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ABSTRACT

The Ties that Bind: Identifying Connections that Facilitate Students’ Successful

Re-Entry to Higher Education

by

Toni J. Asay, Doctor of Philosophy
Utah State University, 2019

Major Professor: Sylvia Read, Ph.D.
Department: School of Teacher Education and Leadership

The ubiquitous roadblocks to university graduation have been investigated,
identified, and interrogated for 7 decades, yet the mystery of retaining students to
graduation continues to elude even the most prestigious universities. This researcher’s
approach to increasing graduation began with the concession that increasingly, students
may leave school at some point due to one or more of the retention issues that we may
recognize all too well—finances, illness, family problems, pregnancies, and other
educational obstacles. However, leaving school does not mean that there is no going
back. Student’s dropout status changes when they re-enroll in school; they take on new
identities as stop-out students who forge their own nontraditional path to graduation.

This work explored the lived experiences of this often-overlooked subset of
university students—students who begin courses in higher education but then forgo their

studies for a time before returning. These students are known in the literature as stop-out



1\
students, a cohort seldom acknowledged, studied, or desegregated from dropout statistics.
An online survey was used to determine the demographics of the stop-out participants,
and face-to-face, semi-structured interviews were then conducted to allow students to
relate their experiences, in and out of school, in their own voices. Of particular interest
was the effect of students’ perceived connections to faculty, staff, and/or administration
as an influence in their decisions to return to school.

The study was analyzed through the lens of care theory as a way to investigate
how students’ persistence was affected by feelings of connection or caring. Only one of
twelve interviewees had formed a relationship with a professor before he left school, and
this relationship was maintained during his absence and renewed when he returned. The
other interviewees acknowledged that they felt no specific connections to any person,
office, or administration when they left.

The stop-out population is one that higher education needs to acknowledge and
support with targeted services. In many cases, they are only a few semesters from
graduation. Rather than blocking their way when they run for the hills, we should be
lighting their path back to success.

(214 pages)



PUBLIC ABSTRACT

The Ties that Bind: Identifying Connections that Facilitate Students’ Successful

Re-Entry to Higher Education

Toni J. Asay

The ubiquitous roadblocks to university graduation have been investigated,
identified, and interrogated for 7 decades, yet the mystery of retaining students to
graduation continues to elude even the most prestigious universities. This researcher’s
approach to increasing graduation began with the concession that increasingly, students
may leave school at some point due to one or more of the retention issues that we
recognize all too well—finances, illness, family problems, pregnancies, and other
educational obstacles. However, leaving school does not mean that there is no going
back. Student’s dropout status changes when they re-enroll in school; they take on new
identities as stop-out students who forge their own nontraditional path to graduation.
This work explored the lived experiences of this often-overlooked subset of university
students—students who begin courses in higher education but then forgo their studies for
a time before returning. These students are known in the literature as stop-out students, a
cohort seldom acknowledged, studied, or desegregated from dropout statistics. An online
survey was used to determine the demographics of the stop-out participants, and face-to-
face, semi-structured interviews were then conducted to allow students to relate their
experiences, in and out of school, in their own voices. Of particular interest was the effect

of students’ perceived connections to faculty, staff, and/or administration as an influence
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in their decisions to return to school.

The study was analyzed through the lens of care theory as a way to investigate
how students’ persistence was affected by feelings of connection or caring. Only one of
twelve interviewees had formed a relationship with a professor before he left school, and
this relationship was maintained during his absence and renewed when he returned. The
other interviewees acknowledged that they felt no specific connections to any person,
office, or administration when they left.

The stop-out population is one that higher education needs to acknowledge and
support with targeted services. In many cases, they are only a few semesters from
graduation. Rather than blocking their way when they run for the hills, we should be

lighting their path back to success.
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CHAPTER |
INTRODUCTION
“Never again will a single story be told as though it’s the only one.”
(Gilligan, 2014, p. 89)

Juan walked through my office door then stopped abruptly. It was 2 weeks into
the new semester and | had asked him to come and talk to me prior to allowing him late
entry into my class. | had remembered him from two previous failed attempts to complete
my course. He was a profoundly silent young man, usually late for class, slipping
noiselessly into a seat on the back row. He had contributed to discussions only when |
singled him out for a response. Then, just as quietly, he had disappeared midway through
those semesters. A thoughtful, articulate young man gone without a word.

However, on this day, after obtaining a commitment that he would catch up and
complete the class this time, | asked him the question that had puzzled me—not why he
had left, but why he had come back.

