were senioughethat one
student went to the hospital three times) and psychological problems (becauserthey w
worried about sharing their problems with their families).

| realized early in the interview process that students were not seeKinding
support services on campus to help them negotiate their decision-making ptocess.
included a prompt asking them for advice for the institution about what they needed or
wanted from an office or a person on campus. Their suggestions will be included in the
forthcoming implications for practice section.

Contribution totheLiterature

This section will describe the three ways that this research projectcoed ito
the student departure/retention literature. As stated before, the original poirtuse
research was to contribute to the higher education literature by initith@ngpnversation
that includes student decision-making in the negotiation and decision-making mcess
withdrawing from a university. There are scarce qualitative stutigssked the
students how they made their decisions. Most of the research has looked at their

behaviors. The three contributions are:

o A Decision-Making Process Model of Student Departure
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o Insertion of the decision process into Astin, Bean and Tinto’s linear
models
o Qualitative data about low socioeconomic students and their decision

process (described in preceding section: summary of findings)

The Decision-Making Process Model (Figure 1 on page 85) is offered as a new
model to organize the complex issue of student withdrawal and the cognitivesproces
involved in making a decision to leave an institution. The major constructs (financial
(Hu & St. John, 2001; Paulsen & St. John, 2002; St. John, Cabrera, Nora & Asker in
Braxton, 2000; Tinto, 1983), academic (Astin, 1974,1993; Bean, 1983; Tinto, 1975),
psychological (Astin 1974, 1993; Bean,1983, 2000; Tierney, 1992; Tinto, 1986), and
institutional (Bean, 1983, 2000; Braxton et al., 2004)) were derived from student
departure literature. This model is a contribution to the literature by wftine way
that it illustrates the push/pull influences (Altbach, 1991) on decision-makiegr{B
Jonsson, 2000; Hillmert & Jacob, 2002; March, 1994; Tversky & Kahneman, 2003) with
respect to withdrawal. The impact of the family on the decision-makinggs@reerged
from the data, as did the maternal influence on the student and their college-going
experience. An additional theme that emerged was the reliance on the tamilyite
regarding college instead of seeking out institutional agents foegigatabout finances
and academics.

This research was grounded on major student retention theorists — Astin, Bean,
Tinto and Tierney. Astin, Bean and Tinto developed models to diagram the process.

This research contributed to the retention/departure literature by suggdstirgthe
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decision-making process belongs in their models. For a complete descspgqmages

55-57 in this document. See below for a summary of the contribution.

o0 Astin: Inputs (1) affect how a student interacts and perceives their
environment (E) which leads to different decision paths (D) which
influences the student outcome (O).

| > E-> D (to persist or departy O

o Bean: Entry characteristics (EC) ground reactions to Institutional
Environment (IE) that influence decision-making (D). Decisions made
affect academic and social integration (Al & Sl). The student’s attitude
(SA) about their fit and commitment (C) to the institution directly affect
their intent to persist (P).

EC>IE> D> Al &SI > SA-> C~-> P (persist or depart)

o Tinto: Vincent Tinto’s model includes pre-entry attributes (PA),
goals/commitment (GC), institutional experience — academic and social
(EAS), integration — academic and social (IAS), respondent
goals/commitments (GC), and outcome (O). | propose that decision-
making occurs at multiple junctures in Tinto’s model — prior to both
goals/commitment stages and before the academic and social integration
stage.

PA>D->GC-> D> EAS> D> IAS> D> GC~-> O (persist or depart)
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The insertion of the decision-process into the aforementioned models resulted in a
perspective about withdrawal from the individual student perspective. Intangi¢e
individual students showed that they were not dropping out from the higher education
system but were transferring because they had to adapt to financial, acatemic a
psychological stresses.

Implicationsfor Policy

This study examined the threats to retention for an at risk group. The following
recommendations focus on this set of students and their frailties but are gogapdlic
practice suggestions for all students. The focus for this research projeot was t
understand how the students thought about their experiences at the university and how
those led to their decision to withdraw. Policy and practice suggestions adudnegsg
behaviors — the student’s and the institution’s. The suggestions that follow ard effere
suggestions to relieve the stresses that the students feel; they are ndabmes® them
feel better but that could become a consequence from reduced stress surroumding the
life at a university. Practitioners could make a student feel better witho@saduy
underlying problems. That would not be helpful. The students need academic support
services and financial counseling. Those problems do not just vanish by treating
someone nicely but students can be treated empathetically while beingladvéas®us
institutional polices emerged as troubling and were obstacles and barsardent
retention and success. The two areas that caused the most stress ware acatle
financial. Academic policy suggestions will be followed by financial adivaithdrawal

policy proposals.
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Academic Policies
Probation and Disqualification Policy

