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Introduction 
 

The Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills (DCELLS) has 
established a programme of customer research to provide a knowledge base to develop 
a clear understanding of its markets, customers and potential customers. It is essential 
that DCELLS has this evidence in order develop “citizen centred services”, as part of the 
Making the Connections and Beecham agendas. The aims of the programme are: 

 
• to understand what motivates customers to learn in order to widen and deepen 
participation in learning 
 
• to understand what customers think of the education and learning services they 
receive 
 
• to identify the learning needs of people 
 
GfK NOP, in association with Maguire Policy Research and Arad Consulting, was 
commissioned to undertake this three year programme of customer research on behalf 
of DCELLS.   

 
During the consultations as part of the inception phase of the Customer Research 
Programme (CRP) 2007-2010, the issue of people who dropped out of learning was 
mentioned as one which was worthy of study across all areas of learning, irrespective of 
where it was delivered (FE, HE, WBL, ACL etc).  In particular, the need to gain a better 
understanding of the reasons for withdrawal and the factors affecting the decision-
making process was frequently stated.  This report presents the findings of a literature 
review of student withdrawal from Higher Education (HE) 

 

Objectives of the study 
 
The overall objective of this study was to undertake a systematic literature review which 
would inform and underpin subsequent empirical research among Welsh Higher 
Education Institutions (HEIs).  It was felt to be important not to duplicate previous 
research or to commit resources to investigating issues about which there was already a 
substantial body of evidence and knowledge.  Rather, a key objective was to identify 
areas about which little was known, and where investigation would enhance knowledge 
and understanding and inform policy. 
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Terminology  
At the outset, it is worth mentioning the different terminology used for what the title of the 
study refers to as ‘student withdrawal’.  From a student perspective, ‘drop out’ is 
commonly used, while from a Higher Education Institution (HEI) perspective, the issue is 
usually referred to as ‘student retention’.  As Yorke (2003: p 1) suggests, for both HEIs 
and policy-makers, economic considerations can underlie their concern over student 
retention. 
 

“Retention is a ‘supply-side’ concept, for understandable supply-side 
reasons. It is a concept that is important for institutional managers (not 
least because of the implications for income streams) and for government 
and its agencies (which are concerned with matters relating to the return on 
the investment of public monies in higher education).” 

(Yorke, M. (2003) Why students leave early in higher education in the UK) 

   
Other frequently cited terms to describe the phenomenon of students choosing to curtail 
their studies include ‘non-retention’, ‘failing to progress’, ‘non-continuation’ and ‘non-
completion’. Morgan (undated) adds ‘departure’, ‘unsuccessful’ and ‘failed’ to this list, 
and points out that Leys (1999) suggested there were “nine definitions associated with 
drop-out or withdrawal”, while Foster (2000) had identified thirteen possible definitions.   
 
Morgan goes on to discuss some pertinent dimensions which are not fully encapsulated 
in any of these definitions, the main ones being: 

• A distinction between withdrawal/dropping out from a particular course or HEI, 
and leaving HE altogether.  The issue raised here is whether the student who is 
classified in the statistics as having withdrawn has done so in order to switch to a 
course and/or HEI which they deem more appropriate, or whether they have 
withdrawn from HE completely; 

• Whether a student’s withdrawal/departure has been a voluntary decision or 
whether it resulted from a failure to meet the standards and requirements of a 
course. 

 
As far as official statistics are concerned, the Higher Education Statistics Agency 
(HESA), which produces performance indicators on behalf of the HE funding councils for 
each of the four home countries, including the Higher Education Funding Council for 
Wales (HEFCW), provides figures relating to ‘non-continuation following year of entry’ 
and ‘non-completion’ figures, which are based on projections of patterns of student 
outcomes over fifteen years. 
 