He looked surprised and fell into his habitual silence. Then he took another step
into the office and began talking. His story came out in pieces—a nonlinear narrative of
doubt, of travel, of personal heartbreak, and of his current desperate attempt to seize what
he saw as his last chance for a “good life.”

After he left, | began to think about other students who had drifted away from my
remedial English classes in the past. Some had found their way back but most did not.
That realization suddenly made the returning students even more interesting. What was it

that brought them back? What did they overcome to get back here? What made the



difference between stopping out and dropping out? It suddenly became important for me
to know the answers.

The resulting study revealed surprising connections that were completely
unanticipated. It was weeks after the above encounter before | realized that the university
would view my oldest son in the same light as Juan. Matthew had stopped out of school
for 3 years to live with and care for his father after early onset Alzheimer’s had made it
impossible for him to live alone. However, Matthew’s school record simply showed that
he had withdrawn early one spring and that five semesters had passed before he had re-
enrolled.

My next realization was even more startling. | had also been a stop-out student,
following the most common pattern of taking a year off between my freshman and
sophomore years. In my case, | told friends that | needed to work to make money for my
second year of college, and that story became autobiography. Now | wondered for
perhaps the first time why I had chosen that course. It was true that | needed money, but
were there not other options? Could I not have taken out a loan or applied for
scholarships or worked part-time?

Of course, the truth was more complicated. Despite getting good grades and
enjoying a golden freshman year, looking around that spring, | had no strong desire to
continue. My best friend, who braved the 1,000 mile trip to college with me, found her
“one and only” and left school after one semester in order to work and save for her spring
wedding. I had no real connection to my other roommates, and no young man had

stepped up to claim my heart. As a first-generation college student, | had no models or



mentors. | was adrift. Therefore, after my freshman year, | stayed home and got a job.

Three stories—three different reasons for leaving and coming back. Juan told me
that he had returned because he hoped for a better life. Matthew reflexively returned
because he was no longer able to provide the level of care his father needed. I returned
because someone pulled me back across those 1,000 miles and pushed me into school.
Could it be that the reasons for returning to school are as individual and complex as the
people who make those choices?

Oliver Sacks (1985) has written:

Each of us is a singular narrative, which is constructed, continually,

unconsciously, by, through, and in us—through our perceptions, our feelings, our

thoughts, our actions; and, not least, our discourse, our spoken narrations.

Biologically, physiologically, we are not so different from each other; historically,

as narratives—we are each of us unique. (p. 12)

My interest in individual narratives has developed over the past 14 years of
teaching at an open-enrollment university in the western U.S. | primarily teach in the
Developmental English program, working with students who are classified by the
university as “underprepared” for college-level studies. Students in these classes are
diverse. They differ from each other by such disparate measures as gender, ethnicity,
socioeconomic status, religion, marital status, cultural traditions, and family background.
They are also classified as a high-risk cohort for attrition because of their status in my
class. It is rare for my students not to work either part- or full-time. Many are the first in
their family to go to college. For some, their graduation from the university is driven by

their parents’ dreams. Even though some speak English as a second language, they are

reluctant to take ESL classes because of the lingering stigma, so their challenges are



multiplied before they even walk into my classroom.

| know these things because my students share (and perhaps overshare) their
stories through their writing. In one paper, they will reveal heart-rending histories of
unwed pregnancies, battles with addictions, cycles of violence and abuse, the effects of
divorce or long-term unemployment, unhealed war experiences, suicide attempts,
struggles with reading and math, and on and on. Yet, in another paper they will change
perspectives, revealing their love for family, their strong faith, their loyal friends, and
their hopes for a brighter future because they honestly believe that a degree will make it
SO.

Many of my students have returned to school after an absence of years, not
semesters, and their classroom comments sound equal parts a voice of warning and a
gospel of redemption through graduation. Their remarks are aimed at the skeptical 18
year olds, to whom a promised $15 an hour (without the hassle of a degree) sounds like
all one would need to be happy.

| have congratulated some at graduation—but all too few. | have smiled when
they have walked back into my class for another try. I have run into them on campus
years after they have taken my class, and they have shared with me their stories of
absences and returns. Because | know their stories, | recognize my bias. | am a divorced,
white woman with 6 children, 10 grandchildren, advanced degrees, and a modest income.
I live in my own house, in a safe neighborhood, in an affluent community. | have never
had to deal with most of the struggles my students have. | have almost nothing in

common with them except the material | teach and my belief in them—because the belief



that impels them to stay the course to graduation, or to return for another try after an
absence is what | believe too. I believe that they can prove to their families, their friends,
their neighborhoods, the university, and to themselves that they can persist and graduate.
| believe that a degree will help them be successful in life, and | believe in their success. I
believe that their parents’ hopeful dreams are true. I believe that even if they leave, they
can come back—as many times as it takes. Juan did. Matt did. I did. | want to do all that |

can to make sure that they can say, “I did.”

