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INTRODUCTION

The past few years has seen a decrease in the percentage of undergraduate students who withdraw
from the University of Washington prior to completing their degrees, yet student attrition remains a
serious concern. Over the past ten years, an average of 33 percent of all undergraduates left the
University within five years without completing a degree.' The overall rate of attrition is the same for
freshmen who enter directly from high school and students who transfer from other post-secondary
institutions, but the pattern of leaving is different. Fewer freshmen than transfer students leave after
the first year (11% vs. 23%, respectively), but a higher percentage of freshmen withdraw subsequently
such that the five-year cumulative attrition rate is essentially equivalent for the two groups (34% for
freshmen, and 31% for transfer students). '

The present study was a preliminary attempt to identify factors which ‘might contribute to under-
graduate attrition at the University of Washington by surveying student opinions and relating the
information obtained to academic records. A secondary focus was a comparisonof two commonly
used survey modalities: mailed questionnaires and telephone interviews. For reasons of simplicity, the
population was limited to a single entering class of freshmen, and another of undergraduate transfer
students. Surveys were undertaken with freshmen entrants who withdrew after two years at the
University, and transfer students who left after one year. One-half of the students in each group were
surveyed by mailed questionnaire, and one-half by telephone interview. Additional information was
obtained on each student from the computerized student record system maintained by the University.

METHOD

.Population

Freshmen entraﬁts (N=149) were those who enrolled at the University directly from high school in
autumn quarter, 1991, were enrolled spring quarter, 1993, and were not enrolled either autumn
quarter, 1993, or winter quarter, 1994. _ '

Transfer students (N=180) were undergraduates who entered the University from 2-year or 4-year
colleges in autumn quarter, 1992, were enrolled spring quarter, 1993, and were not enrolled either
autumn quarter, 1993, or winter quarter, 1994, ‘

University of Washington Office of Admissions and Records, University of Washington Graduation and
Attrition Rates for Freshmen Entering from High School, Autumn Term 198] - Autumn Term 1993, and
University of Washington Graduation and Attrition Rates Jor Transfer Students Entering from F. our Year
Schools, Autumn Term 1981 - Autumn Term 1 993, May 26, 1994. ' '



Procedures

Computerized student records were obtained on all students in each of the above groups. These data
‘were drawn from the central student database maintained by the University, and included addresses
and phone numbers for each student, and demographic variables such as sex and ethmc1ty

Questionnaires were sent to one-half of the students in the freshmen and transfer groups, and
contained questions about students’ expectations before entering the University, their experiences
while enrolled, and their current plans and activities. Questionnaires were sent to each student’s
permanent address as listed in University records. (This was often the address of his or her parents.)
A cover letter and stamped, return envelope were included with each questionnaire, and a second
questionnaire, cover letter and return envelope were sent to each student two weeks later to increase
the response rate. Nevertheless, completed questionnaires were returned by only 28 (37.3%) of the
freshmen, and 23 (24.5%) of the transfer students. Sample cover letters and a questionnaire can be
found in Appendiccs A and B, respectively.

Telephone interviews were attempted with the remaining half of the freshmen and transfer students.
Interviewing services were contracted from an on-campus office with trained staff and a computerized
telephone survey system. Interview protocol were modeled as closely as possible on the mailed
questionnaires. The telephone numbers used were those listed with the students” permanent addresses
in the University records. Each number was called as many times as was necessary either to make
contact or to determine that we had an incorrect number, and yet the completion rate was still very
low. Completed interviews were obtained from only fifteen (20.3%) of the freshmen, and ten (11.6%)
of the transfer students. ‘

Calls placed to students were sometimes answered by a parent. If the student wasn’t home, the parent
was asked when the student would be available, or to provide another number where he or she might
be reached. Parents were also asked to respond to a reduced set of questions taken from the student
protocol, not as a replacement for student response, but as a secondary data set interesting in its own
right. Parent interviews were completed with parents of 13 (17.6%) of the freshmen and 9 (10.5%) of
the transfer students.

RESULTS
Response Rate

A notable result of the present study is the extremely low response rate. The rates as given above are
in sharp contrast to the 50 to 70 percent rate of return typically obtained by the Office of Educational
Assessment for mailed questionnaires. Table 1 shows rates of response for various groups. As can be
seen, the overall rate of return for mailed questionnaires was 30.2 percent, compared to a 15.6 percent
completion rate for telephone interviews, freshmen responded at a higher rate than did transfer
students, and females were twice as likely to respond as were males. Differences in response rates by
ethnicity and class standing were not interpretable because of small frequencies in many categories.

The low response rate for telephone- interviews was largely due to the difficulty in finding respondents
at home. Telephone interviews were completed with twenty-five former students, yet “call -backs”
were requested for nearly that same number when the student was not immediately available to take
the phone. Each telephone number was called at least ten times at various times of the day and week,
but these students were not contacted.

2 A , Factors Contributing to Undergraduate Attrition



Faidii

Table 1. Response Rates by Group (Percents)

GROUP _— RESPONSE RATE
Mailed questionnaires - 30.2
Telephone interviews 15.6
Freshmen entrants _ 28.8
Transfer students 18.3
Female - . _ 30.6
Male 160

Demographic Information

Because of the extremely low response rate, results of the survey cannot be considered representative
of student leavers as a group, but merely as indicative of possible trends. Three demographic

variables were examined to determine the degree to which respondents were similar to the tota] group
surveyed. : :

As noted above, respondents were found to be dissimilar to the total group with respect to gender in
that females were over-represented. Additional detail is provided in Table 2 which shows the
proportion of females and males within each group (freshmen versus transfers) by mode (questionnaire
versus telephone interview) categories. There are at least twice as many females as males in each
group with the exception of freshmen who responded to telephone interviews. In this case the
proportions are reversed, but the total number of respondents to telephone interviews (whether

freshmen or transfer students) is so low that variation in these categories may be largely a function of
chance. '