The focus of this literature review is students who embark on first degree courses, but 
take the decision to withdraw from the course, for whatever reason, before completing 
the course of study.  Therefore, it is not intended to encompass those students whose 
non-continuation is due to their failure to meet the requirements of the course. 
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Methodology  
The approach to this literature review was based on the Systematic Review process 
advocated by the Evidence for Policy and Practice Information and Co-ordinating Centre 
(EPPI-Centre) at the Social Science Research Unit of the Institute of Education, 
University of London.  A key component of this approach is that the methodology to be 
adopted is made explicit, with the parameters of the study clearly stated and the criteria 
by which evidence is deemed appropriate for inclusion defined at the outset.  A ‘protocol’ 
is developed to ensure that this is done prior to embarking on the process of gathering 
evidence.  Annex B describes the protocol which framed the current study. 
 
The study comprised three main strands: 

1. Consultations with key stakeholders 
2. Desk research 
3. Additional contacts 

 

Consultations 

The purpose of the consultations was to gain the perspectives of policy-makers and key 
stakeholders on what should constitute the focus of the literature review.  In particular, 
their perceptions of the most significant factors to be addressed in considering student 
withdrawal, and their relationship to current and future policy options was needed in 
order to ensure that the study would be relevant and informative. 

In addition, the consultations sought to: identify any relevant reports or publications 
which should be included in the review; determine whether there were any significant 
current or projected research which could be pertinent; and gain contact details for 
individuals and/or bodies and institutions which would be able to provide further 
information. 

Face-to-face consultations were held with the following respondents: 

• Lisa Newberry - DCELLS Higher Learning group 
• Jane Johns and Celia Hunt – HEFCW 
• Karen Jones - Higher Education Wales 
• Jo Roberts - National Union of Students Wales 
• Ben Lewis -  Head of Student Advisory Services at Cardiff University 
• Helen James -  Director of Higher Education Strategy and Further Education 

Development at North East Wales Institute of Higher Education (NEWI).   
 
The semi-structured topic guide used for the consultations is found in Annex A.  
 

Desk research 
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The main task of the desk research was to undertake a search of literature relating to 
student withdrawal from HE and course changing among new entrants.  Initially, the 
search strategy focused on publications from key organisations, such as: 

• Higher Education Funding Council for Wales (HEFCW) 
• Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) 
• Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) 
• Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services (AGCAS) 
• Society for Research in Higher Education (SRHE) 
• Institute for HE Policy 
• Council for Industry and Higher Education (CIHE) 
• Open University Knowledge Network 
 

At the same time, key databases, such as that for the Current Educational Research in 
the United Kingdom (CERUK) and the EPPI Database for Educational Research were 
trawled. 

Thereafter, the academic journals, such as: Higher Education Quarterly; Higher 
Education Policy; Education Research; Higher Education Review; Further and Higher 
Education; British Journal of Guidance and Counselling; Journal of Further and Higher 
Education; Studies in Higher Education; and Welsh Journal of Education, were explored. 

The framework within which the examination of the literature took place was geared to 
the following broad headings: 

• Trends in withdrawal and course changing - distribution across HEIs in Wales and 
comparisons with other parts of the UK 

• Characteristics of those who withdraw and/or change course 
• Reasons for withdrawal and/or changing course, and factors affecting students’ 

decision-making 
• Institutional responses and advice and guidance for students 
 

A list of the references identified and consulted is provided at the end of the report.   

Additional contacts  

In addition to the stakeholders who were consulted face-to-face, email contact was 
made with: Margaret Dane, Chief Executive of the Association of Graduate Careers 
Advisory Services (AGCAS); and Jane Artess, Research Director, Higher Education 
Careers Service Unit (HECSU).  The purpose of these contacts was to to be alerted to 
the existence of current and upcoming studies of student withdrawal.   
 
Also, published material, in the form of data or written reports, which could contribute to 
the study, was sought from Universities UK (UUK) and the Standing Conference of 
Principals (SCOP. 



  8

Context 
 

Before embarking on a discussion of the literature relating to student withdrawal from HE 
in Wales, it is necessary to be reminded of the policy context in which this phenomenon 
occurs and to be aware of the characteristics of students attending Welsh HEIs, and how 
those characteristics compare to students at HEIs in other parts of the United Kingdom. 

