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ABSTRACT

There has been considerable research into tertiary students’ patterns of progression and retention but little detailed understanding of the interacting factors that contribute to non traditional students’ decisions to withdraw from university. The purpose of the research reported here was to identify reasons why teacher education students decided to leave university in their first year. The study sought to delve beneath the surface of attrition statistics and probe the circumstances that influenced students’ withdrawal from university. 

Results of the study revealed a complex web of factors- in particular, personal or family illness, competing family responsibilities, financial difficulties, and  “logistics” forcing students to withdraw or take extended leave.  Quests for simple solutions to attrition must be resisted –especially where low-income women with family responsibilities are involved. Policies guaranteeing equality of access to tertiary study are meaningless unless they generate enabling practices that recognise and actively support academic progression and retention amongst a  diverse student population.

Factors affecting students’ progression in the first year of university have been of increasing interest to the higher education sector in recent years. In a changing university climate projections about student enrolments are increasingly important to institutional academic and resource planning. In terms of the professions, especially vocationally oriented professions such as early childhood teaching with its severe teacher shortages, enrolling and retaining a supply of potential employees is critical for continuing professional viability and quality experiences for children.

There has been considerable research into student progression and retention but, with increasingly diverse students bodies, pinpointing experiences most important in facilitating progression and persistence for particular types of students has become increasingly difficult. There have been few attempts to create detailed pictures of persistence and attrition within specific courses and student cohorts, despite McConnell Castle’s (1991) claim that situational uniqueness must be better understood if institutions are to implement effective strategies to increase the likelihood of student retention.

The purpose of the on-going work reported here is to identify factors affecting early childhood teacher education students’ decisions to leave university in their first year of enrolment with the view to offering better academic support programs. The study sought to delve beneath the surface of attrition and probe the complexity of events and motivations that influenced students’ lives and their subsequent decisions to withdraw from university. A particular motivation for the study was to respond formally to the somewhat accusatory view amongst some academic staff that students admitted to the early childhood education program left because they were not able to cope with the academic demands of university level study. Indeed, anecdotal evidence and close involvement with the students suggested otherwise. Our discussions with students over time pointed to complex patterns of events that affected decisions to leave university. Further, there was little indication that students left because they “didn’t like the course” or had made the “wrong choice”. 

In addition to the institutional implications of attrition, better understanding attrition experiences should affect provision of more appropriate student psychological and welfare support services. A more in-depth understanding of an individual’s experiences should help unpack the intertwined psychological (such as self-esteem) and economic effects of course withdrawal for individuals. At this time of increased participation in higher education, many students are the first in their families to attend university, and considerable personal, family and financial sacrifices have been made to enable their enrolment. This is especially true for mature-age students from low-income backgrounds and with family responsibilities and attendant financial commitments such as mortgages. 

The high proportion of mature students with dependants in the early childhood teaching program is consistent with worldwide trends toward increasing enrolments of older students, and while there are indications that mature students perform well at University they also show higher rates of attrition than do school leavers (8ean & Metzner, 1985). The reasons why mature age students withdraw from study are not well understood and little research has focused exclusively on their experiences. Further, the considerable diversity in age, ethnicity, educational background, employment status, previous family university participation and family support amongst mature age students (Kates, 1995) makes the student body difficult to categorise and study. This diversity compounds the already complex combination of factors affecting student progression and persistence. 

There has been even less focus on attrition patterns for students, mature or otherwise, in vocationally oriented early childhood teaching programs. Given their relatively recent (1989) inclusion in the university sector, their increasing size, the continuing high demand for early childhood teachers and the predominantly female student body with a high proportion of mature age students, exploration of continuity of enrolment is timely.

In recent years, the student body within early childhood teacher education in the large metropolitan Australian university program where this study was based has changed from being one of predominantly female, Anglo-Australian school leavers under 20 years of age to a socio-culturally diverse, but still female population, with substantially more mature women, many from low- income backgrounds. About half of recent student cohorts are non school leavers with a range of pre-tertiary experiences and significant family and related work responsibilities. Few students have a mother (15%) or father (21%) who attended university (Barrie, 1999). In recent years, attrition rates have increased with about half of a commencing student intake of 100-130 students withdrawing or taking extended leave of absence by the end of the first academic year. 

Rationale

The higher education climate over the last decade has seen a more diverse, mature and less academically elite student body, decreased and changing university funding, and competition for students between universities and with the more vocationally oriented college (TAFE) sector. This is especially true in early childhood teacher education. A clearer picture of students’ backgrounds and needs and progression and retention patterns and experiences, especially in courses with high levels of attrition such as nursing (Burgum, Martins & Northey, 1993) and early childhood teaching, means that retention efforts can be better targeted to individual students’ requirements. 

While some studies of student persistence and attrition are atheoretical descriptions of progression and retention patterns, most studies are informed by theoretical models of attrition (Kember, 1989). Longitudinal models of attrition view it as a series of changing commitments and experiences in which student background characteristics influence their interactions within the academic environment, which in turn shape students’ attitudes and educational outcomes (Bean, 1982; Tinto, 1975).  A decision to withdraw from a program is interpreted in the light of both a student’s goal orientations and lifestyle, as well as course and support services provided by the institution (Kember, 1989; Stage, 1989). 