The students have to complete 24 units per academic year and maintain a grade
point average of 2.0 or above to remain eligible to receive the funding for the shhmlar
program. This mirrors the need-based financial aid requirements for treestatient
body, not just this set of students. Many merit based scholarships at the institution
require that the student complete 30 units per year and maintain at least a@ ogna
average (some scholarships require a higher grade point average). Thenreqisifor
the need-based program seem generous and reasonable but there are sormsussbtle |
that the students should know. The funding for this program lasts for four consecutive
years and all the majority of the classes must take place at the gdesiipi The
number of units required for graduation at the site school is 120. If a student esmplet
24 units per academic year, then at the end of four years they are still 22honitsf the
graduation requirement. The financial impact of this will be addressed in theifiha
policy section.

Academic difficulties were prevalent with many of the interviewees.y The
admitted that they were academically unprepared for the university levielitwm.
A student cannot be academically disqualified (at this institution) @fieisemester even
if they performed poorly. They can file a financial aid appeal to redends for a
second semester. At the end of the second semester they need to have raisadeheir gr

point average to 2.0. If they did not, then they are academically disqualifiedhigom t
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school and not allowed to sign up for classes. Some colleges within the univdtsity wi
allow the student a second chance their second year but most do not.

In order to improve their grade point averages, students engaged in strategies that
were destined to fail. They attempted to pass enough classes in one semester
compensate for the ones they failed the semester before. Taking five lassesavas
extremely difficult for struggling students. In addition, many of these stsiderked.
Another strategy that failed was taking classes that had a high numbetsef tour or
five. These courses were usually math, language or science classes. [hany of
students already struggled with these subjects and to expect to get goodgradegho
raise their grade point average was very hopeful.

The policy solution that | present recognizes that students at risk need a
reasonable plan to overcome initial academic difficulties so they can rentlaen at
institution and still receive financial aidfirancial access andcademicsuccess.

Academic Recovery Plan

1. The student and their academic advisor create an academic recovery plan (this
includes a discussion about the course choices). The student signs a contract that
they understand and agree to follow the plan.

2. Components of the plan include: Intent to prove mastery in three classes for two
semesters. Depending on the student’s situation and academic risk, at least one
community college class can be added so the student can complete 12 units. Pro-

rate the financial aid package to fund the reduced academic load.
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3. Student reports academic progress to the academic advisor/retention $pecialis
every two weeks.

4. The student has one year to bring the grade point average up significantly without
employing risky strategies (excessive number of classes or higHassés) that
lead to failure. It is mathematically impossible to bring a .5 grade poarage
up to 2.0 when only taking nine units per semester. The recommendation in this
plan is for the student to demonstrate significant improvement that will be

determined by the professional judgment of the advisor/retention specialist

Early Alert System Institution-wide
The university will institutionalize a university-wide early alerstgyn to increase the

student’s awareness that they are academically compromised.

1. The Early Alert System will be introduced at new student orientation dhdewi
included on all course syllabi. Retention specialists will be available teeadvi
students who feel they are at risk in addition to students who are flagged by the
system.

2. Professors will provide graded feedback within the first three weeks @blsch
The grades will be entered into an electronic grade book that retention specialists
can use to pull reports for students at risk. Ds and failing grades will bedlagg

3. Students will be required to communicate with retention specialists.

Summer Bridge Math Camp
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It was apparent that math was problematic for many students in thischesear
project and it is likely that their difficulties mirrored those of the student populat the
university. It was a topic that created anxiety in this set of students anig e éheir
academic success and consequently their persistence at this schod\d&ititan
concluded that the completion of advanced math in high school doubles the odds for
bachelor’'s degree completion (Adelman, 1999). These students were underprepared for
higher-level math and their persistence was compromised because thegikveye f
college-level math. The institution can identify students that had low SAT&&GES
and/or less than college math in high school and offer to them, or require them to take a
summer math program prior to the first semester.

Financial Aid

There should be a financial aid policy in place that provides a backup plan for the
students who are unable to secure a job that was awarded to them as part of &t fina
aid package. This is especially pertinent because if the student does not takagadvfnt
the federal work study job during their first year, they are not offerecpairtunity
their second year, even if the reason was because of lack of jobs on campusy toabilit
find a work study job on campus caused health and stress issues and affected academic
performance for this set of low socioeconomic students whose parents were unable to
provide them additional financial resources. The access and success schalagsaip p
should be very clearly explained to the students and the families. There should be no
confusion about how long they will receive the funding and what is and is not covered.