Policy context 

As far as overall policy is concerned, the most relevant for this discussion are: the 
widening participation agenda; the Reaching Higher initiative; the Reaching Wider 
initiative; and the role of tuition fees. 

Widening participation  

Recent years have seen significant increases in participation rates in higher education 
throughout the United Kingdom.  This trend has been encouraged by the introduction of 
a widening access and participation agenda, which has contributed to the growing 
numbers of students entering HE from groups which have traditionally been under-
represented.  The Teaching and Learning Research Programme (TLRP), which is jointly 
funded by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) and the 
Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), provided the following detailed 
definition of widening participation. 

“Widening participation is taken to mean extending and enhancing access to HE 
experiences of people from so-called under-represented and diverse subject 
backgrounds, families, groups and communities and positively enabling such 
people to participate in and benefit from HE. People from socially disadvantaged 
families and/or deprived geographical areas, including deprived remote, rural and 
coastal areas or from families that have no prior experience of HE may be of key 
concern. Widening participation is also concerned with diversity in terms of 
ethnicity, gender, disability and social background in particular HE disciplines, 
modes and institutions. It can also include access and participation across the 
ages, extending conceptions of learning across the life-course, and in relation to 
family responsibilities, particularly by gender and maturity” 

(quoted in Watson, 2006) 

More succinctly, HEFCW describes widening access as being about “increasing 
opportunities for people from a diverse range of backgrounds to benefit from higher 
education” (HEFCW website). 

As Watson (2006) states, “at its heart … widening participation is an issue of social 
justice.  More concretely, succeeding at it contributes to social cohesion” (Watson, 2006: 
p 2).  At the same time, concerns have been raised about potential increases in rates of 
student drop-out (Watson, 2006: p 3).  Thus, the impact of widening participation on the 



  9

characteristics of the student body in HE needs to be borne in mind when considering 
student withdrawal. 

 

Reaching Higher  

Reaching Higher (Welsh Assembly Government, 2002) is the national strategy for higher 
education. The strategy was published in 2002, and set out plans to 2010 to make 
higher education in Wales “an inclusive and world-renowned sector”.  It acknowledged 
the Welsh HE sector’s strong record in attracting and retaining students from 
disadvantaged and under-represented backgrounds, while noting that “too many people 
who could potentially benefit from HE still believe that higher education is not for them". 
There was a specific commitment to work with Communities First areas, in conjunction 
with the Higher Education Funding Council for Wales (HEFCW).  
 
Moreover, the document recognised a need to address the issue of student retention, 
with particular emphasis on the role of support and career advice: 
 

“Retention is as important as recruitment. Widening access to those who 
were traditionally under represented in higher education brings new 
challenges for student retention. These groups frequently need higher 
levels of support than has traditionally been available. We believe that 
institutions need to adopt a still more learner centred approach … HEIs 
need to ensure that pastoral support and guidance is available to students - 
many of whom will be living away from home for the first time. That support 
needs to be tailored to their specific, individual needs, including any special 
needs that they may have. This should be the start of lifelong contacts with 
students, embracing the highest standard of career advice, including advice 
on career opportunities in Wales, and an active alumni service.” 

(Welsh Assembly Government, 2002: pp 9-10) 
 

The current Reaching Higher strategy is scheduled to end in 2010, and on June 25th 
2008, the Education Minister, Jane Hutt, announced that a two-stage review of higher 
education in Wales was to be instigated.  The first stage of the review, to be completed 
by the end of September 2008, focused on student finance arrangements, with particular 
reference to how they align with attempts to widen access.  The purpose of the second 
stage, was to review “the mission, purpose and role for higher education in Wales taking 
account of the vision set in Reaching Higher and Skills that Work for Wales”. 
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Reaching Wider  

In Wales, the ‘Widening Access’ agenda focuses on four target groups, namely those 
from Communities First Areas, those from BME groups, those studying through the 
medium of Welsh and those with disabilities.  During recent years, policy at institution 
level and at regional level (e.g. through the ‘Reaching Wider’ partnerships) has 
increasingly targeted retention and support, as well as widening access through 
recruitment from schools and colleges. 

