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ABSTRACT 

In New Zealand recent changes in legislation have increased both the autonomy and 
accountability of the tertiary education sector. As a consequence, polytechnics have become 
painfully aware of the cost of student drop out from programmes both to their credibility as quality 
education providers and to their coffers. 

The case study of student drop out from Wanganui Regional Community Polytechnic (WRCP) 
was undertaken in response to administrators' concerns that, as a small, recently established 
polytechnic, costs associated with the loss of students might threaten its economic viabil ity. 
WRCP administrators feared an increase in the rate of drop out as changes to the funding of 
tertiary study created increased financial pressures for students. 

The case study employed a range of techniques, including a survey of archived information and 
student questionnaires, augmented by the perceptions gained from informal discussions with staff 
to ascertain the extent and nature of drop out. 

Analysis of data collected over a two year period (1992-1993) at WRCP revealed a pattern of drop 
out in terms of student characteristics, style and timing of withdrawal. Overall it showed that there 
was little to discriminate between the characteristics of leavers and those who persisted on a 
course. 

The two main theoretical conceptualisations of drop out, the 'integration' and 'investment' theories, 
were found to share the assumption that drop out rs the consequence of 'cost/benefit' analysis . 
However, despite increased fees and reduced allowances for many students, few cited financial 
reasons for withdrawal. An analysis of students· self-reported reasons for leaving indicated that 
finances are but one of many factors which affect a students determination of the costs and benefits 
of continued attendance. Many reasons given were outside the control of the Polytechnic. However, 
three Polytechnic academic schools were consistent in their reporting of high drop out numbers, 
suggesting the need for further research into programme related reasons for withdrawal in these 
areas. These findings were consistent with recent models, which portray drop out as a complex 
process influenced by a multitude of factors, including student background and characteristics on 
entry, environmental changes and institutional factors. 

From these findings some strategies to enhance the 'fit' of students and hence improve their 
retention are suggested. Continued monitoring and further research of a more phenomenological 
nature are recommended in order to gain a greater understanding of student drop out. 



Ill 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF TABLES vi 

LIST OF FIGURES VII 

viii 

ix 

LIST OF APPENDICES 

GLOSSARY 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS X 

INTRODUCTION 

CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 The New Zealand Context 
1.2 Theoretical Interpretations of Drop Out 
1.3 Case Study of Drop Out from Wanganui Regional 

Community Polytechnic 
1.4 Overview 

2 
3 

4 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

CHAPTER 2 DROP OUT THEORIES 

2.1 Drop Out: Relevant Research 7 
2.2 Methodological Approaches to the Study of Drop Out 8 
2.3 Problems in Defining the Population of Study: Terms Associated 9 

with the Leaving Behaviour of Students 
2.4 Drop Out Rates and Patterns: The Institutional Perspective 13 

2.4 .1 Drop Out and Graduation Rates 13 
2.4 .2 The Characteristics of Institutions as a Factor in Drop Out 14 
2.4 .3 Drop Out Within Institutions 17 
2.4.4 Summary 22 

2.5 Drop Out: The Student Perspective 22 
2.5.1 Characteristics of Drop Out 22 
2.5.2 Summary 24 

2.6 There are Few Differences Between Leaving Students and Those 24 
Who Stay: The Results of Comparative Studies 
2.6.1 Demographic and Socio-Economic Characteristics 24 
2.6.2 Academic Factors 26 
2.6.3 Psychological and Situational Variables in Drop Out 29 
2.6.4 Why Students Leave or Fail to Return to Study - A Search 32 

for theCauseof Drop Out Through the Perceptions of 
Students and Significant Others 

2.7 Theories to Account for the Complex Process of Drop Out 37 
2.7.1 Tinto's (1975) 'Integration' Model 38 
2.7.2 Commitment, Satisfaction and Reward in Student 42 

Retention and Drop Out 
2.7.3 A Multi-Variate Framework 48 
2.7.4 Summary 50 

2.8 Conclusion 53 

CHAPTER 3 POLYTECHNIC EDUCATION IN NEW ZEALAND 

3.1 Background 
3.2 The Current Situation 

3.2.1 Vocational Education 
3.2.2 Community Education 

3.3 Financial Support for Students 
3.3.1 Recent Changes to Fees, Allowances, and 

Student Financial Support Policies 
3.4 Conclusion 

59 
64 
64 
67 
69 
70 

73 



IV 

METHODOLOGY 

CHAPTER4 METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Research Aims and Questions 
4.2 Method 