Ethnicity and class standing were also mnvestigated. Table 3 shows the percentage of students within
each ethnic classification for the total group of student leavers, and for respondents. As shown in the
table, the ethnic distribution of freshmen respondents and of transfer students who responded to
telephone interviews corresponded to that of the original population. However there was a

disproportionate number of non-minorities among transfer students who responded to the mailed
questionnaire. ' '

Table 4 shows the class standing of the total group and of respondents. Freshmen students were
primarily classified as sophomores or Juniors, and the distribution of questionnaire respondents
matched that of the original population. However, telephone respondents included a higher proportion
of sophomores than would be expected, and a lower proportion of juniors. A wider range of classes
was found among transfer students than among freshmen entrants, but here too, younger students
(juniors) were more likely to respond than were older students (seniors).

'f able 2. Gender Distribution (Percents)

FRESHMEN TRANSFERS
Ques Tele ‘ Ques ~  Tele
All Resp . Resp All Resp Resp
51.0 75.0

149 28 15 180 23 10

Factors Contributing to Undergraduate Attrition



Table 3. Ethnic Distribution (Percents)

FRESHMEN TRANSFERS
Ques Tele Ques _ Tele
All Resp Resp Resp

American Indian

Combination

TOTALN 180 23 10

Table 4. Class Standing (Percents)

TOTAL N . 149 28 15

Satisfaction with thé University of Washington

Questions within the survey were grouped into three general content areas. Students were asked to
describe their 1) level of satisfaction with the University of Washington, 2) current situation and plans,
and 3) particular experiences at the University. This section summarizes responses to-the first of
these, and includes comparisons between freshmen entrants and transfer students for both open-ended
and closed questions. Additional comparisons between questionnaire and telephone interview
respondents are provided for closed questions. :

Satisfaction with the University of Washington may be, at least in part, a function of the degree to
which experiences at the University correspond to initial expectations. Table 5 shows the main
reasons given for attending college. A total of 76 respondents provided 93 responses. Forty-two
freshmen entrants provided 52 responses, and 34 transfer students provided 41 responses.

Table 5. What was the main reason you decided to go to college?

FRESHMEN TRANSFERS TOTAL
N % N % N %
26 50.0 12 293 38 40.9

52 100.0 » 41 93
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| . The most common reason‘respondent‘s gave for attending college was to acquire knowledge or obrain
a degree (40.9% of total). A much greater percentage of freshmen responses fell into this category
than did transfer responses (50.0% versus 29.3%). While some respondents focused primarily on the

degree they hoped to receive, others emphasized their interest in education for its own sake. Some
sample comments are: . ' '

~ Ifyou want to get anywhere in the world today, you need a college degree. At the very least!
Edub_aﬁon. Nota degfee, per se, but an intellectual broadening.

To get a Bachelor’s degree in the arts - I want to learn as much as possible about
literature, art, and related fields. To be able to learn Jrom peers as well as instructors.

Attainment of career goals was the second most frequently mentioned reason for going to college
(31.2% of total). This category received the greatest percentage of responses from transfers (34.1%),
and the second largest percentage of responses from freshmen entrants (28.8%). While some
respondents simply indicated that they felt going to college would enable them to find better jobs later
on, others had very specific career goals as the following comments indicate.

To get a good job.

For a career in a field that I would enjoy and be able to support myself and possibly a
Jamily on. ‘ : :

To complete dental school prerequisites for admission to UW dental school.

I'went to college to try and earn'a degree that would enable me to become a dietitian.

...... Respohdents were also asked why they specifically chose to attend the University of Washington.
Their responses are summarized in Table 6. A total of 76 respondents provided 121 reasons. Forty-

two freshmen entrants provided 72 reasons, and 34 transfer students provided 49 reasons.

- Table 6. Why did you choose UW?

FRESHMEN TRANSFERS TOTAL
- . N % N % N %
i 23 319 13 265 36 297

B TOTAL 72 100.0 49 100.0 1 100.0
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Clearly, many respondents listed multiple reasons for their decision to attend the University of
Washington. Locarion and reputation were the most common reasons overall that respondents gave
for their choice of the UW (29.7% and 19.8% of total, respectively). In both cases, more freshmen
entrants than transfer students listed these as their main reasons for choosing UW (31.9% of freshmen
versus 26.5% of transfer responses listed location while 25.0% of freshmen versus 12.2% of transfer
responses listed reputation).

At the time I thought a prestigious school was the way to go. It was close 1o home, was hard
to get into out-of-state, and had a good reputation. '

It has a wonderful reputation, Seattle was an ideal location, and I liked its large size.

The course offerings and academic programs available at the University of ‘Washington was the main
reason listed by transfer students for attending the University.

UW has-a good reputation. Tuition was reasonable and I was looking for a program like
Comparative History of Ideas.

Because I am interested in the health care field and the UW has excellent programs as well
as it being a local college and well-respected over-all.

One of the only universities with my interest -- Scandinavian Studies.

Respondents were asked to rate the degree to which their goals for going to college had been met at
UW. Ratings were obtained on a five-point scale (1=not at all, 5=extremely well), and average
ratings are shown in Table 7. Although the ratings by transfer students were somewhat higher than
those by freshmen entrants (3.2 versus 2.7, respectively), this difference was not statistically
significant. Ratings-by each group were toward the mid-point of the scale, indicating that students’
goals in going to college had been met only fairly well at the University. This might reasonably
constitute a major factor in students’ decisions to leave. There were no differences in ratings obtained
'by questionnaire versus telephone interview. ‘

Table 7. How well did UW help you meet your goals for going to college? (Means)

Freshmen Transfers
Ques Tele Total Ques Tele Total
: ) 32
N 28 15 43 23 10 33

A recent study of UW seniors provides supporting evidence of the importance of goal attainment.
Using a five-point scale, Gillmore? asked respondents to rate their agreement with the statement, J
have accomplished my educational goals at UW. Ratings by these students (3.8 for both freshmen
entrants and transfer students) who were close to graduation were considerably higher than those
reported above for students who had left the University without graduating.