The Reaching Wider initiative was established to fulfil the commitment to providing 
greater access to higher education for people with characteristics and backgrounds 
which have not traditionally been well-represented in HE.  In order to oversee the 
implementation of the initiative, as well as to administer the allocation of funding, four 
regional Reaching Wider Partnerships were established in: North Wales; West and Mid 
Wales; South West Wales; and South East Wales.  

The four target groups identified in Reaching Higher for the Reaching Wider policy 
initiative were: 

• Individuals from Communities First areas 
• Black and other ethnic minority groups 
• Disabled people 
• Welsh speakers 
 

Tuition fees 

In England, the introduction of tuition fees and a system of student loans has been 
associated with changes in the behaviour of HE students (Adnett, 2006).  As well as 
leading to a significant increase in the propensity of students to engage in employment 
during term time (Metcalf, 2005), it has been suggested that the role of tuition fees has 
contributed to changes in the probability of students withdrawing from HE (Davies and 
Elias, 2003). 

In Wales, the student finance system which operates in higher education differs from 
that in England (Rees and Taylor, 2006).  The Welsh Assembly decided against 
introducing top-up fees at the same time as in England.  When they did so, in autumn 
2007, the fee of £3,000 a year could be offset for Welsh students who study in Wales by 
a £1,800 tuition fee grant from the Welsh Assembly.  Rees and Taylor point to there 
being much larger flows of students into and out of Wales than is found in the rest of the 
UK.  However, “from 2007–2008, there will be a significant price differential for Welsh-
domiciled students studying in Wales and those who wish to go elsewhere” (Rees and 
Taylor, 2006).  In relation to the widening access agenda, Rees and Taylor conclude that 
fees do not constitute an issue of overarching importance. 

 

In the review of higher education in Wales mentioned above, the first stage focused on 
student finance and considered the issue of graduate debt and the potential role of 
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national statutory student finance and locally delivered bursaries, scholarships etc.  The 
report of the Rees Review of student funding in Wales (Rees et al, 2005) advocated the 
introduction of a national bursary scheme, which would provide targeted assistance for 
students, especially those from lower income families.  Thus, there was a desire to 
assist the widening access agenda and to provide an incentive for Welsh-domiciled 
students to study in Wales. 

As will be seen later, the issues of, firstly, income and, secondly, the difficulties 
experienced by students from socio-economic groups which have traditionally not 
participated in higher education, are prominent in the list of factors which are felt to 
contribute to student withdrawal. 

 

Characteristics of students at Welsh HEIs 
On the premise that certain factors, especially relating to the characteristics of groups of 
HE entrants, are associated with the likelihood of withdrawal from HE, it is necessary to 
establish the characteristics of the student population in Welsh HEIs.  In particular, it is 
important to place any comparisons between students in Wales and those in the other 
home countries in the context of differences in the respective student populations.  The 
following discussion draws on Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) data, and 
reveals significant differences between HEIs in Wales and those in the rest of the United 
Kingdom, in the characteristics of annual cohorts of HE entrants. 

Firstly, as far as the proportion of young entrants to full-time first degree courses from 
state schools or colleges is concerned, the figures from six intakes up to 2006/07 show 
that those for Wales were consistently higher than those for England and Scotland by 
around 5 to 6 percentage points over successive cohorts (Table 1).  This has 
implications for retention rates, as those from state schools exhibit a greater likelihood 
than those from non-state schools of withdrawing from HE.  It can be seen that the gap 
between the figure for Wales and that for England grew by one percentage point from 
2005/06 to 2006/07. 
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Table 1 - Percentage of young entrants to full-time first degree 
courses from state schools 

Proportion of young (aged under 21) entrants to full-time first degree courses from state 
schools or colleges

