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The purpose of this study was to identify alternatives to a comprehensive
investigation of the factors which significantly influence the rate of dropout or
withdrawal from adult education programs. Previous research concerning withdrawal
has been concerned chiefly with factual data about participants. An assumption
underlyin? this /stuay is that the attitudes of studenis towards certfain attitude
objects, for example. age. number of children, size o f class, location of school, etc.,
might be moré important than the factual objects themselves. Data were gathered by
administering a questionnaire including 39 attitude items and 27 factual data items to
189 dropduts from the Wellesley. %’Iassachuseﬁs Adult Education Program. The
V3 primary conclusion of this study was that there are differences in some initial
’ attitudeé of students who complete and of students who drop out of adult education
progr/a(ms. and that these differences are significant. Suggestions for a further
research include a need for a study to determine whether it is the attitudes of
stuclents or circumstances indicated by factual data that is the more important

prédictor of withdrawal. (CH)
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BACKGROUND

It may. be assumed tuat the improvement of society might

: izbe accelerated'by a better educated adult population.

However, if in an attempt to acquire further education

the adult is faced with factors and situations which

- in'some way cause him to withdraw from further educa~

tion, all of society shares his loss. It was the

'gene}al purpose of this étudy t0 help reduce this loss.

A comprehensive investigation leading $0 control
of the overall problem of withdrawal would necessar-

ily be cencerned with adult education in all its as-

'\‘bect52‘ public school programs-—-urban and subufban,

adult centers, correspondence schools, university

extension, evening colleges, etc., Personal and situa-

* tional factors comnected with each aspect would need

to be identified and studied. Finally, for each situa-
tion, some measure of controlling the flow of dropouts
would need to be devised. Howe vexr, more limited
gpproacﬁes to the problem might cumulatively produce
the same result, and it is toward that end that this
investigation was directed. | | )

| inéVipus research concerning withdrawal has been
coﬁ@é%ﬁé@iéﬁiefly with factual‘dgta about participants,

and tﬁeifésultg have been somewhat inconsistent. It
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was an assunpbion of the investigator.thét the attitudes

- of students toward certain attitude objects (the

" -factual data) might be more important than the ob-

fjects_theﬁselves-nage, number of children, size of

"_class; location of school, etc. Furthermore, it was

" felt that by limiting the study of attitudes to thbse

.exwerlenced at the very beglnnlng of the program——

A-znltlal att1tudes«—some valuable 1nformat10n covld
r:be galned_that ‘might lead to the prevention of with-
. q:awal,fgépecially early withdrawal. Research in

ihiﬁiéi'éttitudes might enable informative Iitéfature

-ff and. publlclty to be 1mproved, orinetation programs

ﬁ;to be planned, predictive 1nstruments to be deslgned
:‘fto 1dent1fy potentlal dr0pouts and make possible |

| effectlve group ‘guidance or individual counsellng,

";hnd phy31cal condltlons to be 1mproved. In other

-ﬂ\ >Words, o0 Verner and Davis® suggestlon that adu't

‘u:,educatibn adOpt'registration'procedureé that collect 7

fsoclo—economlc data systematlcally'before dlscontlnnﬁ

}ance oceurs and thus avoid some of the weaknesses in

de;post facto research,

T this study pr0posed to in-

‘ii'lvestlgate the p0331b1e worth of also collecting data

“coneernlng ettltudes at approxmmately that tlme.

The publlv school program of adult educatlon

2




at Wellesley, lMassachusetts was chosen for the study.
The students in this progran are similar to the typi-
cal adult student described by John Johnstone..,.
"enjoys an above-average income, .lives in an ufban#
ized area, and more likely in the suburbs than a
large city..."2 Wellesley is a suburb of Boston,
lassachusetts, has a population of 26,071, and has
an average yearly per capita income of $13,000--
$14,000, |

| Vithdrawal is a problem for Wellesley, as it

is for other public school programs, because:

1. Tt creates a morale problem. Withdrawal seems
to lead to more withdrawal. |
2, Sopg courses must, of neceé%ity, have a maximum
enrollment, When that maximum is reached, no more
students may enroll in theﬁf' Thus the enrollees
who are destined to be dropouts are, in effect, pre-
venting other students from enrolling in the course
that term. | |
3. Courses which are started with barely adequate
enrollment (usually twelve to fifteen studeﬁts insures
the start of a course) must often be cancelled after

some withdrawal has occurred. The students in those

courses must then wait until the cancelled course is

3
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. DEFINITION OF TERMS

offered again or be absorbed by their second or thlrd
choice course alrea"y in prOﬂress. .The lattver often
resulis in more withdrawal because'of lack orf suffl—
cient motivation or inability to ecatch.up with the |
other students. ! _

4. State aid for vocational courses (and more re-~
cently for basic education) is based on attendance.

This involves over one-third of the courses offered.