Further information was obtained about student satisfaction with specific aspects of their experiences
at UW. Table 8 shows the coding of responses to an open-ended question regarding students’ MOST
satisfying experiences at UW along with the number of responses given for each category. A total of
69 respondents provided 90 responses. Forty freshmen provided 51 responses and 29 transfers
provided 39 responses. ;

2 Gerald M. Gillmore The Spring, 1994, University of Washington Senior Survey, Office of Educational
Assessment, University of Washington, Report No. 94-8, August, 1994. '
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Table 8. What did you find ﬁxost satisfying about your experiences at UW? Why?

FRESHMEN TRANSFERS TOTAL
: N % N % N %
Quality of instruction 10 19.6 ‘ '

51 100.0 39 100.0

Quality of instruction teceived the greatest number of responses as the most positive aspect of
respondents’ experience at UW. This category captured approximately twice as many transfer
responses as freshmen responses (38.4% versus 19.6%) and far more transfer responses fell into this

- category than into any other.

For the most part, the instructors were great. The classes were stimulating and challenging
and it was great meeting the other students and working with them.

The professors, teachers, and student assistants were very nice and helpfil
The UW social life and student community received the same percentage of responses as quality of

instruction among freshmen as the most positive aspect of their UW experience (19.6%). It received a
much smaller percentage of Tesponses among transfers (7.7%).

The students are Jriendly, the food is pretty good, and there’s q lot of places to associate
with people. (sic)

Good cla.g;ves, good social atmosphere - Ist year expenses were well arranged -- could
concentrate on being a student.

* The LEAST satisfying aspects mentioned by respondents about their UW experience are provided in

Table 9 below with the number and percentage of responses for each category. A total of 70

Tespondents provided 84 responses. Forty freshmen provided 47 responses and 29 transfers proﬁded
37 responses. '

Large class sizes (17.9% of total) and an impersonal atmosphere (15.4% of total) led the list as the
least satisfying aspects of the UW experience for respondents. Roughly the same percentage of
freshmen and transfer responses mentioned large class size (17% versus 18.9%): A much larger
percentage of freshmen responses than transfer responses cited an impersonal atmosphere as the least -
satisfying aspect of the UW experience, however.

The large undergraduate classes -- very hard to be motivated when you're just a face in the
crowd. : :

Lack of personal attention -- lost in the large number of students

Too big and unfriendly
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Student services and advising received the third largest percentage of total responses to this question
(14.3%). Seventeen percent of freshmen responses versus 10.8 percent of transfer responses fell into
this category. It is interesting to note, by contrast, that 12.8 percent of transfer responses listed
student services or advising as the most positive aspect of their UW experience while no freshmen
responses listed it as a positive aspect.

Administration is very impersonal. They don’t seem 10 be very helpful with how to solve
problems, where to go, who to talk to.

I was repulsed by the bloated, hideous bureaucracy. It was almost an exercise in Sutility to
get anything done or changed.

_ Table 9. What did you find least satisfying about your experiences at UW? Why?
FRESHMEN ‘ TRANSFERS TOTAL
N % N Y% N % -
7 18.9 15 17.9

Large class size

TOTAL T e 1000 37

Respondents were asked the main reason and any additional reasons they had for leaving the UW.
Their combined responses to these questions are indicated in Table 10. A total of 73 respondents
provided 119 responses. Forty-one freshmen provided 62 responses and 32 transfers provided 57
responses. ’

Table 10. What was your main reason for leaving oTwW?

FRESHMEN TRANSFERS TOTAL
N % . N % N
12 - 11 193 23

Administrative problems

Poor academic performance
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Reasons relating to UW experience -

AClose to half of all reasons for leaving UW cited by respondents related directly to their experience at
the University (42.9%). There was little variation between the percentage of freshmen responses
relating to UW (45.1%) and the corresponding percentage of transfer responses (40.4%). The specific

aspects of the UW experience which prompted respondents to leave did vary between freshmen and
transfers, however. '

The inability to get into one’s major of choice or the unavailability of one’s preferred program of
Study was the category which received the largest percentage of responses among UW-related reasons
for leaving and the second largest percentage of Tesponses overall (14.3%). A larger percentage of
freshmen responses ( 17.7%) than transfer responses (10.3%) fell into this category.

I decided to change my major, and it was not offered.

T'was not accepted into the School of Nursing. My decision to leave was logical - there
were no other courses I could really take to help my ability to get into the Nursing School,

 No degree offered in my field of Physical Education.

Money was only reason. Iam 1/4 Native American from single-parent household. When my
finances started to Jall apart, I began 1o question if the long-term benefits would be there Jjor
me. I attended a whole quarter without getting credit due to a Student aid

misunderstanding. Also, I owe $2,000 to housing and 84,000 in federal loans without much
to show for it. '

{was on full out-of-state tuition scholarship from the (funding source). When I did not meet

the GPA requirements in the spring of my sophomore Year, I had 1o transfer because I could
not afford to pay out-of-state tuition.

Personal reasons for leaving UW also accounted for a fairly large percentage of responses (12.6% of
total). Again, there was little variation between the percentages of freshmen and transfer responses
that fell into this category. Finally, a significant percentage of responses (14.3% of total) appear in

. the “other” category, reflecting the many, diverse reasons that cause people to leave UW.