  2001/02 2002/03 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07

 % % % % % %

UK 86.0 87.2 86.8 86.7 87.4 87.8

England 85.2 86.4 86.1 85.9 86.9 87.2

Wales 90.9 91.9 91.5 91.2 91.8 93.1

Scotland 85.0 87.5 85.9 86.3 85.7 86.6

Northern 
Ireland 99.7 99.9 99.8 99.7 99.8 99.6

Source: HESA Performance Indicators in Higher Education in the UK 

 

The HESA statistics also show that in the three intakes from 2002 to 2004, the 
proportion of young full-time first degree entrants to HEIs in Wales from National 
Statistics Socio-economic Classification (NS-SEC) Classes 4-71 was higher than that in 
England but very slightly lower in 2005/2006.  This change may have been indicative of 
the impact of the widening participation agenda in England, although in 2006/07 the 
proportion in Wales (30.1 per cent) was slightly higher than that in England (29.8 per 
cent). 

In the 2006-2007 intake, Welsh HEIs also had a higher proportion of young full-time first 
degree entrants from low participation neighbourhoods2 than was the case in the rest of 

                                                            

1 These are groups below professional, managerial and intermediate occupations: 4 is small 
employers and own account workers; 5 is lower supervisory and technical occupations; 6 is semi-
routine occupations; and 7 is routine occupations. 

2 Low participation neighbourhoods are defined as those for which the participation rate is less 
than two thirds of the UK average. 



  13

the UK (10.2 per cent, compared to 9.6 per cent in England and an overall figure of 9.0 
per cent for the UK).  As with the case of Socio-economic Classification, this again 
highlights that, in comparison to English HEIs, Welsh HEIs have higher proportionate 
intakes of students from groups which tend to have higher levels of student withdrawal. 

The difference was even greater for mature students (defined as being 21 or over at 
September 30th of the academic year), with the proportion for 2006/07 being 12.5 per 
cent in Wales, 11.4 per cent in England, and 10.6 per cent in the UK as a whole.  This 
relative success, in Wales, of attracting students from low participation neighbourhoods, 
is important when considering the overall student retention statistics, as it indicates that 
Welsh HEIs have been more successful in retaining students from groups which are 
more prone to withdrawing from HE.  Moreover, it also highlights areas where further 
research may be required, in order to better understand student withdrawal in the Welsh 
context.  For example, it will be seen that students from those groups which have 
traditionally had lower HE participation rates tend to have higher rates of withdrawal.   

 
An important feature of the student body throughout the UK is the proportion studying 
part-time.  In its study of part-time students in HE, Universities UK stated that over 40 
per cent of UK HE students came into this category (UUK, 2006).  In Wales, the 
proportion of undergraduate enrolments in 2006-07 who were studying part-time was 39 
per cent (HEFCW, 2007).  However, although the overall figure for Wales appears to be 
similar to that for the UK as a whole, HESA statistics for 2006/07 enrolments show a 
significant difference between Welsh HEIs and those in the rest of the UK in the age 
distribution of part-time students.  For the UK as a whole, only 7.6 per cent of those 
enrolling as part-time students were ‘young entrants’ (defined as those who are aged 
under 21 at 30th September of the academic year in which they are recorded as entering 
the institution), whereas in Wales the figure was 14.4 per cent. 

This is indicative of Welsh HEIs enrolling school-leavers on a part-time basis to a far 
greater extent than is true elsewhere in the UK.  When placed in the context of the 
research finding that a full-time, first-degree student is three times more likely than a 
part-time student to continue their studies into a second year (National Audit Office, 
2007: p 8), it pinpoints an issue which warrants further investigation. 