Definition of Terms

It may be helpful at this point to clarify some of the terms used in this
dissertation.

Attrition is defined as “departure of all forms of higher education prior to
completion of a degree or other credential” (J/ Johnson, 2012, p. 3).

Persistence generally refers to students’ efforts to continue in school until
graduation, regardless of how many institutions they attend (Powell, 2013).

Retention can be defined simply as the “rate at which institutions keep students
until they graduate” (Powell, 2013, p. iii), although it is also embodies the focused and
strenuous attention of institutions of higher learning to prevent students from leaving
before obtaining a degree, as well as the continuous research and scholarship that
surrounds the problem.

Dropouts are considered to be students who enroll in higher education but do not

persist to graduation and who have no plans to re-enroll or transfer to another institution



(Bonham & Luckie, 1993; Hoyt & Winn, 2004).

Stop-outs, on the other hand, are students who begin their studies at a college or
university, leave for a period, and then re-enroll (Ahson, Gentemann, & Phelps, 1998;
Carnegie Commission on Higher Education, 1973; Hoyt & Winn, 2004).

Re-enrollment and re-entry will be used interchangeably and are considered to be

self-evident.

Background

America’s institutions of higher education have a chronic problem—the highest
student attrition rates in the industrialized world (Harvard Graduate School of Education,
2011). “One-third of students who enter postsecondary education expecting to earn a
degree leave without one” (N. Johnson, 2012, p. 1). We have long recognized the critical
need to help more students in higher education persist to graduation, yet this awareness
has failed to significantly impact decreasing graduation numbers. This trend continues
despite the fact that retention may be the most studied topic in American higher education
(Spradlin, Burroughs, Rutkowski, & Lang, 2010). Still, the results of decades of research
have failed to stop the flow of students out of higher education before graduation.

To understand this problem in real numbers, consider the findings of the U.S.
Census Bureau, “In 2007, the U.S. Census Bureau estimated that 21% of 25 to 34 year
olds in the U.S., or about eight million adults, attended some college but left without
completing a degree” (Schatzel, Callahan, & Davis, 2013, p. 348). One result of this, as

Schatzel et al. point out, is that our country no longer has the “highest percentage of



young adults with college attainment. It has fallen from first to twelfth” (p. 360).

Numerous studies have documented the importance of a college degree in the
framework of economic and social outcomes. This research suggests that graduates enjoy
higher lifetime earnings, lower unemployment rates, greater civic and volunteer
engagement, and reduced criminal involvement (DesJardins, Ahlburg, & McCall, 1999;
Light, 1995; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).

Graduates of higher education acquire a breadth of impressive benefits conferred
along with their degree. Cabrera, Burkum, and LaNasa (2005) argue,

A bachelor’s degree is no longer considered a potential stepping stone to a better

life. It is the gatekeeper to myriad social and individual benefits, ranging from

income, employment stability, and occupational prestige to engagement in civic

and political activities. (p. 155)

However, the negative effects of failing to retain students to graduation reach
beyond individuals. They impact broad economic aspects of society, according N.
Johnson (2012). Consider, for example, the cost of student attrition to universities’
reputations, as well as lost revenue and lost investment (Woosley, 2004). Between 2003
and 2008, $6.18 billion was paid to colleges and universities to fund the education of
students who exited the university after only one year. In 2010 alone, “$2.9 billion in
State and Federal grants were paid to students who did not pursue a college education
beyond their first year” (AIR, 2010, p. 16).

In light of such findings, many state legislatures have moved to tie university
funding to graduation rates (DesJardins, Ahlburg, & McCall, 2002), a decision that could

be catastrophic for open enrollment universities that are under the same pressure to

reduce attrition as their more elite state university counterparts. If universities that are



allowed to tie admission to high GPAs and ACT/SAT scores can not retain students to
graduation, what are the odds that universities that must accept every applicant will be
able to as well, considering the inherent difficulties that low academic and underprepared
students face?

