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ATTRITION FROM COLLEGE: THE CLASS OF 1972 TWO AND

ONE-HAI.F .YEARS AFTER HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION
by Andrew Kolstad

Summary _ . . '
. R ¢ ) ) - , ,
This report presents some findings about attnition from 2-year and 4year colleges and universities based on
NCES’s National Longitudinal Study of the High School Clays of 1972 (NLS) *! Attgtion is genérally defined as
withdrawal from college without completing a degree‘ in this report,students who had attended courses in the
first.2 years after high school but did not attend in fall 1974 are defined as wuhdrawr\ unless they had completed
a 2.year program, . ' 2

t

® Decline in Attrition! After:2 years, the 4-year mstifutions lost 23‘5‘p"ercent2 of their entrants This'
withdrawal rate 1s lower than most earlier studies, with estimates ranging from 2 46 percent However.
the figures are not stnctly comparable, since other studies usually measure attnt 4 years after entenng
college : .

’ . N
¥

® Personal Differences. The majonty of students who left m,kported doing.so for nonacademic reasons

The students- who worked full time withdrew at nearly double ;h\ﬂa:e of those with 2 part-ug\e job or ro
job at all' Black and Hispanic students'withdrew somewhat more equently than White students. b

4-year insututions these differences disappeared when adjustments were made for socioeconomic

- ~

background. : - N

The Attrmop Process ' _ . ‘ ) = CooA

¥

Attntlon from college is part of an ongoing educational process, both for the shigher educatxonal system as «
whole and for the. 1ndmdual student who enters or leaves college. For the’system of higher education as a whole,
the: pgoress of attn‘tnon shows up as a decreasing proportion of a high school class that 1s currengly enrplled in
college > The current enro?lment figures for the high school class of 1972 dropped from 44 percent nitially to 40
percent and 35 percent in October of the thrée years for which data 2re available. . .

But the pmpoman of each high s¢hodl class that has been continuously enrolled, and thus can bg expected to
graduate “on schedule” in #Years (or 2 years for junior colleges) decreases more rapidly than current enrollment
The continuous enroliment ﬁgures “for the hngh school class of 1972 dropped from 44 percent mnitially to 35
.percent and 28 percent 1n the 'same three years.

The differencg Between current and continuous enrol[ment is made up of students who either started lat‘e or
withdrew from and reentered college. Because some xtudents started late, the proportion of the high school class
of 1972 that was ever enrolled increased each year from 44 percent initially to 49 percent and 52 percent. The

accompanying chart ustrates these percentages graphxcally S~
*See brief background descriptioh of the NLS. sampling variability, footnotel mdnferences at end of thh teport. '
’ o 3 : T . .
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For the tndividual student. withdrawal often can be a tempeorary step in a lengthy educational process. For
example, among the- members of the high school class of 1972 who entered college in fall 1972 but withdrew in
s, \d
fall 1973, other NLS data show that 24 percent subsequently reegtered college 1n fall 1974 and another 20
percent planned to reenter* in 1975 Similarly, among those who had enrolled 2 years and then withdrew. 46
" percent planned to reenter college within *]. year. Thus, for a substantial number of students, the decision to
withdraw 1s a reversible one. . . ) : ‘ N ‘
t ‘ . . «~
' . .
Decline in Attrition Rates ‘
- ‘ .

Since thére 1s movement. into asiwell as out of the system of hygher education, a measure of withdrawal at any
point in time is to 4 certain extent arbitrary. Nevertheless, fof*the purpose of this report, all students who
attended a 2-year or 4-year college or university® in either October 1972 or October 1973 but not in October

< 1974 were defined as withdrawn (with the exception of those who completed a 2-year degree or other formal
award). This defipition gounts as withdrawn on}y those who leave the higher educational system entirely, not.
those who transfer‘from one i;litution to another. ' . i

Of those who enrolled in ege in 1972 or 1973, 29.0 percent had withdrawn by 1974 without completing
their degrees, 23.5 percerit from 4.year institutions and 39.3 percent from 2-year colleges. Comparison of these
figures with figures from other surveys 1s hampered by varatiorfs among studies in the definition of attrition, the