The major difficulty with most attrition studies is that they don’t adequately explore the complexity of attrition experiences for individuals. There is little recognition of the multiplicity and contradictions that construct students’, especially women’s lives, and particularly, how gender, culture, family status and economic status interact. 
Data sources

The present study is an attempt to create a detailed picture of students’ reasons for withdrawing from university within the first year of their enrolment in an undergraduate early childhood teaching degree. Drawing on longitudinal models of attrition six sets of variables were used to guide interviews with exiting and former students: (1) background characteristics relating to the individual situation, such as personal well being, family status, employment status, and financial considerations; (2) pre college experiences and achievements; (3) vocational goals and commitment; (4) academic adjustment and expectations; (5) work and home influences; and (6) student culture and environment (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Kember, 1989; Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1975).

A total of 35 discontinuing female students (aged between 20 and 52) from recent cohorts  enrolled in an early childhood teaching degree at a major Sydney metropolitan university were asked about their reasons for leaving university as part of their normal exit discussions and as part of normal student advising, monitoring and evaluation processes. Most students were interviewed in person by the course coordinator (me). Some students who did not seek an advisory meeting were contacted by phone. Interviews were between 10 and 30 minutes duration and involved a forward planning component to encourage students to return to university. Questions were generally open-ended and guided by the constructs outlined above. Most importantly, the interviews aimed to explore the inner decision making processes and motivations that culminated in withdrawal from the course. The main purpose of the exit interviews was to gain a clearer picture of students’ experiences with the view of better targeting academic and pastoral support. 

Results and conclusions

As predicted, from familiarity with the student body and on going conversations with first years students, particularly non traditional students (mature women with children) data analyses revealed a complex web of factors affecting student decisions to withdraw (or technically, in some cases, take extended leave) from university. Few decisions to leave, other than those made in the first few weeks by school leavers, were straightforward (for example, having chosen the wrong course, course difficulty, or attending university because of parental pressure).

Analyses of interview data yielded three common factors underlying decisions to withdraw- personal illness (including stress related conditions) or family illness, competing family responsibilities, and financial difficulties. In many cases all three factors combined to create a “flash point” that resulted in the decision to withdraw. . However, despite the common themes, the interplay of factors ensured that the context and experience for each participant was unique. The issue of “logistics” or time management seemed to permeate most categories and was closely related to what has sometimes been termed “unrealistic academic expectations.”  Also, as predicted, there was a cumulative effect of these factors over time- usually starting well before university enrolment 

Withdrawing students’ stories revealed considerable “soul searching”, pain and psychological trauma as they negotiated the circumstances of their lives. Frequently, events and circumstances that appeared to happen by chance or circumstances beyond students’ control, were largely predictable products of varying combinations of economic vulnerability (eg. single parent on pension, or single income family with partner in low blue collar employment), cultural backgrounds and traditions, gender, and a volatile and depressed community economic climate. 

For most students, the actual decision to withdraw involved a web of complex and interacting events and circumstances mediated by a perception that their ultimate role was to support their family and/or partner both psychologically and practically, and by the demands of on-campus university study with no flexible learning component.   In the case of two younger students, for example, parent illness required them to manage an ailing family small business. 

In some cases, the stated reason for leaving university was something like- The car broke down and I couldn’t afford to buy a new one/get it repaired  so couldn’t get to class. A likely response might be- Why not use public transport?  But, in fact, the broken car was usually the “final straw” in a range of events and circumstances that hampered academic focus. In one case, for example, the broken car meant it was unrealistic to use public transport to take one child to child care, and another to school (in opposite directions) and then get to university and back to collect the school-aged child at 3pm and the baby at 6pm. 

For mature students who had waited many years to enrol in a university course, combinations of factors leading to withdrawal or deferment proved personally devastating. There was considerable loss of face and sense of personal failure in having to leave university after entering with such high hopes. Interestingly, most students (except five), planned to resume university studies once personal and family circumstances changed, although they acknowledged that this might be some years in the future. 

Examples of typical* student experiences are provided below. Details of cases have been combined or modified to ensure that no individual can be identified.

Jessica* was a 19 year old student who had to leave home in year 11 because her father was abusing her. She set up house with her boyfriend, a labourer. She struggled to complete high school and gained entry to university. She worked for a year after school to purchase furniture and “to save-up” for her wedding reception. About 4 months after starting university the boyfriend was involved in a car accident. His injuries meant he could not work. The car was unregistered and driven by an unlicensed driver. Jessica left  university to get a full-time job to pay rent, meet repayments on the furniture, and pay the outstanding account for the wedding celebrations. She plans to return to university- one day.  