4.2. 1 Overall Approach 
4.2.2 Selection of the Case and Some Associated Issues 
4.2.3 The Boundaries of the Case 
4.2.4 Types of Data and Data Gathering Techniques 
4.2.5 Ethical Considerations 
4.2.6 Issues of Reliability and Validity 

4.3 Summary 

RESULTS 

79 
80 
80 
83 
85 
90 

102 
104 
106 

CHAPTER 5 THE INSTITUTION AND ITS ENVIRONMENT 

5.1 The Institution: A Current Picture 109 
5.1 .1 Educational Provision at WRCP 110 
5.1 .2 Organisational Structure 111 
5.1 .3 Pol icies 112 

5.2 Student Population 115 
5.2 .1 Part Time and Full Time Students 115 
5.2.2 Pattern of Growth 116 
5.2.3 Student Participation by Type of Programme 117 
5.2.4 Students' Origins 118 
5.2.5 Student Accommodation and Transport 119 
5.2.6 Demographic Characteristics of Part icipants 119 

5.3 Historical and Political Context 124 
5.3.1 Background 124 
5.3.2 The Administrative Structure Over the Period of Study 125 
5.3 .3 Institutional Funding and Student Financial Support 125 

5.4 Conclusion 126 

CHAPTER 6 THE EXTENT AND NATURE OF DROP OUT AT WANGANUI REGIONAL 
COMMUNITY POLYTECHNIC 

6.1 Extent of Drop Out 129 
6.1 .1 Institutional Withdrawal Rates 130 
6.1.2 'Hidden Drop Out', Student Attrition and Revised 130 

Drop Out Rates 
6.1.3 Summary 131 

6.2 Nature of Drop Out: Full Time and Part Time Withdrawal 131 
6.2.1 Withdrawal by Nature of Attendance 131 
6.2.2 Summary 132 

6.3 Differences Between the Drop Out Rates of Different Types 133 
of Programmes 
6.3.1 Drop Out from 'Formal' Programmes 133 
6.3.2 Programme Withdrawal Rates 134 
6.3.3 Summary 134 

6.4 Polytechnic Schools Have Different Drop Out Rates 134 
6.4.1 Total Student Withdrawals by School 134 
6.4.2 Full Time Withdrawals by School 136 
6.4.3 Part Time Student Withdrawal by School 137 
6.4 .4 School Attrition Rates 137 
6.4 .5 Summary 140 

6.5 The Demographic Characteristics of Drop Outs 141 
6.5.1 The Age Profile of Those Who Withdraw tram WRCP 141 

Programmes Overall and 'Formal' Programmes 
6.5.2 Ethnic Differences Amongst Drop Outs from WRCP 143 

Programmes and 'Formal' Programmes 



DISCUSSION 

V 

6_5.3 Gender Patterns in Drop Out from WRCP Programmes 144 
Overall and 'Formal' Programmes 

6.5.4 Disability and Drop Out 145 
5_5_5 Summary 145 

6.6 Timing of Drop Out 146 
6.6.1 The Annual Pattern of Student Withdrawal 146 
6.6_2 
6.6.3 

Variance Over Time by Nature of Enrolment 
The Perceptions of Service Sector Staff on 
Withdrawal Patterns 

146 
147 

6.6.4 School VarianceOver Time - Heads of Schools' Perspectives 148 
6.6.5 Summary 149 

6.7 Reasons for Leaving 149 
6_7.1 Student Withdrawal from New Zealand Polytechnics 149 
6-7.2 Student Withdrawal from WRCP 151 

6.7.2.1 Reasons for Leaving the Programme 152 
6_ 7 -2.2 Destinations 159 

6.8 Summary 163 

CHAPTER 7 DISCUSSION 

7.1 The Institution 
7.1.1 The Extent of Drop Out and the Significance of the 

Institution's Drop Out Rate 
7.1. 1.1 Characteristics of the Institution as Factors in 

the Drop Out Rate 
7.1_2 Drop Out Patterns Within the Institution 

7_1.2_1 Differential Drop Out Rates Between Programmes 
7_1.2-2 Polytectinic Schools Have Different Drop Out Rates 
7_1_2_3 Timing of Withdrawal 
7.1.2.4 The Style of Dropping Out 