’ followup penod, and the representativeness of samples uséd. The Newman task force. report indicated a “large
and growing number of students who voluntarily drop out of college” (U.S. Department of Health. Education.;
and Welfare, 1971, p.1)., While the absolute numbers of withdrawals may be growing, the evidence from the
different studies (reported in table 1) indicates that the proportion of entering students who withdraw has
dechined over the past 22 years, particularly among 2-year co'ﬂegs. , : r .

yere ‘ Table 1.—Reporfed attrition rates, by cohort and folldwup period

Attrition rates (percent) Y- .
Fall of i s 5
, Follawup .
- . college . 4-year colleges « "2-year . .
. * entry period and universities  colieges Tot.al Source
1950 . 4 years a6 ce e Iffert(1957)
1959 4 years 39 63 48  Trent and Medsker (1968)
- 1960 * 5§ ygars 22e .. -- , Bayer(1968) N
\ X v 1961 4 years 35 -4  Astin and Panos (1969)
" 1961 10 years 21 .. .- El-Khawas and Biscanti (1974)
1966 2 years 25 51 34 Adams (1969), Jaffe sixd Adams (1969 °
. 1966 4 years 28 a1 -+ Astin (1972) X ’
AN 1966 5 years .- .. 25 El-Khawas and.Bisconti (l974{ N
— 1972 2 years 235 39.3 - 29.0 Peng, Asburn, and Duntemaqn {1976)
, 4 '
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In interpreting the attrition rates 1n this table, 1t should be noted that over time a cohort's attrition rafe
. imtrally Increases but later decreases; since many ‘students who do not - graduate m 4 years eventually
re;urn-—perhaps to a different school—to complete théir degree (Eckland, 1964) *For this reason, the 5-year
- followup rates for the 1960 and 1966 cohorts and :the 10-year foligwup rate for the 196 I'ohort are lower than -
they,would be 1f the followup period were the standard 4 years. The 22-percent atirition rate from Baye:’s 1960 +
cohort, 1n addition. 1s not adjusted. as others dre. for the tendency of the less educationally successful tosespond .
less often, so this rate 1s probably an underestimate of attrition.®

The NLS 2-year followup period is matched only py the Jaffe and Adams studv based on a small 1960
Current Population Survey subsample ,this comparison 1nd1cates a shght dechine n attntion among 4year .
Institutions and a‘more substantlal duhne among 2-year colleges.’ RN

«

b

Two Year, ﬁbhc and Less Academtcally Selective Schools * . . a4

Instt‘iuilons\ of higher education vary considerably 1n their resources, specalization of curniculum, counseling
and placement services. and other podtsecondary institutional characterstics as well as their student composition; )
these differencks are associated with vanations in atintion rates. For example, 4‘year nstitutions require a
longer. time commtment. recruit students with more resources and auadenm 4btln) and spend more per
student® than 2-year institutions do Since different types of schools enroll very different types of students. the
association between school charactenistics and attrition may be partially due 40 student composition as welk s

» other nonschool facgors Therefore. it should not be assumed that school characteristics alonesproduce attrition

»

differences. *

“ »
Table 2 shows that public institutions had higher attrition rates than did private ‘institutions and that 2 -year'
colleges had hugher attrition rates than 4-year institutions. Enrollments in 2-year colleges have jncrpased drémati-
cally in the past 20 years. In addition, table 1 showed that attrition among 2-year colleges has decreased. The t
year colleges thus appear to have recruited more students and kept/them longer, increasing the: total exposure f
this age-group to postsecondary education. I .
E___p '
NN Table 2. —Peroent withdrawn after 2 years, by control and
. . ’ ) type of institution . A
\ R Control 4-year institution 2-year coliege ,
.. Public ~ 28.5 . 39.8 , RN
. . Private , .22;;‘3. N 32.2 7 .
¢ ' Source’ Table V-4, - - LT
. Ag a general rule, admission ‘to 4year nstitutions 1s more selective by abihty than 1s admission to 2-year .

colleges. Selectivity of postsecondary schools 1n which NLS respondents arg enrolled is measured by average SAT
scores of entering students (Astin, 1971). Tabk 3 shows that among 4-yedr colleges, the more academu,dllv
_selective the  s¢hool the lower the attrition ratg, but this ‘association does not hold for2-year colleges ' © Among
types of colleges with comparable selecuvlty, 2year schools have higher attnition rates t{an 4- year ahog)ls .