After decades of study, researchers have identified and categorized myriad factors
that contribute to students’ decisions to leave higher education. It is safe to say that
because of this narrow focus on why students fail to persist that we know roughly what
factors are involved in their leave-taking. | believe that the focus needs to expand to
include an examination of what brings students back. More information about stop-out
students will give colleges and universities a more complete understanding of how to
more successfully address the needs of students and facilitate their persistence to
graduation. Using the lens of care theory, | hope to discover if stop-out students feel that
a sense of connection to an individual, a department, or an institution acts as a significant
factor in their successful re-enrollment. | also hope to discover any institutional obstacles
that student’s face that could be remedied to facilitate a smoother re-entry to the
university under study.

Because an examination of the literature yielded fewer than 25 studies that focus
on stop-out students specifically, this research will add to a small body of important
knowledge about this subset of students. Acknowledging that some students will, of
necessity, leave school at some point in their academic careers, it is imperative to
recognize what the university can do to entice them back and ensure that re-entry is

manageable. In other words, if we cannot block their exit when they run for the hills, we



ought to at least light the path back for them.

As stated in the introduction, I was one of those students who followed the most
common path of leaving school after my freshman year. However, that was not the only
time I left. During my senior year of college, | married and quit school in order to work
while my husband returned to school. The arrangement was that he would get a degree,
and then I would return to finish my last credits. Unfortunately, his choice of major was
beyond his interest and ability, and he eventually dropped out of school to work full time.

Subsequently, I did not return to finish my bachelor’s degree for more than twenty
years. During that time, | was raising children and involving myself in my community;
however, | always carried a nagging, secret shame for not finishing my degree. | was
embarrassed that | had not had the maturity to stick it out for one more semester. | envied
others who had their degrees and felt inferior to them. | knew that | was intelligent, but I
did not have a degree or a career to show for it.

As my husband’s salary as a book buyer for a church chain store was meager,
necessity dictated that | find work for most of our married life. | tried to work from home
as much as possible, but no matter what job I found, I couldn’t help but feel a deep shame
for not preparing myself with a degree that would have supported our family in a more
lucrative and stable manner.

Coming from this background, therefore, | felt that | had a good insight into the
students | interviewed when they expressed their fears of returning to school as mature
adults, their embarrassment and shame that they had hadn’t taken advantage of their

educational opportunities when they were younger, and their determination to stay in
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school this time and finish.

Order of Presentation

In Chapter I1, I explore the individual and societal impacts of college attrition and
suggest re-attracting dropout students as one corrective to the problem. | then move on to
an exploration of care theory, the theoretical lens through which I investigated the
project, before presenting the purpose, objectives, and research questions for the project.

In Chapter I11, I present a short review of the methods of evaluating stop-out
students before discussing my Review of Literature, methodological design, data
analysis, ethical issues, implications of the study, and my own limitations and role as a
researcher. Finally, I present my findings and analysis overview of the data using
thematic analysis.

In Chapter IV, | evaluate the findings of the survey and interview profiles seen
through the care lens. | then discuss coding procedures of categories and themes that
arose from analysis of the students’ interviews.

In Chapter V, | analyze my findings, using the research questions and making
recommendations for further research. Finally, | conclude my research with a summary of

what was learned in the process of my study.
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CHAPTER I
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

What are we, after all, we human beings?
(Marilynne Robinson, 2012, p. 185)

Background

America’s institutions of higher education have a chronic problem—the highest
student attrition rates in the industrialized world (Harvard Graduate School of Education,
2011). “One-third of students who enter postsecondary education expecting to earn a
degree leave without one” (Johnson, N., 2010, p. 1). We have long recognized the critical
need to help more students in higher education persist to graduation, yet this awareness
has failed to significantly impact decreasing graduation numbers. This trend continues
despite the fact that retention may be the most studied topic in American higher education
(Spradlin et al., 2010). Still, the results of decades of research have failed to stop the flow
of students out of higher education before graduation.

To understand this problem in real numbers, consider the findings of the U.S.
Census Bureau, “In 2007, the US Census Bureau estimated that 21% of 25 to 34 year olds
in the U.S., or about eight million adults, attended some college but left without
completing a degree” (Schatzel et al., 2013, p. 348). One result of this, as Schatzel et al.
point out, is that our country no longer has the “highest percentage of young adults with
college attainment. It has fallen from first to twelfth” (p. 360). This is a finding that

precipitated a call to action by our federal government.
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Numerous studies have documented the importance of a college degree in the
framework of economic and social outcomes. This research suggests that graduates enjoy
higher lifetime earnings, lower unemployment rates, greater civic and volunteer
engagement, and reduced criminal involvement (DesJardins et al., 1999; Light, 1995;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).