Respondents were asked to rate each of several aspects of their UW experiences on a five-point scale

ranging from ./ =very unsatisfactory to 5=very satisfactory. As can be seen in Table 11, the highest
ratings for both freshmen entrants and transfers were given to sports events and sports facilities.

Factors Centributing to Undergraduate Attrition



Freshmen gave the lowest ratings to ability to get into major of choice and opportunity to interact
with faculty. For transfers, the least satisfactory aspects of their experience were quality of university
housing, academic advising, and availability of financial aid. Ratings by transfer students were
significantly higher than those of freshmen for ability to get into major of choice, opportunity to
interact with faculty, and university-sponsored social events. Freshmen gave significantly higher
ratings to sports facilities and quality of university housing. ’

Ratings given by respondents to their overall experience at UW are shown In Table 12. These means
£all between neither satisfactory nor unsatisfactory and somewhat satisfactory. No differences were
found between ratings by freshmen and transfers, or between questionnaire and telephone respondents.

Table 11. Please rate each of the following aspects of your experience at UW from 1=very unsatisﬁzctéry
to S=very satisfactory. (Means)' '

FRESHMEN TRANSFERS
Tele - Total Ques Tele

Ques

\structional facilities

e ol ovente | 35 38 36 39

The number of students responding varied across items. ,
2 Ratings by freshman and transfer students were significantly different for this item.
3 Ratings by questionnaire and telephone respondents were significantly different for this item.

Table 12. Please rate your overall experience at the University of Washington. (Means, 1=very
unsatisfactory to S=very satisfactory)

FRESHMEN _ TRANSFERS
Ques Tele Total Ques Tele Total

N

28 15 43 23 10

Current Situation and Plans

The questionnaire included a set of items relating to students’ plans and activities since leaving the
University. Nearly all respondents, both freshmen entrants and transfer students, indicated that they
intend to continue their education (see Table 13). A someéwhat higher percentage of freshmen planned
to pursue a bachelor’s degree than did transfer students (85.4% versus 74.2%, Table 14). Transfers
were more likely than freshmen to seck “other” types of degrees, including primarily professional or
graduate degrees. Both freshmen and transfer students were more likely to state that they were
planning to obtain a bachelor’s degree in telephone interviews than on written questionnaires,
indicating a strong social desirability response bias. Intended institutions were primarily in-state,
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. time (93.9%, Table 17). Transfer students were less likely than freshmen to be attending full

although institutions such as Harvard, Comell, and the Universities of Alaska, Colorado and New
Mexico were also cited.

Table 13. Do you plan to continue_ your education? (Percents)

FRESHMEN TRANSFERS

Ques Tele Total __Total

N

15

42 22 10

Table 14. If YES, what degree are ydu planning to obtain? (Percents)

FRESHMEN v TRANSFERS
: Ques Tele Total " Ques Tele Total
AA . 24 0.0 - 0.0 0.0

N

31

currently enrolled (69.8%, Table 16) was approximately equal to the percentage who listed going to
_school as their primary activity. This reflects the very high percentage who were attending school full-
-timne

(55.6%), and so a greater percentage were currently enrolled (56.3%) than considered this their
primary activity. Institutions in which students were currently enrolled were often those at which
students intended to obtain a degree, as named above. Table 18 shows that freshmen and transfer
students who were attending school were equally likely to be enrolled in a degree program (84.0%
versus 82.4%). A large percentage of students who were not currently enrolled were mtending to

apply for admission (80.0% for freshmen, and 81.8% for transfers, Table 1 9), consistent with their
stated intent to continue their education. '

Table 15. What is your current primary activity? (Percents)

FRESHMEN TRANSFERS
cle Total Ques Tele

work / A . .

Working or looking for

28 42

14

Table 16.' Are you currently enrolled in school? (Percents)

FRESHMEN
Tele

Total

15 43 23 9 32

Factors Contributing to Undergraduate Attrition ' | , o ‘ 11



Table 17. If YES, what is your enrollment statué? (Percents)

. FRESHMEN TRANSFERS
Ques Tele Total Ques Tele Total
5.0 10.0 6.7

N 20

10 30

Table 18. If YES, are you enrolled in a degree program? (Percents)

FRESHMEN » TRANSFERS
Ques Tele Ques Tele Total

N 20

Table 19. If NO, are you intending to apply for admission? (Percents)

FRESHMEN TRANSFERS
Tele Total Ques Tele Total

N 3 7

10 7 4 11

Transfer students were somewhat more likely than freshmen entrants to be currently working (71.9%
versus 63.4%, respectively, Table 20), ‘but there was no difference in the number of hours worked
(26.8 hours per week for freshmen, and 25.1 hours for transfers, Table 21). -However, transfer
students were more likely than were freshmen to hold a job related to their desired career (50.0% of
the transfer students, compared to 29.6% of the freshmen), as shown in Table 22.

Table 20. Are you currently working? (Percents)

FRESHMEN TRANSFERS
Ques T Ques Tele

Total

N 27 41 22
Table 21. If YES, how many hours do you work each week? (Means)

FRESHMEN TRANSFERS
Tele Total Ques Tele

Total

N 21 5 26 15

Table 22. If YES, is this job related to the career yow’d like to be in? (Percents)

FRESHMEN . TRANSFERS
Ques Tele Total Ques Tele

22 5 27
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Experiences While at the University of Washington

Higher pefcentages of students reported that they had worked while attending the University than were
currently working (68.3% versus 63.4% for freshmen, and 78.8% versus 71.9% for transfer students,

Tables 23 and 20), and the average hours worked per week was only slightly less while they were

enrolled (20.2 hours versus 26.8 hours for freshmen, and 21.8 hours versus 25.
Tables 24 and 21). The reported number of hours worked each week while enrolled is approximately
twice as high as a comparable estimate obtained from current seniors by Gillmore,® and may represent
either a response or sampling bias. Table 25 shows that a slightly higher percentage of freshmen

entrants worked 6n-campus (37.9%) than did transfer students (30.8%), but both groups were twice as
likely to work off-campus as on-campus. :