~

Por the-purpose of this study the terms used were.

definec as follows:

| Siqnificanﬁ‘differences' Devnatlons of the parameters

of groups of data that cannot be attrlbuted to chance -

' with any reasonable degree of probability.,

Initial attitudes: “Emotionalized tendencies, organ- -

| iZed‘thfcugh experience, t0 react poSifively or'nega~ -

_'tlvely toward psychologlcal ob;;ec'bs"5 preeented on

. ey

the first evenlng of class.

Completers: Students who finished the term havzng had

at no time more than two consecutive absences‘andAWho,

- were present for at least one of the 1ae£?two class

meetings, ‘ : R S

Dropouts: Students who discontinued attendance-uthe

'thlrd consecutlve absence marklng the p01nt at whlch a

AT
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student was "drOpped"-~and students who vere not present

at elther of the last two class meetlngs.

‘Wellesley Adult Education Progroms The approx1mately

fifty-five courses offered by the Wellesley School

_ System fér ten weeks each term, two ferms per year.

This study is concerned with the September to December

1966, term. o

':‘,,'METHOD

The flrst step toward collecting data concernlng

1n1t1al attltudes was 1o answer the questlon' Atti-

"«“tudes toward what? Since this was to be a study of

students who complete anq.students who drop out, it
was obvious that the atsitude objects chosen should
be those tha% night be of greatést significance with
relation to completion and withdrawal. Based on the
pérsonai éxperiences of the writer both as a teacher
aﬁd as a student in various adult programs'and upon
an extehgive study orntﬁe lite;atufe pertaining to
participation and aftrition, a list was drawn up of

attitude objects which seemed relevant. Then a sur—

vey Was‘conducted'among eleven psyéhologists, $0¢i101l0~

glsts, and adult program directors and leaders. They

. were asked to r?te the 1tems on the llst as to de-~

. gree.olempqrmance as possmble predictors of withdrawal

5 .
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in adult education programs and to add to the liet
if possible, iteﬁs_in'the "important" range were
used as & basis for the questions on the £inal in-
strument.. | |
The size of the population and the fect that
the data had to be collected in a short span of
tlme—~af+er registration, yet before 1nstructlon
. was g1ven~-necessmtated the use of a questlonnalre.
There were 39 attitude questlons, each with four
_ poss1ble answer . choices, As well as belng appllc-
L able to statlstlcal anely31s this form of ques-
Atlonlng represented an attempt to obtaan -an answer
waich might identify the respondent as haV1ng, %0
some degree, either positive ox'negatlve feellngs
| toward an attltude obaect. The four answer choices
ranged from what mlght be termed a "pos;tmve"'1’t~ o j: v jﬁ?g
‘(completer) attitude to a "negatlve" (d*opout) attl- |
tude, although it was realized tﬁat reorderlng might
occu#,in several instances. The answer ohoicee for
the attitude questions were oreeented fandomly, L : | :'h}j;:i
o rather than in any sort of progression, so that .
- the respondent would be encouraged’ to- choose care—~
’fully‘and not,fall into an answer pattern. K

Of the 66 questionnazire items, 27 were fectual
e
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items. Each Ha&_from tWo “to five possible answer
choiceé, ailowing for an édequa%e range of response;‘
These questions were not. intended to be analyzed in-
dividually butbt were {o be used only in connection

with the attitude. questions. Thus in many cases

Lt s E

theé information reguested paralleled that requested

in_attitﬁde questions, For example, students were

Sl e ap ity ot L

asked, factually, to.indicate their age range., One o

of the attitude quéstions which paralleled this

Tty WL LN = by o3

asked the student how hé thought his age would affect
his success iﬁ the coufse. Those .in any given ‘range

could be used as a submpopulatlon espe01ally in

<, oy N i
IR e T T T

cases where the analy51s of a particular attitude f
questlan showed no dlfferences between dropouts and
comﬁletefs based.on the entire population,
At the end of the fall term attendance sheets
for each cogrse were checked, Those stueents whq | - a;.‘f

had missed three'claésesfqonSucutively or who had

not been preéent at either of the last two class
~ sessions were designated, for the purposes .of this
 study, as dropouts. Their identifieation numbere

were ascertalned from the Questlonnalre Identlflcatlon |
' Form and were recorded on a Wlthdrawal Form, A