7.2 The Student 
7.2.1 Student Demographic Characteristics 
7.2.2 Drop Out by Nature of Enrolment: Part tim e vs Full Time 
7.2.3 Reasons for Leaving the Programme 

7.3 Summary 

CONCLUSION 

CHAPTER 8 CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

REFERENCES 

APPENDICES 

8.1 The Conclusion 
8.2 Implication for WRCP 
8.3 Recommendations for Future Research 
8.4 Summary 

165 
165 

167 

169 
169 
171 
173 
175 
177 
177 
182 
185 
194 

197 
203 
207 
208 

209 

219 



LIST OF TABLES 

TABLES 
Page 

Table 2.1 A Convergence of Ideas: Similarities Between Drop Out Models 51 

Table 3.1 'Formal' Education Programmes: Number of Enrolments 66 

Table 3.2 Number of Enrolments in Community Education 67 

Table 5.1 Participation by Nature of Enrolment (full and part time) and Type of 115 
Programmes at WRCP 

Table 5.2 A Comparison of MOE EFTS Increases (1991-1994) and Associated 117 
Funding Grants 

Table 5.3 Number of Enrolments by Type of Programme at WRCP 118 

Table 5.4 Comparison of the National , Wanganui, and the WRCP Student 121 
Population Profiles by Age, Ethnicity and Gender. 

Tab le 6.1 Withdrawal by Nature of Enrolment and Type of Programme at 130 
Wanganui Regional Community Polytechnic 

Table 6.2 'Formal' Programme Drop Out Comparison with Official 133 
Withdrawal Rates 

Table 6.3 Student Withdrawal by School Size in MOE EFTS 136 

Table 6.4 Drop Out by School - A Combination of Official and TOP Wit hdrawal 139 
and Attrition 

Table 6.5 Comparison of Wanganui Regional Community Poly1echnic Student 142 
Population with the Population Profile of Formal Enrolees 

Table 6.6 Student Withdrawal from New Zealand Poly1echnics: Factors 151 
Identified as "very important" in the Decision to Leave the Polytechnic 

Table 6.7 Planned Destinations of Students Completing Formal Programmes 162 
of Study, as a Percentage of the Total Number of Students Enrolled, 
by Category 

vi 



vii 

LIST OF FIGURES 

FIGURES 
Page 

Figure 2.1 Kember's (1989) Adaptation of Tinto's (1975) 'Integration' 39 
Model to Account for Drop Out. 

Figure 2.2 'Cost/benefit' Analysis (Roberts et al., 1991) 40 

Figure 2.3 The Investment Model: Schell & Thornton (1985) 43 

Figure 2.4 Organisational Determinants, Satisfaction, Institutional 44 
Commitment and Drop out: Bean (1980) . 

Figure 2.5 Selection and Socialisation. Bean (1985) . 45 

Figure 2.6 The Effects of Environmental Values. Bean and Metzner {1985) 47 

Figure 2.7 A Mult i-variate Framework. Powell, Conway and Ross (1990) . 49 

Figure 3.1 Tertiary Education Enrolment Trends 65 

Figure 3.2 Equivalent Full Time Students (EFTS) at Tertiary Institutions 65 
from 1 982-1992. 

Figure 3.3 Tertiary Enrolment Trends (Numbers) from 1979 to 1991 74 

Figure 4.1 March Tnal - Report to Management Team 7 April 1992 101 

Figure 5.1 Types of Qual ifications Offered 1986-1995 110 

Figure 5.2 Percentage Comparisons of MOE Funding and Student Growth 126 
Patterns 1991-1994 

Figure 6.1 Withdrawing Students as a Percentage of Total Enrolments 132 
1992-1993 

Figure 6.2 School Withdrawals and School Size {1992-1993) 135 

Figure 6.3 Student Withdrawals by Attrition by School as a Percentage of 138 
Total Leaving Students (1992-1993) 

Figure 6.4 Withdrawals by Month as a Percentage of Total Withdrawals 146 
January to December (1992-1993) 