1 hours for transfers,

Table 23. Did you work while you were atfending UW? (Percents)

FRESHMEN
Tele

Ques Total

N

27 14 41 23

Table 24. ¥f YES, how many hours did you work each week? (Means)

FRESHMEN TRANSFERS
Ques Tele

Total

N 21

16 8 24

Table 25. If YES, where did you work? (Percents)

- FRESHMEN : TRANSFERS
Ques Tele Total ‘ Ques Tele Total

On-campus 455 38.9 12.5 30.8

22 7 29

8 8 26

Table 26 lists the types of residences in which sfudents lived while at the University. Freshmen

. entrants most commonly reported that they lived in on-campus residence halls (44.2%) or off-campus

with acquaintances (34.9%), whereas transfer students tended to live off-campus either with their
partner and/or children (30.3%) or with acquaintances (30.3%). Freshmen students were fairly likely
to have lived in a fraternity or sorority (23 2%) but this was not the case for any of the transfers. The-
differences in residence patterns between freshmen entrants and transfer students is similar to those
reported by Gillmore* between freshmen and transfers, and by Lowell and Gillmore® between all

undergraduates and older than average students, and probably reflects age differences between the two

groups.

- Among students who.lived off-campus, transfer students tended to live farther from campus than did

freshmen entrants as shown by their average commute times (Table 27). Freshmen commuted an

Gillmore, 1994, _
Gillmore, 1994, ' :

Nana Lowell and Gerald M. Gillmore Survey of Older Than Average Students at the University of

Washingt_on, Office of Educational Assessment, University of Washington, Report No. 9

0-4, August,
1990.
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average of approximately 25 minutes in contrast to the approximate average of 40 minutes for
transfers.

Table 26. Where did you live while attending UW? (Pen:ents)1

~ FRESHMEN
Ques Tele Total

pus other

N 28 , 23 10 -33

! Percentages do not sum to 100% because respondents may have selected more than one option.

Table 27. I you lived off—campus, how long did it take you to commute each way? (Means)

TRANSFERS

Ques Tele Total

N

Students were asked to what extent they felt part of the university student community during the time
they were enrolled. The scale used ranged from 1=I felt very much a part of the university student
community to 5=I often felt isolated from the student community. As shown in Table 28, freshmen
felt significantly more a part of the student community than did transfer students. The average rating
for freshmen (2.8) corresponds roughly to the scale value of 3 (I feel neutral about this question), and
the average for transfer students (3.4) falls midway between this value and a value of 4 (I sometimes
felt isolated from the student community).

This question was also included in the previously mentioned study of older than average students.®

The average rating for freshmen in the present study was similar to that of all undergraduates (2.6),
and the rating by transfer students matched that of older than average students (3.4). A similar pattern
was found among current seniors who were asked to use a five-point scale to rate their agreement with

the statement, I have felt a part of the university community (freshmen mean=2.7 and transfer
mean=3.0). :

Table 28. While you were enrolled at UW, to what extent did you feel you were a part of the university
student community? (Means, 1=I felt very much a part of the university student community, 5=I often
felt isolated from the student community)

FRESHMEN TRANSFERS

Ques Tele Total Ques Tele Total

27 15 42 23 10 33

! Ratings by freshman and transfer students were signiﬁcanﬂy different for this item.

Lowell and Gillmore, 1990.
Gillmore, 1994.

7

14 ' | Fabtor_s Contributing tc Undergraduate Attrition



Although freshmen entrants and transfer students differed in the degree to which they felt part of the
university student community, they were equally satisfied with their degree of involvement.
Respondents were asked to indicate their level of satisfaction of a five-point scale, where I=very
unsarisfied, and 5=very satisfied. The average for each group fell near the mid-point of the scale:
neither satisfied nor unsatisfied (3.2 for freshmen, and 3.0 for transfer students).

Table 29. To what extent were you satisfied with the degree to which you felt part of the student
community? (Means, 1=very unsatisfied, S=very satisfied)

FRESHMEN ~° TRANSFERS

Ques Tele Total Tele Total

32

Parent Responses

Parents were asked why their son or daughter had chosen to attend the University of Washington. A
total of 17 parents provided 22 responses to this question as shown in Table 30, The two primary
reasons identified by parents were Jocation and course offerings and academic programs, whereas for
students the two most iImportant reasons were location and reputation, as noted above (Table 6).

Table 30. Why did your son/daughter choose to attend the University of Washington?

9.0
TOTAL : . 22 100.0

Parents rated their son’s or daughter’s experiences at the University of Washington on the same five-

‘point scale as used by the students, where 1=very unsatisfactory, and S5=very satisfactory. The mean

rating given by parents (2.9) is shown in Table 31 and corresponds to a scale value of neither -
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Table 31. Please rate your son’s/daughter’s overall experience at the University of Washington.
(Mean, 1=very unsatisfied, 5=very satisfied) :

22

When parents were asked why their son or daughter had left the University, they emphasized the
quality of education and personal factors much more than did the students (33.3% of parents versus
10.9% of the students listed guality of education as a contributing factor, and 22.2% of the parents
versus 12.6% of the students mentioned personal reasons). On the other hand, parents were much less
likely than students to cite financial reasons in explaining the students’ decision to leave (7.4% of
parents versus 19.3% of the students). ‘

Table 32. What was his/her main reason for leaving w?

Personal

Parents were less certain their sons and daughters would continue their education than were the
students themselves, although the percentage who indicated plans to continue was still very high. As
shown in Table 33, over ninety percent of the parents stated that their son or daughter planned to
continue their education, whereas all of the students interviewed by phone said they intended to
continue (Table 13).