Graduates of higher education acquire a breadth of impressive benefits conferred
along with their degree. Cabrera et al. (2005) argue that

A bachelor’s degree is no longer considered a potential stepping stone to a better

life. It is the gatekeeper to myriad social and individual benefits, ranging from

income, employment stability, and occupational prestige to engagement in civic

and political activities. (p. 155)

However, the negative effects of failing to retain students to graduation reaches
beyond individuals. The negative effects of student attrition impact broad economic
aspects of society, according to the AIR (2010). Consider, for example, the cost of
student attrition to universities’ reputations, as well as lost revenue and lost investment
(Woosley, 2004). Between 2003 and 2008, $6.18 billion was paid to colleges and
universities to fund the education of students who exited the university after only one
year. In 2010 alone, “$2.9 billion in State and Federal grants were paid to students who
did not pursue a college education beyond their first year” (AIR, 2010, p. 16).

In light of such findings, many state legislatures have moved to tie university
funding to graduation rates (DesJardins et al., 2002, p. 556), a decision that could be
catastrophic for open enrollment universities that are under the same pressure to reduce

attrition as their more elite state university counterparts. If universities that can tie

admission to high GPAs and ACT/SAT scores can’t retain students to graduation, what
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are the chances that universities that must accept every applicant will be able to do better,
considering the inherent difficulties low-scoring or underprepared students face?

After decades of study, researchers have identified and categorized myriad factors
that contribute to students’ decisions to leave higher education. It is safe to say that
because of this narrow focus on why students fail to persist that we know roughly what
factors are involved in their leave-taking. This researcher believes that the focus needs to
expand to include an examination of what brings students back. More information about
stop-out students will give colleges and universities a more complete understanding of
how to more successfully address the needs of students and facilitate their persistence to
graduation.

It should be obvious that not everyone who stops out of college becomes a
dropout. Conversely, not everyone who returns to college after an absence persists to
graduation. However, dropouts are guaranteed a 0% graduation rate, while stop-outs are
still in the running.

Research tells us that first year students are especially at risk for leaving school
early; attrition for this cohort ranges from 30% to 50 % (AIR, 2010), the “highest of all
four years” (Powell, 2013, p. 7). “Colleges and universities around the nation are
suffering with poor retention, [and] degree completion...particularly during the first year
of college” (Kolenovic, Linderman, & Karp, 2013, p. 271). These statistics take on added
importance when we acknowledge that they act as a reliable indicator of the institution’s
overall graduation rate. Thus, improving retention between the first and second year

should have a positive effect on graduation rates in subsequent years.
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The time it takes to finish a degree negatively impacts most students’ persistence,
as the longer the road to graduation, the fewer the students who complete the journey.
Keeping in mind that an associate degree is designed to take two years to finish, it is
discouraging that fewer than 3 out of 10 community college students who attend college
on a full-time basis graduate with an associate degree in three years (Spradlin et al.,
2010). Adding to that gloomy statistic, just over one half of students who start 4-year
bachelor’s degree programs full-time finish in 6 years (National Center for Higher
Education Management Systems [NCHEMS], 2009).

Ethnicity also plays a role in time-to-completion statistics. “Sixty percent of White
students who attend 4-year colleges full-time complete a bachelor’s degree within six
years, compared to 49% of Hispanic students and 42% of African-American students”
(U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated
Postsecondary Education Data System [IPEDS], 2007).

However, it is not just the amount of time that students take to graduate that is
worrisome. Retaining students to graduation has been at the core of research in higher
education research for the past seven decades. However, “[u]niversity retention has
become an inceasingly important issue in the last decade” (Alarcon & Edwards, 2013, p.
129), and the decline in graduation rates are under careful scrutiny at the highest levels of
government. “US President Barack Obama referred to the fall of the US in terms of the
proportion of young people with college degrees, stating that this ‘represents a threat to
our position as the world’s leading economy’” (Powell, 2013, p. 1).

Shortly after being elected, President Obama addressed a joint session of
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Congress, identifying college retention as one of the “major initiatives” (Powell, 2013, p.
1) of his administration. He told the lawmakers that

[I]n a global economy where the most valuable skill you can sell is your

knowledge, a good education is no longer just a pathway to opportunity—it is a

pre-requisite” (Powell, 2013, p. 1). The president subsequently unveiled his goal

that by 2020, America would once again have “the highest proportion of college

graduates in the world. (pp. 1-2)

As mentioned previously, many state legislatures have moved to tie university
funding to graduation rates (DesJardins et al., 2002; Dougherty, Jones, Lahr, Natow,
Pheatt, Vikash 2014). State legislators appear to have developed impatience with
institutions of higher education’s retention rates. Virginia has tied institutional funding to
graduation rates, and at the University of Minnesota “graduation rates are on of the
institutional effectivenbess measures that have had funding explicitly tied to them for the
past several years” (DesJardins et al., 2002, p. 556).