Withdrawal Policies
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Qualitative data should be collected to explain quantitative withdrawal data.
Information collected from students who leave the institution can inform stufi@ns a
administrators about potential institutional areas for concern. Minimallystigution
should find out what withdrawer’s plans are — where they are going and foreakanhr

Provide an office where students can go to discuss their transfer, withdrawal or
career plans with a consultant/specialist who will also collect angizndhta about
attrition from the university. The suggestion for a withdrawal office caam the
students during the interview process. The office should be accessible and eaky to fi
There are critical times during the first year (aftett figades are returned, winter break)
that students consider leaving. The consultant in this office will send out
communications to students during the critical times, offering guidance to stwadsmt
are considering withdrawal.

Implicationsfor Practice
Raise Awareness

The academic, financial, health, and family stresses that are part attbfs s
student’s lives compromised their chances for academic success. | am estiagggat
there should be a different set of academic or social expectations for |l@&swwmic
students who are academically underprepared. The participants hadatndndies
and this emerged from the findings. Institutions should embrace the concept that this
group of students is very closely tied to their families and understand thabiizey
students come from single parent families who struggle financially. Atubnstal

environment that recognizes and communicates these threats to persigief@ewnty,
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staff and student affairs administrators might create an environment fiveere
generation students feel welcomed, included and feel empowered to gottbiomst
agents for advice about their academic career.
Budgeting and Money Management

Educate students and families about the most sensible way to utilize their
financial aid award — students should not be hungry, worry about rent or have huge debts
on their bursar bill. They should be required to complete a budgeting workshop before
their financial aid funds are disbursed.
Co-op Residence Hall

| propose that there should be a co-op style residence hall option on campuses that
encourage low socioeconomic students to live on campus (as the study university did).
The access and success governing board asked the scholarship recipients tw apply f
dorm housing, citing retention research that suggests that students who live on campus
have higher grade point averages. (I posit that these research findings mightyhta appl
this subset of students and studying this phenomenon should be a future research topic.)
The participants in this interview group said that they were uncomfortalslg bwi
campus for several reasons. They felt different from the students around hbenere
able to go out to eat every night. The participants also said that they did not like the
expensive fast food offerings in the student union. The student (who was unable to afford
a meal plan) walked to the grocery store every couple of weeks to stock up on dry goods
and said that it was inconvenient to check out pots and pans when she wanted to cook. |

propose that residence life create a co-op residence hall where studegrtsceay shop



167

and cook meals together. Instead of using the meal plan funds to purchase food in the
student union, they can use the money to buy affordable groceries. A ressitanas
can drive students to the grocery store in a school van.

Suggestionsfor Future Resear ch

Topics for future research emerged in the course of the data collection and
analysis. They will be offered here as suggestions for future resgaahstudent
departure and decision-making.

Family Influence

The family influence was strong and embedded in the decision-making process to
withdraw from the university and affected the student’s integration with the scBeeh
though it was painful at times, the students chose to seek advice about their educational
paths from their family members and friends. Research should focus on the content and
quality of the advice that students receive from family members who haveat@reled
a higher education institution, which was the case for many of the students veho we
first-generation college attendees.

The families supported their students emotionally and psychologically by
reinforcing the family ties — many of the students went home frequently avetideends
(distances were 70 to 300 miles each way). Research should focus on how this affects
academics and the student’s commitment to the institution.

Financial Aid
The patrticipants in this research project were awarded funds to covewotiegec

costs for four years if they remained academically and financiaijplkel. Presumably
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this award was supposed to alleviate financial stress from their colbéugp experience.
That was not the case for many of these students. Many did not know how to manage
large disbursements of money and budget the balance to cover costs for the semester
Some used the funds to help their parents pay bills. Research should focus on
determining policies and procedures that empower students and their familiegte us
funds appropriately and wisely, assuming that the student’s goal is to pacsmtaduate
and that the financial aid award is necessary to accomplish the goal.
Academic Strategies

Instead of seeking advice from academic professionals, students at ridik@f fa
their classes, and consequently forced to withdraw, employed faultygstsate improve
their grade point averages. Research should focus on two areas: what ssatdgi@s
employ and what are the success rates; and discover why students do not approach
academic professionals to assist them in developing plans to reclaim #usmac
viability.
Institutional Agents