Of the parents who indicated that their sons or daughters planned to continue their-education, 83.3
percent stated that they would pursue a bachelor’s degree. This percentage was somewhat higher than
the percentage of transfer students who stated in telephone interviews that they would seek a
bachelor’s, and quite a bit lower than the percentage obtained for freshmen (80.0% and 93.3%,
respectively, Table 14). ‘

Table 33. Does he/she plan to continue his/her education? (Percent)

:N

Table 34. If YES, what degree is he/she planning to obtain? (Percents)

3

33
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Parents were almost evenly split in stating that their son’s or daughter’s current primary activity was
8oing to school or preparing to 8o to school (42.8%), or working or looking for work (47.6%).
(See Table 35.) This pattern matched the responses given by transfer students in telephone interviews
(Table 15), but contained fewer school-bound and more working students than found in freshmen
interviews above (64.3% and 28.6%, respectively).

Table 35. What is his/her current primary activity? (Percents)

N

Proportionately fewer parents indicated that their children were currently enrolled (47.6%, Table 36)
than did the students who were contacted by telephone (66.7% of the freshmen, and 55.6% of the
transfer students, Table 16). All parents whose children were enrolled indicated that their son or ‘
daughter was enrolled full-time (Tabie 37), and the majority were enrolled in a degree program

(88.8%, Table 38). The majority of parents whose children were not currently enrolled indicated that

their son or danghter was intending to apply for admission (72.7%, Table 39).

Table 36. Is he/she currently enrolled in school? (Percent)

N 21

Table 37. If YES, what is his/her enrollment status? (Percents)

Table 38. If YES, is he/she enrolled in a degree progrdm? ‘(Percent)

N 9

Table 39. If NO, is he/she intending to apply for admission? (Percent)

N 11

The percentage of parents who stated that their children were currently working (68.2%, Table 40)

was similar to the percentage of working transfer students (70.0%, Table 20), but considerably higher .

than the percentage of freshmen entrants (35.7%). The average number of hours worked each week
(28.3) as shown in Table 41, corresponded closely to the number cited by the students themselves, and

35.7 percent of the parents stated that their children-were in jobs related to their career field (Table
42).
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Table 40. Is he/she currently working? (Percent)

N ' 22

Table 41. If YES, how many hours does he/she work each week? (Mean)

N 14

Table 42. I YES, is this job related to the career he/she would like to be in? (Percent)

N 14

According to parents, more than half of the students worked while attending the University (63.6%,
Table 43), which was midway between the percentages of freshmen (50.0%) and transfers (80.0%)
who indicated that they worked (Table 23). The number of hours a week cited by parents (18.6) was
similar to that given by freshmen respondents but lower than that of transfers (19.7 and 25.9 hours,
respectively, Table 24). The percentage of parents who stated that their children worked on-campus
(20.0%, Table 45) was somewhat higher than the responses of either freshmen or transfers (14.3%
and 12.5%, respectively, Table 25). '

Table 43. Did he/she work while he/she was attending UW? (Percent)

N - 22

Table 44. If YES, how many hours did he/she work each week? (Mean)

N : 13

Table 45. If YES, where did he/she work? (Percents)

On-campus

N 5

In part, parent responses regarding their son’s or daughter’s residence during their enrollment at the
University reflected the mix of freshmen entrants and transfer students. As shown in Table 46, the
percentages of students living in on-campus residence halls (31.8%) or in fraternities or sororities
(18.2%) were midway between responses given by freshmen and transfer students. However, the
percentages of students reported by parents to have lived at home (36.4%) was considerably higher
than the percentage of either freshmen or transfer students self reports (13.3% and 10.0%,
respectively, Table 26), and probably reflects a response bias in the parents who responded to the
survey. The average commuting time (18.3 minutes, Table 47) was similar to that reported by
students. ' ‘
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Table 46. Whgre did he/she live while attending UW? (Percents)”

On-campus residence halls

! 'Percentages'do not sum to 100% because respondents may have selected more than one option.

Table 47. If he/she lived off-campus, how long did it take him/her to commaute éach way? (Mean)

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

return is not uncommon in surveys of students who have lefi post-secondary institutions without
graduating, and may constitute a major obstacle in research on student attrition. Responses cannot be

said to be representative of all students who leave prior to graduation. Additionally, a higher

included more females and fewer males, and a somewhat younger age range than did the original
group surveyed. No clear bias was found with respect to ethnicity.

General Outcomes

Factors leading to student attrition were to some extent personal, and beyond the control of the
University, and to some extent indigenous to large universities. Slightly less than half of the
respondents stated that their primary reason for attending college was to acquire knowledge or obtain
a degree, and about one-third attended in order to attain career goals. Location, reputation and
academic programs were the most common reasons that students chose the University of Washington
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(specified by one-fifth to one-quarter of all respondents). Respondents indicated that their goals in
attending college had been met only fairly well at UW; their ratings contrasted with a higher level of
goal attainment among UW seniors reported in a recently completed study. ‘When asked identify the
most satisfying aspect of their experiences at UW, the largest number of students named the quality of
instruction (specified by approximately one-quarter of the respondents) and the social life and student
community (specified by about fifieen percent of the respondents) at the University. When asked what
they found least satisfying, the highest number identified large class sizes, the impersonal atmosphere,
and student services and advising (specified by about fifteen to eighteen percent of the respondents).
The miost common reason identified for leaving the University was financial (about one-fifth of the
respondents), followed by the inability to get into their program of choice (about fourteen percent).
The most highly rated items with respect to student satisfaction were sports events and facilities,
followed by quality of instruction and instructional facilities. Students rated their overall experience at
the University as neither satisfactory nor unsatisfactory.