Retention scholars like Seidman (2005) echo the belief that our country needs an
“educated citizenry [to] keep the U.S. strong and vibrant. This, in essence, is what makes
us a great nation and an example for others to follow” (p. 315).

The powerful College Board also thinks along the same lines. It established the
Commission on Access, Admission and Success in Higher Education, which in turn
created the College Completion Agenda. One of the Commission’s goals is to ensure that
55% of all 25- to 34-year-old Americans will hold an associate degree or higher by 2025
(Powell, 2013, p. 2).

The Gates Foundation, a powerful force in education, identified degree

completion as one of its top priorities almost a decade ago. In 2009, it created the non-
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profit alliance Complete College America with a single mission: “Leveraging our
Alliance to eliminate achievement gaps by providing equity of opportunity for all
students to complete college degrees and credentials of purpose and value”
(https://completecollege.org/about/). Currently, there are 43 members of the Alliance,
representing 37 states and a few regional consortiums. Members have committed to
strategies that are focused on raising graduation rates such as math pathways to ensure
students begin their math the first year, aligned with their field of study and “15 to
Finish,” designed to encourage students to enroll in 15 credits each semester in order to
graduate in four years.

The above goals support research indicating that approximately 60% of the fastest
growing occupations in our country require at least an associate’s degree, and 46%
require a bachelor’s degree or higher (Grummon, 2009; Rosser-Mims, Palmer, & Harroff,
2014). The Lumina Foundation for Education predicted ten years ago that our changing
workforce requires that jobs leading to mid-level careers are now likely to require
postsecondary education (Grummon, 2009, p. 7). Many educators strongly believe that
the challenge for postsecondary education is to keep up with society’s demands to meet
the educational attainment needs of the 21% century adult learner (Gast, 2013; Southern
Region Education Board [SREB], 2010).

If the U.S. is not prepared to do whatever it takes to increase higher education

attainment levels, our comparatively low attainment rate will be an increasing

burden on the economy and will deny opportunity to growing millions of people.

(Lumina Foundation for Education, 2009, p. 7)

Although there are many ways to weigh the value of a college degree, by all

measures, it is arguably more advantageous to complete a college degree. Graduates of
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higher education can reasonably look forward to a brighter economic future. The research
of Murphy and Welch (1993) reveals a shocking disparity of potential earnings between
college and high school graduates: In 1993, college graduates typically earned twice that
of high-school graduates and six times that of high-school dropouts. Four years later
those numbers remained relatively stable. At that time, graduates of higher education
enjoyed wealth that was two and a half times that of their high-school graduate
counterparts and five times that of high-school dropouts (Diaz-Jiminez, Quadrini, &
Rios-Rull, 1997). By 2000, the average earnings for those with a graduate degree was
$65,000 while those with just a high school diploma earned on average merely $33,000
(Weinberg, 2004).

As a side note, some researchers have found that spouses of college graduates
were also better educated. A few studies have suggested that this benefit generally carried
over to their children, who did better in school and were less likely to get into trouble
with the police (Jencks & Edlin, 1995; Murphy & Welch, 1993).

The high cost of attrition can be considered from yet another perspective.
Students and families invest in educational costs through tuition, student fees, housing,
costs that may not be recouped without a degree and subsequent income advantage.
Heileman, Babbitt, and Abdallah (2015) suggest that

[A]ttempting but not completing a bachelor’s degree may lead to worse outcomes,

in terms of opportunity costs and debt, than avoiding college altogether. The last

of these creates a moral imperative for colleges and universities to graduate the
students they admit (Red Bird, Rodriguez, Wimer, & Grusky, 2013, as quoted in

Heileman et al., 2015, p. 30.)