Jodi is 32 with school-age children. She always wanted to “be a teacher”  but became pregnant at the end of year 12. She spent the next decade raising children and working part-time. When the youngest child settled into school, having completed a uni preparation course, she enrolled in university. For 6 months she managed to juggle “getting her husband to work”, and children to school.  She worked part-time on  two nights- Friday and Saturday when her husband could look after the children…. She dropped 2 subjects before the census date. She passed the other two subjects. But it was just too much. She was working 50 or so hours a week on university work, driving 2 hours a day, snatching 20 minutes at a time in the library, “if she was lucky”, trying to be a the school gate a 3pm, caring for three children and the household, and working in a call centre 2 nights (16 hours) a week. Her husband was quite supportive but the reality was there were not enough hours in the day to meet her family, work and university commitments. She was exhausted. Jodi left university but hopes to return when family commitments allow. 

Fatima was 22 when she enrolled in the course. She lived at home. She had worked in several jobs since leaving school, including a family mixed-business. Toward the end of her first year, her 55 year old father was diagnosed with cancer; her grandfather died and her elderly grandmother moved in with the family. Fatima had to leave university to help run the family business and support her mother and grandmother. She says she will return.

Miranda is 44. She cares for her 9 year old grand daughter who has a learning disability. Her daughter, the child’s mother, is a drug addict. She dropped 2 subjects and after trying to support her daughter through a difficult court case, plus health problems left the course. She plans to return. 

Kylie is a 28 year old mother of two young children. Both have chronic asthma. She lives alone with the children. Her mother lives close by, but works full-time. The children have different fathers. Kylie left university before the end of first semester. The travelling, driving children to school, plus harassment from one of the children’s fathers, including killing the family dog placed too much stress on her health. She plans to return when “things are running more smoothly”. 

Most revealing from the data was that each case was unique and each set of circumstances, while containing common elements, economic vulnerability, personal stressors, and competing family commitments, was complex in itself. Aggregating data for the purpose of categorisation, as common in most empirical studies, runs the risk of devaluing the stories and voices of the individuals who made the decision to leave university. Many students and their immediate families, perhaps a disproportionate number, were touched by serious illness and tragedy. But my experiences with students in this course over a number of years suggests that many are affected by  combinations of serious problems and that study comes at a very high price. One student paid the ultimate price- murdered by an ex partner.

Coming across loud and clear in this study was the message that attrition was a complex and unique experience for each student that cannot and should not be lost in statistical pirouettes. 

There were few indications that factors traditionally associated with student persistence such as pre tertiary academic performance (Kember, 1989), course difficulty (Schurr, Ellen & Ruble, 1987) or identification with university culture (Bean & Metzner, 1985) influenced these students’ decisions to leave the program. Rather, student decisions to discontinue were based on much rawer, more fundamental issues related to family welfare, health and financial difficulties. Few students seemed to have the “luxury” of making decisions on the basis of their own personal, educational and/or career needs. The cultural and social traditions governing their roles as mothers, wives and daughters proved much more powerful mediators of experience. 

A major emphasis in course promotion, information sessions, and pre enrolment interviews was highlighting academic expectations and presenting realistic pictures, often “worst-case” scenarios of university study. Staff always emphasise that full-time study requires at least 40 hours work per week, that classes run between 8am to 6am, and that school and university holidays don’t necessarily coincide. Further we stress that many family chores, especially housekeeping, need to go on hold. We always stress that it is unrealistic to work full time and study full time, as many younger students and most mothers try to do. At the same time, we don’t want to be so negative that students give up before they start. And of course, we all know of students who manage, somehow, demanding family commitments, work and travel, and achieve academic success. 

We have cases of students who succeed against all odds- serious illnesses, family deaths, accidents, major disabilities, family violence and abuse, partners with drug and alcohol addictions, working a variety of jobs, sole parent care of several children etc. etc  Recently,  one young woman handed us a badly singed assignment –on time- the morning after her house had been set alight, allegedly by an ex boyfriend. Many of our students succeed against all odds and investigations of resilience and persistence are another aspect of interest in continuing work on progression and retention. 

Conclusion

As university student populations become increasingly pluralistic this diversity is reflected in the construction of students’ experiences and stories. Each student’s experiences are embedded in a tapestry of social constructions with unique, but overlapping customs and traditions. The purpose of this study was to uncover and explicate some of the threads in this tapestry that influence course withdrawal or deferment. 

Hopefully, a better understanding of factors contributing to attrition, especially for mature women students from low income backgrounds, will enable more informed institutional planning, especially at the course and school level. Clearly, given students’ increasing economic vulnerability and high levels of family commitment, interventions and support mechanisms must be targeted to the realities of students’ lives. Ideally, initiatives such as flexible learning, multiple entry and exit points, spreading teaching over a full year, mentoring, reliable and cost effective on-line access to resources, and supported child care – in students’ homes, rather than on university based sites, might assist many vulnerable students better manage university study. 

It’s now time for revisiting ways to address student needs. Any quest for simple solutions to attrition won’t work –especially where it concerns low-income women with multiple commitments. Policies guaranteeing equality of access are meaningless if they amount to merely removing formal barriers to university enrolment. What’s needed are true enabling practices and policies, that recognise and actively support the contexts of students’ identities and experiences. 
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