Nearly all respondents indicated that they intended to continue their education, and most intended to
seck bachelor’s degrees. More than half were currently enrolled in school. Approximately two-thirds
of the respondents were currently working, and the average respondent worked somewhat more than
half-time. A higher proportion of students had worked while attending the University (about three-
quarters), with only slightly fewer hours per week than they were currently working. The reported
number of hours worked per week was much higher than a similar estimate obtained from currently

enrolled seniors and may represent a response or sampling bias. Of those who worked while attending
" school, about one-third worked on-campus. Type of residence while at UW differed for freshmen and
transfer students, as noted below, and those students who lived off-campus commuted an average of
half-an-hour each way. Respondents felt neutral, on average, about the degree to which they felt part
of the university student community, and also about their level of satisfaction with their degree of
involvement. The degree to which they felt part of the student community was similar to that reported
by enrolled seniors. :

Freshmen Entrants versus Transfer Students

As noted in the introduction, the overall five-year attrition rate is very similar for students who enter
the University of Washington from high school (freshmen entrants) and those who transfer from other
post-secondary institutions, but the patteins of attrition vary. Freshmen show a fairly constant rate of
attrition each year (5-10%), whereas a relatively high percentage of transfer students leave after the
first year and fewer thereafter. After five years, both groups show an overall rate of slightly more
than 30 percent. _

Freshmen entrants and transfer students are clearly different in their educational background, and can
be presumed to differ with respect to age and age-related variables such as residence patterns, outside
commitments, and diversity of personal values and poals. Comparisons between the present study and
past surveys showed that freshmen respondents tended to resemble the general undergraduate
population, whereas transfer students were similar to older than average students, with respect to
residence patterns (higher percentages of freshmen entrants lived on-campus or in fraternities or
sororities, and higher percentages of transfer lived off-campus), and the degree to which the students
felt they were part of the university student community (freshmen tended to feel more a part of the
student commuriity than did transfer students). Several additional differences were observed between
freshmen and transfer students.
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Transfer students had more diverse goals in attending college than did freshmen entrants. Freshmen
were much more likely than were transfer students to state that their primary goal was to acquire

‘knowledge or obtain a degree (one-half of the freshmen versus one-third of the transfers), and transfer

students were somewhat more likely to identify attainment of career goals as their primary goal (about
one-third of the transfer students versus one-quarter of the freshmen). Freshmen were more likely to

“choose the University of Washington because of its location and reputation, whereas course offerings

and academic programs were most important for transfer students.

Both groups were most dissatisfied with large class size and the impersonal atmosphere, but freshmen
were much less satisfied with student services and advising, and quality of courses than were transfer
students. Similar findings were.obtained when respondents were asked to rate various aspects of their

major of their choice, their opportunity to interact with faculty, and university-sponsored social events,
and significantly more satisfied with the sports facilities and quality of university housing. When
asked why they left the University, reasons cited were evenly split between personal reasons (including
financial employment needs), and University-related reasons. Freshmen were more likely than were

transfers to cite their nability to get into their preferred major or program of study, or the general
quality of education at the Universi

In terms of their current activities and plans, freshmen entrants were twice as likely as transfer
students to say that attending school was their primary activity, whereas transfer students were much
more likely than freshmen to be working or looking for work, This was consistent with the finding
that nearly all enrolled freshmen were attending school full-time, compared to only half of the enrolled
transfer students. Concomitantly, transfer students were more likely to be employed (although there
was no difference in the average number of hours worked each week), and to hold a Job in their desired

career field. Transfer students were only slightly more likely thari freshmen to have worked while
enrolled at the University. ‘

Transfer students tended to have more interests and commitments outside the University than did
freshmen students. Transfer students were more likely to have lived off-campus, whereas freshmen
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Although some differences were observed between responses to mailed questionnaires and telephone
interviews, the patterns generally were not consistent or interpretable, particularly in light of the small
number of respondents. A single consistent difference was observed in that a higher percentage of
both freshmen entrants and transfer students indicated that they were planning to obtain a bachelor’s
degree in responding to telephone interviews than on the questionnaire. This may represent a tendency
to give a more socially desirable response when speaking with someone than when responding to the
more anonymous questionnaire, or it may represent a chance consistency analogous to chance
differences. .

Parent versus Student Responses

There were various areas of difference between parent perceptions and the students’ self-reports. For
both parents and students, location was an important factor in the decision to attend the University of
Washington, but parents were also concerned with course offerings and academic programs, whereas
students considered reputation. Parents were much less satisfied with their son’s or daughter’s overall
experience at the University than were the students themselves. In describing the reasons students left
the University, parents were more likely to identify the quality of education and personal factors, and
less likely to name financial reasons than were students. Because parents are generally responsible for
financing their children’s education, they may be uncomfortable mentioning difficulties in this area.
Parents were also less certain that their sons or daughters would continue their education than were the
students themselves, and were less likely to state that their sons or daughters were currently enrolled.
Tt is not clear how many of these differences are due to actual differences in perception, and how many
reflect chance differences due to the small number of both parents and students. If feasible, a future .
study might include interviews with students and, independently, their parents to examine the extent to
which perceptions differ. '

22 Factors Contributing to Undergraduate Attrition



APPENDIX A

Cover Letters

Factois Contributing to Undergraduate Attrition

23



«STUDENT _ID»

«FirstName» «LastNamey
«ADDR1»
«ADDR2y»

«CITY», «<STATE» «ZIP»

- April 5,1994

Dear Mr. «LastNamey:

Each year, a number of students leave the University of Washington prior to
completing their degree programs. We are interested in learning about the experiences of
these students in order to improve University student services and academic programs.