Consider also lost time and income and tax losses from “low educational attainment in
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the workforce” (N. Johnson, N., 2012, p. 1). Additionally, most students rely on some
form of financial aid to attend college. Repaying student loans may be difficult without
the increased earnings that a degree brings. Figures from the National Center for
Education Statistics (2015) demonstrate the extent to which students increasingly rely on
financial aid:

The percentage of first-time, full-time undergraduate students at 4-year degree-
granting postsecondary institutions receiving financial aid was higher in 2013-
2014 (85 percent) than in 2008-09 (82 percent).... For 2-year degree-granting
postsecondary institutions, the percentage of first-time, full-time degree/
certificate-seeking undergraduate students receiving any financial aid increased
from 71 percent in 2008—09 to 78 percent in 2013-14. During this time, the
percentage of students receiving aid at 2-year public institutions increased from
66 to 77 percent.
For many students, financial aid may help alleviate the cost of tuition and books, but the
cost of living is still a considerable obstacle, especially for nontraditional students.
Taking into account that the average cost of a 4-year public institution for tuition, fees,
room and board was estimated to be $16,757, in the 10-year span from 2005-06 to 2015-

16, prices for undergraduates at those 4-year public institutions rose 37% (Snyder, de

Bray, & Dillow, 2016).

Review of Studies

A review of relevant literature revealed, as expected, that many approaches have
been employed to study attrition, retention, and re-enrollment without discriminating
among them (Araque, Roldan, & Salguero, 2009). Quantitative methods reviewed
included (1) multiple group discriminant analysis (Pascarella, Duby, Miller & Rasher,

1981), (2) two stage sequential decision model (Stratton, O’Toole & Wetzel, 2007), (3)
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statistical analysis using t tests, Omnibus F tests, and ANOVAS (Hoyt & Winn, 2004),
(4) event history analysis (Chen & DesJardins, 2010; DesJardins et al., 2002; Ishitani,
2003, 2008; Ortiz & Dehon, 2011), (5) comparative/statistical analysis (Ahson, et al.,
1998; Iwai & Churchill, 1982; Mallette & Cabrera, 1991; Sibulkin & Butler, 2005;
Woosley, 2004), (6) logistic regression (Herzog, 2005; 1. Johnson, 2006; Liu, 2010;
Schatzel et al., 2013; Singell & Waddell, 2010), and (7) hierarchical generalized linear
models (Oseguera & Rhee, 2009) among others. However, these studies did not
discriminate among dropouts, stop-outs, transfer-outs, and opt-outs, treating them all as
one category for purposes of their studies. The methodologies of the few studies that
focus exclusively on stop-outs are discussed below.

Pardee’s (1992) mixed-methods descriptive research study used surveys mailed to
396 stop-outs, asking them to rate the significance of various factors in their decision to
return to college, in order to identify the most important events that triggered their
decision to return at that specific time, and to provide information on their personal
decisions. Differences between demographic categories were determined through the use
of Chi Square and lambda statistical tests. Results showed that factors that influence
returning to higher education are intrinsic in nature. They also asserted that the most
important body from which to attract returning students is the institution’s own former
students.

Students in the Ahson et al. (1998) study were assessed through the use of (1)
institutional data (GPA, class level); (2) survey responses (intentions to complete a

degree, reasons for not returning sooner, number of hours worked weekly while
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enrolled); and (3) personal characteristics (age, gender, socioeconomic status [SES]) to
formulate predictors of re-entry, attrition, and academic persistence to graduation (p. 5).
Students were divided into two groups (graduators/persisters as group 1 and nonreturners
as group 2). A stepwise multiple regression was conducted using 76 independent
variables and the dichotomous dependent variable defined as group 1 or group 2 above.
Of the 1,262 students who enrolled in fall semester 1992 and did not return for spring
1993, only 504 students responded to a university survey on attrition and retention.
Predictions were then made on freshmen persistence/graduation and attrition as well as
sophomore, junior, and senior persistence/graduation or attrition predictions. The authors
concluded that the survey given to students who did not return for spring semester 1993
best predicted persistence/graduation for freshmen and sophomores; furthermore, the
study confirmed previous findings that “traditional” freshmen persistence is affected by
such external factors as “[p]re-entry attributes, academic integration, social integration,
[and] academic goals” (p. 13).

Schatzel et al. (2013) employed a commercial survey company to administer
telephone interviews. The respondents, between the ages of 25 and 34, had been
identified from current census data, voter registration lists, and warranty card
registrations. They were selected if they had some previous college experience but no
degree. Two versions of the survey were administered, one for respondents who indicated
an intention to return to college and the other for those who did not intend to return.
Binary logistic regression was used to test each of the twelve hypotheses. Their results

suggested that minorities were more likely than majority group members to express their
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intention to re-enroll. Counter to one of their hypotheses, full-time workers were also
more likely to intend to re-enroll than those who did not intend to return. Other
hypotheses, developed from earlier research, were not supported, “including those
predicting negative effects from time constraints, financial constraints, lower incomes,
number of children, and previous success in college” (p. 359).