checkmark was placed in a column called Early_

© e e e na,




Dropout if the first of "the three consecutive ab-
sences ocourred dufing the‘first five class sessions,
At this point a lale drOpdﬁt group was defined in
order o identify pther than éarly dropouts.
| ' Teiephone calls weré madé to ali dropouts within
5 few weeks after the end of the fall tern. They
were requesbed to give the reason they had dlscon-'
tinued and were assured that this information would
be considered confidential. The. various -reasons
giﬁen for dropping out were listed on the'Withqréwal
Form. - “" : | | |
. “,. Thé.next step was the'productioniof IBM cards
from the stanaard answer sheets. This was éccomé
'pllshed W1th the use. of an Optlcal scanner, which
produced a single card for each answer sheet. The
cérds wefe thén processed using a singlé coiumn
distribution (SCD) program.that allowed eacﬁ'colémh
'fo be distributed with up to five columns used as .
contrcls. The printouts were in matrix form for
"eaéh question. The row and column headings deéig~'-,
| nated attendance status and answer bhoices respeéti&ély.
Individual cells contained the frequency with which
a ﬁhoice was made b& a particulaf group. In addition,

the SCD program.prOV1ded prlntouts of the percentages

8
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of each freouency to the row subtotal. These per—
-centages provea to be oulte useful in uelect:mb

‘-partlcular auestlons for statlstlcal analysis.
| .RESULTQ AND DISCUSSION :

. On the bas;s of the fifsgjrﬁn it was discov~
‘_.Ieréd:thaf there wés the foi;owiﬁg'distribﬁtion‘of
' 'stuaents by'ﬁithdraﬁal stétus: \ ‘
;‘1525:?; ,-if L , l'Compiéters o } o :406 ".
SR - Late dropouts 122 '

Early dropouts . .56

- . ... . .7 Dropouts for reasons 11
DS of illness
SR e Total dr0pouts of all types 189

‘Total nnmber of cards proces.’ 585
| Béfbfé ‘bhe next run, the cards of those who with-
’f‘adrew becduse of illness were removed from the

sample snnce thelr attitudes would not recessarlly

‘be related to their wlthdrawal
| ‘Each of the attltude questions was based upon
& mull hypothesis which assumed that the ?espanées'
‘ﬁo éhe'qﬁestion would not be related to withdfawal.
.'Ma.:ajr -6f ’bhé questions showed such relationships,
f_but a formal test of significance was required to-
1nsure beyond a reasonable doubt that the relatlon--

L ShlpS or assoclatlons were not accidental. The‘)( 2"

9 | v




test was choseﬁ and tables of qﬁéervéd frequencies .
were compared with tables of frequencies that were
t0o be expected 6n tne basis of the null hypotheses,
Coiumns in the expected tabies containing ceiié
with frequencies of less than.five-ﬁere dropped.
The first runs were made with'only dropout
gfaius controlled to determine if any of the atti-
tude questions shoved significance for the entire
population. After the calenlation ofX?' values,
there were seven questions which were significant
at the 5 pe;cpnﬁ level or better. The remainder
of the runs were made with one.faétual question
used as an sdditional control. As a result of ;
thgse_proéeduresg a total of 27 of the 39"attitude
questions were found to Ye significantly related
to withdrawal., The results are summarized in
TABLE I. The column labeled "dropout direction”
refers to the maﬁner in which dropouts responded
as compared to the completer group. Sincé spaze
does not.permit a listing of3fhe exact choices for
each question, only extremes are indicgted. In
many cases,lhowever, the bulk nf responses reached
neither eéxtreme.

/
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It seemed of value to determine whether certain

o -1 ’ . . . . . . ’
categories of questions contained greater percentages

?of éignifiéaht questions than others. Table 2, below,

lists eight categories and the number and percentages

. of significant‘questibns in each. .

. TABLE 2.

QUESTION CATEGORIES.