Participants in this research project wanted personal attention and validation from
professors and student affairs professionals (most often advisors) at theitynivgrssit
that students expected the faculty/student and advisor/student relationshipsrtavhat
their teacher/student and high school counselor/student relationships were irhbgh sc
Some students felt that they should not bother their professors because of teaiegerc
importance and other students felt that their professors belittled them. dRest®auld

focus on how students (different sets: ethnicities, socioeconomic status,estcpower
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positions and institutional agents at a university and then gauge how these perceptions
influence retention or withdrawal.
Decision-Making and Withdrawal Research

The conversation between student departure theory and decision-making theory
should be extended. There is much to research. The decision-making process, the ways
students rationalize what they are going through, and the stresses invawedésopen
area for gaining understanding. What stresses affect them more: ¢e€ faym within
the institution or from outside the institution?

Comprehensive and longitudinal qualitative data should be collected and analyzed
about where students go after withdrawal. Research should focus on why they changed
their academic path and how they researched options and made decisions about their nex
academic step. Did students withdraw from higher education completely or move to
another type of school?

Conclusion

Studying student departure has been an academic passion of mine for more than
five years. Even before | was admitted to the graduate program, | waginglle
information about policies and procedures at other institutions across the Uniésd $tat
had been working with college students for a couple of years and noticed thatsstude
left our institution via a process of simply not signing up for classes the meestaz. |
looked up the withdrawal procedures where | worked and was surprised at how little
information was collected from the students about why they left, where theyoiagg

and how easy it was for students to leave.
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| also learned from working with students that guidance and encourageooéht
make a difference in their persistence. One of the findings validates nicespto
Participants in this study did not seek out university personnel for guidandeeand t
participants also felt that they were unimportant to faculty and staff. Kpegssed that
they wanted personal attention and | posit that they wanted validation that theyeldelon
at the school and could succeed.

Students that withdraw from college rarely respond to interview requestsasit
that was my assumption. However, my successful recruitment of studentsriaevinte
refutes that assumption. Students who left the institution and those in the process of
leaving wanted to share their stories. Some of them thanked me for interviewng the
and others told me that | was the first person affiliated with the univensitghowed
any interest in why they left. Some of them said that they might have maitierendi
decision if they would have had someone to talk to about options and plans. This
validates the finding that students want to be heard and recognized. Whia¢d fzam
the interviews was significant.

The stories that the participants shared were compelling and affectecéphe de
After interviewing Courtney in Flagstaff, | went for a drive in the mountains t
decompress. Many students shared deeply personal information. It wasyniotrea
them to tell me that their fathers were dead or substance abusers. Some atied bec
they felt that they were letting their families down because they would naleec
doctors or architects. The obstacles and barriers they had to overcomestonszesi

great. The students felt a great sense of responsibility to their fanltethis created
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academic, psychological and financial difficulties for them. All of theesitsd

interviewed valued higher education and every single one of them planned to graduate
some day. The problem that | cannot figure out how to solve is how to share these stories
with university personnel so that the institutional climate changes and bgcoane

welcoming to low socioeconomic and first-generation students. Faculty and student
affairs practitioners need to understand that the reason some students do notygerform

to desired academic standards is not that they lack motivation and driveectisse

they are being pushed and pulled by complicated situations that affecttuenacs

and their persistence.
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APPENDIX A
INFORMED CONSENT
*FOR INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS*

Towards Understanding the Negotiation and Decision-making Process of
Withdrawal from College: A Qualitative Approach

I ntroduction
You are being invited to take part in a research study. The information in thissform i
provided to help you decide whether or not to take part. Study personnel will be
available to answer your questions and provide additional information. If you decide to
take part in the study, you will be asked to sign this consent form. A copy of this for
will be given to you.

What isthe purpose of thisresearch study?

The purpose of this study is to inform student affairs and retention professiooals a

how college students perceive and navigate the decision to withdraw from college.
Understanding the thought processes behind student decision-making behavior can help
practitioners, policymakers and researchers evaluate existing retemigparps and

initiate policies and programs that increase student retention and graduison ra

Why areyou being asked to participate?
You are being invited to participate because you are a member of the Arizonandssura
Scholars Program.

How many people will be asked to participate in this study?
Approximately 100 students will be asked to participate in the interview process. A
additional 800 students will be asked to complete an online questionnaire.

What will happen during this study?

Depending on your availability, you will participate in a face-to-facerew or through
a telephone conference. You will determine the interview date, time, location and
telephone number if applicable.

How long will I bein this study?
The interview will take place one time for approximately 45 minutes to an hour.