Woosley (2004) used institutional data to examine demographic characteristics of
withdrawing students, regardless of whether they re-enrolled or not (defined as students
who registered for classes and paid tuition in either of the two semesters following her/his
withdrawal). Data were collected and analyzed for 613 undergraduates. As part of the
official withdrawal process, students were required to complete a survey that contained
questions about the decision to withdraw, opinions about the university, and reasons for
withdrawal. Out of 613 students, 559 completed the survey. Independent-samples t-tests
were conducted to determine if re-enrolling students had higher SAT math or verbal
scores or higher high school percentile ranks than those who did not re-enroll. Chi-square
was used to determine if a relationship existed between re-enrollment and such factors as
sex, ethnicity, time of withdrawal, enrollment status, and class level. Chi-square tests
were also used to evaluate whether the survey responses were related to re-enrollment.
The results of the study indicated that students’ intentions to return to school were related
to re-enrollment behaviors, but students did not always accurately predict their successful
return. Education goals, work commitments, participation levels at school, and health
issues were some of the differences found between those who re-enrolled and those who

did not. Woosley suggested that understanding the difference between dropouts and stop-
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outs would enhance our understanding of retention issues.

Although quantitative studies have assembled a fulsome view of information that
may be used to identify and predict student behavior in hopes of encouraging retention,
the qualitative approach has its own advantages in excavating the histories and
experiences of students in their own words and from their own point of view (Schwandt,
2007). The following studies used a qualitative approach to study re-enrollment
behaviors.

Students in Genco’s (2007) qualitative study were chosen through purposeful
sampling and assigned pseudonyms to protect their identity. Twenty-four participants
completed face-to-face interviews with open-ended questions. The interviews were
transcribed, and the final transcription was verbatim. The phenomenological approach
was used to analyze the findings, both interpretively and inductively. Creswell’s (2003)
coding process was used to organize and describe the data. The interviews produced
several conclusions as follows: re-enrolling was commonly the result of a life transition;
returning students use family, faith, positivity, and the belief that a better life is ahead
through education to persevere; and returning students want more programs and services
to address their concerns (anxiety, apprehension, childcare issues).

J. Johnson, Rochkind, Ott, and DuPont (2009) designed their qualitative study
using a nationally representative sample of 22- to 30-year-olds who had attended a
college or university but left before completing a certificate or degree. The 614
respondents first participated in one of five focus groups conducted in locations across

the country. Telephone interviews were then conducted over a seven-week period in
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2009, using both landline and cellular phones. The respondents were given the choice of
participating in the interview in English or Spanish. Their results suggested that contrary
to popular thought, many young people who drop out of college are paying their own
way; they may not fully realize the implications of leaving school without a degree; and
97% of those who dropped out college intend to encourage their own children to go to
college.

Using critical race theory as a framework, Rosser-Mims et al. (2014) looked
specifically at the re-entry experience of black males using an “interpretive qualitative
approach” (p. 61; see also Denzin, 1989; Merriam, 1998). The sample population was 15
black males, ranging in age from 25 to 45, who had some college experience and then
returned to complete their education. One-hour, semistructured interviews were
conducted face-to-face. Identities of participants were protected by the use of
pseudonyms. The interviews were tape recorded and transcribed. The data were then
analyzed using the constant comparative method. The authors describe two themes as
emerging: barriers to re-entry (a lack of understanding of available financial resources, a
lack of role models, and uncertainty about how to create work/life balance) and sources
of support (faith/spirituality, familial support, personal desire to be seen as a role model,
and intrinsic motivation for self-improvement).

Lehmann (2007) identified and then contacted 2,400 stop-outs, which yielded
only 42 responses. Eventually, 25 qualitative, semi-structured interviews (one-on-one)
were conducted. The interviews, averaging 80 minutes each, were transcribed and coded

with data analysis following the method prescribed by Strauss and Corbin (1990). The
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author also kept extensive field notes that were analyzed with the interviews using QSR
NVivo Version 2.0 software. Lehmann (2007) concluded that even though there was
“little evidence for a statistical relationship between social class background and
dropping out of university” we need to recognize the important role that social
background plays in “how students experience university and ultimately how they form
dispositions to either persist or drop out” (p. 105).

Johnson et al.’s (2009) study under the umbrella of the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation surveyed more than 600 dropout students in 2009. More than half stated that
the need to work and make money was the major reason they left. They also reported that
work was the top reason given for not returning to school once they left. Of those who
failed to graduate, more than 6 in 10 reported that the statement “I had to work as well,
and it was too stressful trying to do both” described their first year of school. In contrast,
48% of those w