We would like to ask you to participate in a survey of students who attended the -

University for one or two years and have not re-enrolled. We have not included very
many students in our survey, so each response is very important to us. The enclosed

We would like very much to hear about your experiences, and hope you will take

. this opportunity to participate in our study by returning the questionnaire. | will be glad to

answer any questions you may have, if you would like to call me at 543-1170.

Sincerely,_

i

Nana Lowel}

Assistant Director
Encls.



"UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON
Seattle, Washington 98195

* «STUDENT _ID»

Office of Educational Assessment

«FirstName» «LastNamey
«ADDRI1» -
«ADDR2»

'«CITY», «STATE» «ZIP»

April 18, 1994

Dear Mr. «LastNamey:

We recently sent you a survey asking about your experiences at the University of
Washington: If you have returned it, we’d like to take this opportunity to thank you for

- your help.

If you haven’t been able to return the questionnaire as yet, we’d like to encourage you to
do s0. Because we only selected a small'group of students to survey, your response is
very important. We are interested in learning what you have to say as we consider how to
improve the educational programs at the University. '

I’ve included another questionnaire and return envelope for your convenience. If you

* have any questions or concerns about the survey, please feel free to call me at 543-1170.

Sincerely,_

e/

Nana Lowell

~Assistant Director
Encls.

1400 N.E. Canipus Parkway, Room 453, PB-3 O/Telephone (206) 543-1170
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Student Attrition Su‘rvey' -

Pléasé respond‘to each "'o'f"tﬁé f&lldwmg questlons by c:rchng the Ietter or number of your answer,
or by writing your answer in the space provided.

1. What was the main réésbri'ybﬁ decided io go to’collegev’?_ A
2. Why did you choose UW? -, -

.3. How well d|d UW help you meet your goals for gomg to college’? (Mark one. )

not at aII

"’somewhat

1

2

3. ’falrly weH
4, _verywell
.

' extremely well

4. What did'yoii 'find most satisfying about your experiences at UN? Why?

5.  What did y'oﬁu find Ie‘aét'sa'ti'sfying about your experiences at UW? Why?

6. What was your main feason for leaving U2

7.~ Were there additional reasons? .
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Please rate each of the following aspects of your experience at UW from unsatisfactory to
satisfactory. (Circle one number for each aspect.)

e nsa“sfac{oﬂ(_ L nelther _ satisfactory P not
very - somewhat i " somewhat very applicable

6
6

' quallty of instruction ™ -~ -

instructional facilities
(classrooms labs etc )

Aquallly of dlstrlbutlon ) =
courses : e

'ava|lab|l|ty of classes 1 2 4 3 : 4 o
'abrlrty to get into major of 17 2 L 3 B
yourchorce o e e L
opportumtyto mteractwrth' A ’:‘3_- S 4 5 8
faculty R : L

E academrc advrsmg o
avarlabllrty of fnancral ald C

‘student socral lrfe

' 'unlversrty-sponsored
social events' - -

SN S
SRR LN L

o e e o

-

- sportsevents . © . '~:"'1_,t' EER

s‘ﬁbft‘s'faéinﬁés S g

'quallty of unlver5|ty o1
housrng RS

other: " — 'v 1

Please rate your overall expenence at the Unrversrly of Washrnglon (Mark one )

" "very unsatrsl’actory._t S

‘somewhat unsatrsfactory .

’ nerther satrsfactory ROt unsatrsfactory UEaT
" somewhat satlsfactory

O oA N .-.+5f..

very satrsfactory




10.

V 11. .What is your current er ry actIV|ty'7 . 1. golng to:s‘chool or preoarlng:to gd to school

12.

V 713.‘.

14,

if yes what rs your enrollment status7

Do you plan to continue your education? 4 - 1. yes

AA_ -
BA/BS

If yes, what degree are you planning to obtain? =

».-e' W N

':vocatronal cerlrt” cate

. no,

other

" At which ragﬁmﬁaa- do you pléﬁ" {0 obtain thi’s:’degree'gg

C 2. wor.\mg or looklng for work
3. other: - R

Are you currently enrolled in school’?

Where are you enrolled’?

Are you enrolled |n a degree program'7 ‘

lf no are you mtendlng to apply for admrssron’? 1 yes ' :_"no'

Are you currently workrng? T o S oAiyes Y 2 no

If yes how many hours do you work each week? : N

ls thls ij related to the career you'd like to be |n‘7 : 1. :y_efs : _.' 2. no

Dld you work whrle you were attendrng UW’? k - - '1'.”ye.s,._ .

If yes how many hours drd you work each week? -." )

N Where dld you work'? '; B " 1. oncampus

1yes

1. parttime

2. no

full-tlme

2. no

L no”

. no

2. off-campus.




15. Where did you live while attending UW? (Mark one or more.)

on-campus residence halls
on-campus in other university housing .-
fraternity or 'sorority
. off—campus with’ parents SRR ' :
off-campus with partner and/or chrldren L : B
off-campus with acqualntances : o

@ ™o a0 T ®

off-campus alone, - .

If you lived off-campus, how long'did it take you to commute each way?

16 Whrle you were enrolled at UW to what extent d|d you feel you were a part of the umversrty
student communrty'P (Mark one.)
l felt very much a part of the unrversrty student commumty
B felt more a part of the student communrty than not
| feel neutral about thrs question. '

1 sometlmes felt |solated from the student communlty

LA e N s

] often felt rsolated from the student communlty

17. To what extent were you satlst" ed with the degree to whrch you felt part of the student
communlty’? (Mark one)

very unsatlsf‘ ed
somewhat unsatlshed
'nelther satlsfred nor unsatrsfred

somewhat’ satlsfled

Ton R N .“-

:'very satlsfled

18: Is there anythlng you would Ilke 10 add about your expenences at UW and how they relate
to your decrsron to Ieave'?