T T K - No., of

- Bducation

_ % of Signifi-
- - Nq. LQueStions Regariing: Questions cant Questions »
“* _‘;lﬁ:: Qsarse”-’ S - A":87%

112,17Persongl'factors_ | 2‘ q%'
..31 ' Comﬁetiné factors 2: 10@%:'
. 4 : ‘Ipstmctor/other students 7 'V T
.;5i-{iEﬁ#ifoﬁmenfalufactors g 63%-
f;é;;ﬂ.Preéfige 4 505
_ 7':“ ﬁome'and~family 5 80%
K3 | 3 -

6Th

' From TABLE 2 it can be seen that categorles 1, 3,

:.7"4: Ts and 8 contaln.hlgh percentages of 51gn1f1cant |

tquestlons.. Tt is 1nterest1ng to note that, except for S

f:category 3, the subJects of uhe categories mentioned

13
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questions. This is & further indication that atti-

tudes are independently related to withdrawal. It

can also be seen, however, that category 2 (personal

factors) contained no significant questions. Thus,

_aithough attitudes have generally‘been shown to

correlate with withdrawal , the choice of attitude
objects must be made with care., In this case, the

results, at least to some extent, bear-out the jury

rating of the attitude objects in this category,

which tended to be lower than for mamy of the other
attitude objects. |
'.-The responée patterns to the question in cate-
éorx 7 (home and family) are.aiso notable, In each .
of the significant questions, the completer group had
8 higher-than-expected frequency of responses which
the investigator had assumed would be characteristic

of the dropout group. In each case the members of -

‘the completer group displayed some concern about the

ﬁossible adverse effect of school on the normel
family routine. | |
CONCLUSIONS AND APPTICATIONS

Tﬁe priﬁary conclusion of this study is that \
there are differences in some initial attitudes of

of students who complete and students who drop out

- 14
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these dlfferences are sbatl tlcally 31gn1f1cant

viere s8ig n;flcanu at the 5 percent or l percenm

';ndflcant at those 1evels when one fabtual queotldn :

. was used as an addltlonal control Thls woul‘
mlght 1ndeed be rewarded by a reductlon in attrlwz;f,'~fi“
materlals concernlng not only the programr—course::~

_ descrlptlons, time and place of. meetlnas, etc.--__:?C

adults as opposed to prevmous "formal" schoollng

in the wellesley Adult Educatlon Pfogram and that
Specif 1cally, seven atbltudes out of thlrnyﬁnlne'

1eve1 of conildenoe wnen no other convrol was used

except that of attendance status. mwenty were 31g—

1ndlcate that attempts $o rexmforce de31rable axtl—*;x

tudes and to change or ellmmnate unde31rable one

tlon._ Thls result ml”ht be accompllshed by°

1. Informative literature and pub1101ty lxi‘fclff;fﬁgf@~

but also the peonle in it, $he teacaers,_facllltles":IIA“”
(partdcularly any spe01al ones for adults), the
preparation requlred or not requlred, and the genp 4ifl'”’

eral dlfferences in the way the program is run for ‘

~

adults have had, ,,T - —‘iifi\ 1T§Eﬁf;f§zu}f,

2. Orlentatlon programs, de31gned espe01a11y
i

for the partlcular adult 1nst1tut10n or smtuatlon,

p0581b1y even for the partlcular segments or courses
. : e :

!
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thereof. Perhaps the fact that in most adult situa—~
tions there is no set pace in terms of amount of
maﬁefial that must be'covered or mastered to "pass"
and no grades given to s%uﬁen%s'COUWL be emphaeized.
Thls mlght serve 1o conv1nce some tense studenbs
that what they are undertaklnv does not need to be |
'regarded as "dlfflcult" 1n the sense that anything
E_W111 be expected of them over and beyond what they
expect of thenmselves. '
a 3. Rellable predlctlve 1nstruments, based on
Lo ' research 1n 1n1t1al attltudes and geared to 1nd1V1d—
- ual s1tuat10ns, to ald in the 1dent1flcatlon of
potential dr0pouts at the very beglnn:c.ng of the pro—
.gram. |
| 4. Early grouy vuldance or 1na1V1dual eounsel—
ing 1nvolvzng those students 1dent1f1ed as ha.v:mb _;‘
the attltudes of potentlal dropouts. A reallsth |
idea of what might be gained from the course, a .
recognltlon of negative attitudes toward others and
~ a desire to chang e them, an acknowledgment of home -
‘ problems that could occur as the result of -a change
in routlne nec ess1tated by attendlng school——all
are possible outcomee of such'égi&ance and counsel-
e, s .
16 .
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5. Changing phys10a1 condlbions, Whenever
poss1ble, which may cause unde51rable 1n1t1al atlti-
tudeg; For example, courses which tend to be popu~- |
lar with students over 50 yeaw of age wﬂo, as in
thls study, express less de91rab1e attltudes toward
school locavlon than yovnger students, mlvht be
given at a locatlon other_than the school. The
new location thaf is chosen~-that is, the entire

atmosphere of the physical facility, its furnish-

‘ings, ebc.--might ‘also be one ¢onducive to social

contacts, which seems 0 be another need expressed

by this group.