\ \
L Table 3.-Percent withdrawn after 1 year, by selettivity and h ' , .
’ . -typeof college - ) i )
* " . t - - « . h.
L. Selectwity!! /;Pyeag institutiod 2-year college )
] 3 ' . °
) Unknown 293 . . 304 o v \
© Low 204 . 287 . —
. Medium . 17.9 o218 PR
- ) High., ", o 9.0 ) cee ot -
- ' D ' * Source. Table IV-6 -
" Student Employment and Soct;oeconomnc Background N , A .

L]

" Most students who. leave colle‘ge ‘appear to do so for, nongcademic reasons NLS data show "thatacademic
w1thdrawa|s12 constltuted less than a quarter of those’ who withdrew from 4- year nsi1tutions and less thx )

- : [
\ . . .
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sixth of jhose*who wnhdrew from 2-year colleges. Thus, in seeking to understand withdrawal from college one
“ must look primanly at 'nonacademic factors. o . .

Aitending college requires time and money 1n addmon to motivation and abihty. Emiployment, bv Jecreasing-
the student’s time avauable for school, can affectwnhd‘\'dWal Sumlarly socloeconomic background by aftecting
the financial and other resources available to the student. can in"turn affect withdrawal from college. Table 4
"shows that being exployed full time 1s a factor associated wath withdrawal from school n both syear and 4-vear
imstitutions, students with full-time jobs withdrew at around double the rate of those wu,h pdrt -time jobs of no
‘jobat all."”®

€ 13
. .

Table 4.-Percent withdrawn m& 1 year, by emplf)yment ‘
status

-

. Employment statu' , 4-year institution 2-year college

Y

Full-time . ) 394 - 495
Part-time 17.2 26.1
Nat working 149 278

' Source Table ¢ ~

Table S shows that Sagioéconomic background'® is also associajed with withdrawal from college 1 both'
2-year and 4 -year institutions. students from the lower socioeconomic quartile withdrew at least 15 percentage
points. -more often thagéthose in the upper quartile hl

P -

Table 5.-Percent withdrawn after 2 years, by socioeco-
nomic background

v
—_

“» Socioeconomic background k-year lnst:;utlbn 2-year ccfﬂcgc

Lower quartile : 331 ' 46 6 .
Middle 2 quartiles 27.0' 404
Uppér quartile 17.9°- 330 . &

* Source Table IV-10

Black\a'nd Hispanic Students
NCES ‘and Census Bureau studles have* shown that Black and Hispanic studenis have increased their
represenitation 1n postsecondary education’ duyring the past decade. Evidence on mthdra'wal rates from the NLS 1s

->

\, consistent wath this trend: Table 6 shows that, while Black and Hispanic students are more likely than Whites to

*

withdraw from 2-year colleges. 1n 4-year colleges the differences are silght

Table 6.--P'er'cent withdrawn after 2 years, by. face/ethnicity'
~ i -

o1

Race/ethnicity < 4wyear instrtution 2-yea£fcouege
‘ . . - ’

* Black ) o273 a7 4
Hispanic ., 24.8 45.3
“White 23.3 383

Sdurge: Table IV-8.

¥ = " .

'
‘ .

“Sihce Black and Hispanic students ‘oftén have a lower socioeconomic background th;nlfWhncs. some of the
-apparent differences in table 6, are socloeconomic. Corfl'paring Black. White, and Hyspanic students within the
lower SES quartiles, table 7 shows that (a).among 4-year colleges, Black and Hispanic students arc shghtly less
likely to withdraw than Whites, and nd (b) among 2-year colleges. Black and Hispanic students are more hkely than
Whites to withdraw, but the difference 1s reduced to half the size of that shown In table 6 thdmwal rates based
on fewer than 1 cases 2 are omitted from the table- ’ :




. _: » . . / | ) ' , |

. T .
“ + . v 3 "
. \ , Table 7.-Percent withd wn after 2 wyears, by race/ethmc:ty
[ -
. : and socioeconadic background T Co, '
\‘s'_ Socioeconomic background 4-year institution 2-year eqllege - - o -
. " T . -~ A *
Lower quartile v . -
* Black - 325 - 51.3 -
! Hispanic ’ 25.2 ‘482 . : Py \
¥ ] ‘ oo M .
White 33.6 43,8 : —
‘ - Middle 2 quartiles’™ . ' oy - .
, Black - . 23.7 - 459 ' -
MR " White 21.7 395 ,
. r
Upper quartile . . R . i ) .
White : 17.8 33.9 ) : -
. , _a , .
Source. Tables E-1 and E-2. O . ’ |
BACKGROUND /