Figure 6.5 Reasons for Withdrawal (1992-1993) 152 

Figure 6.6 Destination of Withdrawing Students as Percentage of Respondents 160 
1992-1993 



VIII 

LIST OF APPENDICES 

1 Student drop out rates: summary of selected Overseas and New Zealand studies 

2 Students receiving student allowances by institution type at 31 July 1990 

3 Enrolment Data: Problems, Solutions and Limitations 

4 Programme Evaluation Report Form (a) 1992 {b) 1993 

5 Chief Executive's Consent for Study (letter) 

6 Confidentiality through informed consent (letter) 

7 Aotearoa Polytechnics' Student Union Questionnaire (form) 

8 Telephone Survey (report to Management Team) 

9 WRCP Withdrawal Form and Questionnaire 

10 Reasons for Leaving - Developing Categories for Encoding in the WRCP Questionnaire 

11 Programmes Offered at WRCP 

(a) Certificated (b) Community 

12 Wanganui Polytechnic's Students Enroled by Programme Type - 30 July 1992/1993 

13 Characteristics of Polytechnic Student Population and Officially Withdrawing Students 

(a) 1992 (b) 1993 

14 Demographic Characteristics of Participants and Withdrawers from 'Formal' Programmes 

15 Refund Data by School and Month (a) 1992 (b) 1993 

16 Programmes Exhibiting Drop Out Rates of 15% or More 

17 Reasons Given by Withdrawing Students over the Year (a) 1992 (b) 1993 

18 Wanganui Temperatures: Monthly Mean Temperatures 

19 Reasons for Leaving the Programme by Gender and Nature of Enrolment 

20 Reasons for Leaving the Programme by Ethnicity and Nature of Enrolment 

(a) 1992 (b) 1993 

21 Reasons for Leaving the Programme by Age and Nature of Enrolment 

22 Destination of Withdrawing Students by Gender and Nature of Enrolment 

23 Reasons Cited by Drop Outs Who Gave Their Planned Destinations 

24 Polytechnic Students Facing Hardship (Press clipping) 



GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

The following definitions of various types of student leaving behaviour have evolved a common 

currency in the literature and will be used in this study to mean: 

drop out refers to any student who leaves the programme of study for which they were 

enrolled in a given year. This term includes both those who formally indicate their intention 

to leave as well as those lost by way of attrition. 

• attrition describes the process whereby an enrolled student ceases to attend classes 

and fails to respond to follow up procedures initiated by the institution. Such students 

may simply stop coming after quite regular attendance, or more often they 'peter out', 

missing lectures and getting behind with assignments before finally disappearing 

altogether; very rarely do students announce that they are withdrawing and explain why 

(after Smith, 1987). 

withdrawal describes the process by which a student (the withdrawer) who had enrolled 

subsequently informs the institution that s/he no longer wishes to continue studying. 

failure describes the process by which the student who had enro lled is prevented from 

continuing studies by the institution because of failure to satisfy regulations, such as not 

meeting the standards necessary for minimum rate of progression. (Also referred to as 

push out or exclusion - after Abbott-Chapman et al, 1992.) 

• wastage refers to students who finally enrolled but who did not gain a course credit, ie 

who did not complete the course successfully, either through withdrawing before taking 

the assessments or by failing the assessment. Impl icit in the use of this term is the 

financial focus of the institution's administration. 

discontinuation is the process whereby students do not return to progress from one 

year to another in a multi-level programme. 

• stop outs are students who are taking a break from study (stopping out), but intending 

to return - this term differentiates between permanent decisions to withdraw from a 

programme and temporary breaks in study (after Abbott-Chapman et al, 1992). 

• persisters are students who attend the programme they have enrolled in over the entire 

year or for the entire duration in the case of shorter courses. The persistence or retention 

rate compares the number of students completing the year with the initial number enrolled. 

• wavering persisters is a term used to describe persisters who indicate they had thought 

of withdrawing or changing programmes, though for some reason they do not make the 

'break' (after West et al, 1987). 

• transfer - movement to another institution to continue studies 

• drop down is said to occur when students lessen their study load, reducing the total 

number of units they are enrolled for, or dropping from a full-time study commitment to 

part-time. 
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