6. 'Ghanging'a program, either in content or4:

“in set, when indicéfions are given that it may be

too imitative of previous school experience.

T CooPeratlon, rather than competltlon, w1th
other communlty organlzatlons in texrms of content,
time, place of meeting, and, vihen' possible, financ-
.ng. ) ) ‘

8. A change in the assumptions which-the par%iqué

; lar adult agency, in this case tHe public school,

holds concernlng adults as learners, ctrriculum de~

s:gn for adults, etc., in relatlon t0 changing

. social needs. This is perhaps the most important

7
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of ali and cerbalnly basic to all other attempts at .
_changlng student attltudes._ |

‘ Categorles, or areas of significance nmay be

pven more helnfvl in terms of pro ream plamning than

'; analysms of attitudes toward individual attitude ob-
JGCtS.. They may enable the planner o see the forest
" in splte ‘of the trees and to know which general direc—
:-tlonu to follow. Thls study, for mnstance, indicates
:that in Wellesley attention to the flve areasméntléned
' ‘prev1ously might be of more beneflt than attenilon %0
,"personal faétors"~—effent of age, physmcal well—belng,
etc., "enV1ronmental factors“~~so often givenover- ‘

rldlnv attentloa in adet educatlon 11terature, or

; "prestlge." :

'SUGGES_TIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

Conolderlnv the results and conclusions of the
stuﬁy, the 1nvest1gator suggests the followzng recom—
jmendatlons as poss1b111t1es for further researchf

1. Conduct a similar study in a S1tuat10n where
it 18 usual that there are many early dr0pouts to
-determlne whether more questions are 51gn1f10ant for
them than for the entire drovout group. |

Conduct a study to determine Whether 1t 1s

;the attltudes of studenﬁs or the factual data about

-

.18




them that is the more important predictor of with-
drawal.
| 3. Corroborate this study by determining
whether the same questions are significant in ofher
like situations—»pubiic'school programs similar to'.
Wellesley's, |

4. Conduct a similar study ﬁhere theré is a
larger dropout population so that more controls can

~ be applied.

5. Develop instruments that could be reliably

used in public schools or other adult education pro-

St

grams to identify potehtial dropouts.

P

6. Develop instruments that could be used in - 1

_ public schools where the socio-economic status is

different from Wellesley.

7. Refine the list of attitude objectis by
having adult students—-completers and dropouts——
rate them and add to them at the conclusiop of a
course or adult program of any sort. (This ﬁight
be’especially valuable if done as prelimingry work
in the same situation for which it is intended that
a predictive instrument will be devised 1éter.)

8. Analyze the questions on the instrument %o

determine whether some particular way of asking a

. 19
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" analysis of initial attitudes.

ques’clon might 1ead to sn.gnlflcant results.
9.'- Conduct & s:.m::.lar study to de‘bemwne whether
:m:;.’c:v.c,l -attitudes vav'y depend:mn‘ on tvne of course

or program ‘the student is enrolled in and the dim-

llcatlons 'bhereof

10. Based on a prev:n.ous analys:.s of initial

attit 3y :me:cove the publicity end literature of

a program, ‘then test the e:t‘fect.
“11. Experment with or...en‘batn.on prorrams

(dropou’c-preventa’c:.ve and /or morale building) de- |

- - s1gned especlally for adults in w.bllc schools or .

. Qvther_ s:.‘buatlops, based on what is learned in an

R —

12, Experiment .ith group guidance of adulbs
and with methods of counseling adults Who ‘have been
:Ldentlfled as potentlal dropouts using a vamety of

techmigues: o ]

“ a) Supportlve énd c onstmctive only

b) Non-—supnort:we and/or non-—constructlve (non—
“directive) | T
c) Regress:.ve—reconstmct1ve3 _
'13.. Dev:.se ways of creat:r.ng condltz.ons wh'ich w:n.ll
:Eac:.l:.tatp the un.t‘reez:.n ’ char_;g;lng, and. refreez:mg

of attltudes. In_a'btemp‘clng' to do this, it would seem
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profitable to examine the change model developed by

Kuxrt Léwin4 and interpreted by Edgar H,. Schein.6

RN Y

AL T

u ceoall educators need to pay more atten—
- tion to the psychology which deals with
changes in attitvdes even at the expense
of learning more about how knowledge is
acquired and abilities are improved.

"Somehow or other we advlt educators need
to learn how we can become more effec-—

tive in influencing and changir ; attitudcse.
Especially those attitudes which prevent
individvals from benefiting from the self-
improvement programs we offer, :

P
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