The information reported 15 denved from answers to selecred questions from the base -year and first and

second followup surveys for the National Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972 (NLS). The -
- base-year survey (spring 1972), sponsored by the National Center for Education Statistics with support from
elements of the Office of Education, used. a stratified, two-stage national probability sample consisting of
approximately 21,000 high school seniors in 1,200 schools and achieved a response rate of 77 percent The first
followup survey was conducted in fall 1973, with a response rate of 92 percent; the second followup, in fall

1974 with 89 pergent. A third followup survey rs planned for fall 1976, when many students “will have p.mduatcd ’

* from college As the study pragresses, further repons\and ana}yses of attrition will be released. :

SAMPLING VARIABILITY. Co
. . - ; £ N
‘ ‘Since the statistics presented afe baﬁi on a sample, they may vary somewhat from the figures that would have
been obtained 1f a cdnplete survey, or census, had been taken using the same forms, procedures, and instructions.”
. The difference between a statistic estimated from a sample and its corresponding censu? value occurs due to
- chance. Sampling or chance variation is measured by the standard: error. The chances are 2 olt of 3 that an
estimate from a sample will differ from the census value by less than one standard error. The standard ersor does
not inclm?e the effects of any biases due to nonsesponse, measurement error, processing error, or other systematic
errors that would occur even in a complete survey. The standard error for an estimated percentage 1s a function of
the sample design, the percentage itself, and the sample size.
In this survey, the standard error is very small (less than.0.6 percent) for percentages based on the 9,775 res-
.pondents who went to oollege Samplihg variation is larger, however, for estim:tes that relate to a p0pul'auon sub-
group (e.g.; males). Where p is the proportion. and n is the subgroup size, the sampling error of the reported pro-
portjons can be approximated by the formula 1. lS.V[p(l-p)ln]' Percentages for smaller subgroups are less accurate
- than those for larger mbgroups, and those near either zero or 100 percent-are less accurate than those near the
middle of the range. .
For further mformmon contact Andrew J. Colstad telephone (202)245 -7809.

'
"

. o R
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' The populatio this report }(msnsts of the zpproxuna’ely 3 mtilhon 1 2th grade students enrolled in all public prn.m and «
church-affilisted schools in the S0 States-and the District of Columbiz 1n 1972 A two-stage progeduré was usd to sample
from ths pupul 1on. Thc'xfust. stage |nv}ived selecting schools within strata chosen to insure vanation by region, t rbaniz itton,
aommuruty in<othe levél, total and percentage minority emolfment type of control and proximity to institutic as of hicher
learning The second stage mvolved a random selection of 18 students per high schol. LS

* The percentages in this weport are population estimates based on differentially weighting the sample ret.pondenu Adjust-,
ments were necessary becsuse the two-stage nmpllnz procedure involved oversampling certsin school. types to incresse the numi.
bers ofchladvmtaged students in the sample. v &

’Fnrollmem in 1972 and 1973 was measufed by posmve answers 1o two questions in the fall 1973 Jur T iow up
Questionndire “Wedke you taking classes or courses at any school during the first week of October 973" and  Sow s think
back a year to the fall of 1972 Were you taking tlasses or courses at any school during the month of October 19727 | nent
fn 1974 was measured by 3 positive answer to these questions in the fall 1974 Second Fo[]o\vup Questidnnawe /) » her
1973 through OCrober 1974 were you enrolled 1n or did you take classes at any school hke a cpllege or Unersin aenie
academy or school. business s¢hool, trade school, technical tnstitute, vocational school. commugity ollege, and o rarth " ang
“Did you attend school in the first week of October 197477