Arethereany risksto me?
The interview will have no risk. If any of the questions are stressful or iqgsgtiu can
choose to not answer the question or stop the interview immediately.

Arethereany benefitsto me?
You will not receive any benefit from taking part in this study.
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Potential broader benefits of the study include gaining better understanding of how
students make decisions regarding leaving an institution of higher education.
Understanding the student thought processes in combination with departure theory
contributes to the academic literature on student departure theory.

Will there be any costs to me?
Aside from the one hour interview, there are no costs associated with taking paxt in t
study.

Will | be paid to participatein the study?
You will not receive monetary compensation but you will be offered incentives, such as
gift cards to local eateries.

Will video or audio recor dings be made of me during the study?
The interviewer will make an audio recording during the interview so that weecan b
certain that your responses are recorded accurately only if yok ttfeelsox below:

| give my permission for audio recordings to be made of me during my
participation in this research study.

| do not give my permission for audio recordings to be made of me during my
participation in this research study.

Will the information that isobtained from me be kept confidential?

The only person who will know that you participated in this study will be the Principal
Investigator: Mary A. Irwin. Your records will be confidential. You will not be
identified in any reports or publications resulting from the study. It islpediat
representatives of the Federal Government or the Human Subjects ProtectramProg
that supports the research study will want to come to the University of Ari@aoagiew
your information. If that occurs, a copy of the information may be provided o ke
your name will be removed before the information is released.

What if | am harmed by the study procedures?
There is no risk related to injury, employability, insurability, or psychologiaah Har
participation in this study.

May | change my mind about participating?
Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may decide to not begin or to stop the
study at any time.

Who can | contact for additional information?

You can obtain further information about the research or voice concerns or complaints
about the research by calling the Principal Investigator Mary a. Irwin, Rlabdidate at
(520) 349-3249. If you have questions concerning your rights as a research participa
have general questions, concerns or complaints or would like to give input about the
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research and cannot reach the research team, or want to talk to someone other than the
researcher, you may call the University of Arizona Human Subjects Poot&rthgram

office at (520)626-6721. If out of state, use the toll-free number 1-866-278-1455. If you
would like to contact the Human Subjects Protection Program by email, pleaseevis
following website: http://www.irb.arizona.edu/contact/.

Your Signature

By signing this form, | affirm that | have read the information containgtle form, that

the study has been explained to me, that my questions have been answered and that |
agree to take part in this study. | do not give up any of my legal rights by stbieng

form.

Name (Printed)

Participant’s Signature Date signed

Statement by person obtaining consent

| certify that | have explained the research study to the person who hed tgre
participate, and that he or she has been informed of the purpose, the procedures, the
possible risks and potential benefits associated with participation in this giagy
guestions raised have been answered to the participant’s satisfaction.

Name of study personnel (Printed)

Study personnel signature Date signed
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APPENDIX B
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 1
Please describe the university that you first went to after high school.
(Probes: was it your dream school, your top choice, how did you decide to attend
this school?)
Describe the withdrawal process.

What advice would you give to the school about the withdrawal process?

Looking back, in hindsight, was there anyone who could have made a difference in your
decision making process?

Describe when you began to have doubts about attending the university.
(Probes: significant event, prior doubts, pressures, who were you concerned about
telling about your decision?)

Can you describe barriers or obstacles when you were a student there?

Tell me about your experience at the university.
(Probes: social, integration, professors, resources, classes, work, involvement,
etc.)

How would you describe yourself in comparison to other students at the UA?

Did you transfer?
(If yes. Probes: tell me about your new college, how is it different?)

Are you coming back?
How do you feel now about your decision to withdraw?
Questions such as:

How did that make you feel?

What happened next?
Tell me more.
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APPENDIX C
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 2

Please describe the university that you first went to after high school.
(Probes: was it your dream school, your top choice, how did you decide to attend
this school?)

Is there anyone who influences you when you make decisions about college?
(Probes: family, friends, about classes, your major, how to spend free time, about
working)

Do you have doubts about attending the university?
(Probes: significant event, prior doubts, pressures, who are you concerned about
telling decisions that you make?)

Can you describe barriers or obstacles as a student here?

Tell me about your experience at the university.
(Probes: social, integration, professors, resources, classes, work, involvement,
etc.)

How would you describe yourself in comparison to other students at the UA?

Do you feel confident that you will graduate from this university?
(Probes: if no, then what type of institution might you switch to, if any, twg-year
another type of four-year, smaller, away from home, vocational or trade school)

Questions such as:
How did that make you feel?
What happened next?
Tell me more.
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