* Plans to reenter collége were elicited b#his question asked in fall 1974 in xhc second followup “"Did you withdr w rom thi.
school before you corng,leted your studies”’” Such plans were indicated by the nsponsc “Yes, but I'plan to return bet e Outoba
1975 ™ : :

sStudems who were enrolled 1n or takipg classcs at a school were askéd to report »\hat kind ot s«.huol this was ¢ “vouillon
trade ., business, or other career training school.” a “junior or communny college (2-yeqr).” a “4-1eur college or um\«.mty‘ oI
some “othe” type In this report. those who replied “vocational  ~or “osher” are notcoffnted among those attending u)”}-'(‘

* Spady (1970) noted that “"The Trent and Medsker sample contains a less”selective cohort than erther the Peronor Hiken
{Bayer 1968] or Amencan’ Counctl on Education (Asnn and Panos. 1969] sample. therefore, beeause ot <htir lewer
quahfications the tormer are less able to survive 4 years of college” (p 67) The NLS sample 8 fess selectne b hilits and
soctoeconomic background than these studies, so any such bias would tend to intrease the NLS qttrmon rate comparsd to earbier
surveys .

The NLS has high respor{se rates, averaging’ 86 percent for the 3 waves. and the attrition csnma?es art weiehted to cofredt tar
nonrcsponsc Bias produged by selective returns from those prone to complete ollege would similarly ancrease the NES attnition
rate compared to the earher studies These biases, if they exist, 1mply ‘that the true dechnes in attrition rates pre Larec, than those
reported here * '

"The decline 1n attrition 1s consistent with another trend reported in the NCES publication, The Condmon of Fducation 176
the proportion of the young adult popuhﬂon receiving college degrees hss increased :tendxly from 17 percent 1n 1961 to 26
percentin 1974 (p 33) :

*Financial Statistics of institutions df Higher Education- Current Funds Revenue: and Expendlrures 1972.73, an NCES
publfcation by ‘P I Mertns,and N J. Brandt, reports the tollowing average expendituses per student tor the aparcsate { nited
States

Control © Universities., Other 4-year 2-year
L

_* Public $4327 - $2.356 51126 o
Private 6768 3,525 2129 .

Source Tab\le C hd

*The rest of the tables reported i this Bulletin are taken from a recent Rescarch Triangle Institute report by Sumuel Peng.
Ehzabeth Ashburn, and George Dunteman entitled “Withdrawal From Institutions of Higher Hiucanon An Appraisal With ’
, Longitudinal Data Involving Diverse Institutions.” This report was prepared for NCES under contract number ()I C4).736666
The sources listed under the tables in this report refer to tables from that report. ‘e

'° Adams (1969) reported mmular relationships between high school grades and withdrawal from college among 4-y ar
colleges, those with lower than B high schoel grade averages withdrew more often .than those with A or B averaves. b this
pattern did not'hold among 2-year colleges. - .

"The{@ are seven levels of selectvity 1n Astin’s index (1971) based on average SAT scores of entering students "/L( "1s level
1, “medium” 1s levels 24, and “high™ 1s levels 5-7 The categories were combpned 1n this way in order to reduce Hie complenity
of the table and smooth the diffetences between categonies Schools with “unknown” selectivity seores ténd to bie like those of
low selectivity on other measures: P . S

'?Those whose college grade average was below C or whose reasons fer wnhdr&mg included "courscs were too hard™ or
“falling or-not doing as well as I wanted.” , . , .

" The employment of colleke-aged persons tends to-be penpheral (1e., not full-time and full-yeary and very sensitive to the
. general state of the economy (cf Morse, 1969). As the economy returns to its full productive’capacity’. there will be more jobs tor
(hcse ‘young people, and 1f there is a direct hnk between employment and- withdrawal from college, an mqreasmL rate ot
withdrawal would be a likely outcome. ) .

'4“SES was based upon a composite of f:ther s eduaation, mother s educauon,parcntal come.’fan\cr's occupation. and 4

-household items tndex, Factor analysis revealed a common factor with approximately-edual loadings for &ach ot the five

X
‘
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were imputed as the mean of - the gubpopulation of which the respondent was 4 member,

defined acgording to cross-clissifications of race, high school program, and apuitude. The available standa¥dized components, both

imputed and norumputed, were

'
.

Adams, Walter (1969). “Sty

New York Statistician, November-December

“Astin; Alexandgg W (1971)

aversged to form an SES score when at least two nomimputed components were avaitlable. The » |

: . - ! ’
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