The HESA statistics also confirm the ongoing trend for HEIs in Wales to have higher 
proportions of students in receipt of Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA) than other 
parts of the UK.  For full-time first degree students, the proportion of such students in 
2006/07 was 5.2 per cent in Wales and 4.4 per cent in England.  In Wales, this 
represented a year by year increase, from 2.9 per cent in 2001/02.   
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Findings from Consultations 
As indicated earlier, consultations were carried out with representatives of DCELLS 
Higher Learning group, HEFCW, Higher Education Wales, National Union of Students 
Wales and two HEIs.  These discussions sought respondents’ perceptions of the key 
points relating to student withdrawal and early course changing.  As such, the intention 
was not to elicit hard factual data.  Rather, it was to ensure that the subsequent literature 
review would concentrate on exploring findings, and statistical data, which were 
pertinent to the study.  This section draws out the main points which arose during the 
consultations, without ascribing them to particular individuals.   

Student withdrawal and non-completion 
Some of those consulted suggested that variations between HEIs in rates of student 
withdrawal may be attributable to the differing characteristics of the respective student 
bodies.  In particular, the tendency for post-1992 universities to recruit  higher 
proportions of part-time and ‘widening access’ students than their pre-1992 counterparts 
was highlighted, and offered as a factor in post-1992 universities also having higher 
rates of student withdrawal.  As will be discussed in the next section, there are 
considerable variations between HEIs in Wales in rates of non-continuation and non-
completion, which reflect differences in the characteristics of entrants. 

Differences in the characteristics of students by subject area were also considered to be 
influential in determining rates of student withdrawal.  It was noted that subjects such as 
nursing and creative writing tended to have higher proportions of mature students, who 
have a greater likelihood of withdrawal.  However, the introduction of tuition fees has led 
to a reduction in the numbers of mature students recruited. 

A range of factors which can contribute to student withdrawal emerged from the 
consultations, notably: 

Finance – differences emerged between those consulted about the significance of 
finance.  A student representative acknowledged that withdrawal often resulted from a 
combination of factors, but felt that finance was the most important factor. A particular 
issue in relation to this point is the need felt by many students to take jobs in order to 
finance their degree courses, with a consequent adverse effect on withdrawal and 
course changing.  In contrast, while recognising it as potentially being a factor leading to 
the decision to withdraw, others agreed with recent studies (Quinn et al, 2005) which 
pointed to this being less important than other issues.   

Socio-economic background – the relationship between socio-economic background and 
propensity to withdraw, with dropping out being more prevalent among students from 
lower socio-economic groups, was mentioned.  Moreover, the system of tuition fees was 
felt to have created a disparity between the widening access agenda and the issue of 
student retention, with ‘debt-averse working class people’ not necessarily feeling that 
they fit in with HE.  Also, an HEI representative asserted that students from lower 
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income families tended to require student support to a greater extent than those from 
families with higher incomes.   

Lack of tradition of HE – for those students from families with no prior tradition of HE, 
difficulties may be encountered in coping with the HE experience.  In particular, it was 
felt that they could feel intimidated if studying traditional, professional subjects such as 
law or medicine, which tended to recruit students with family backgrounds in those 
subjects. 

Realistic expectations - problems can arise from the ‘reality’ of the HE experience 
differing from students’ expectations, particularly if they have been led to believe that it 
will be relatively easy. In such circumstances, appropriate support is required – from 
peers, members of staff etc and through learning resources. 

Academic demands – the academic demands of HE, and the step change in thinking 
required of students to meet these demands was put forward as a reason for some 
students’ withdrawal.  The requirement for the necessary academic ability was essential 
in order for students to be able to ‘stay the distance’. 

Students offered places through clearing – a disparity between those who had gained 
their place through clearing and those who had received their offer of a place much 
earlier in the year, with the former being more likely to drop out, was mentioned.  It was 
suggested that this was often due to their enrolling at HEIs in locations which they had 
not previously visited and/or enrolling on courses which were not their first choice. 

Inadequate facilities – it was stated that some HEI vice-chancellors partly attributed 
student withdrawal to students’ perceptions that the ‘shoddy facilities’ offered are not up 
to the anticipated standard.  This encompassed student accommodation and the 
infrastructure, particularly in relation to IT facilities, with which students were confronted 
within their HEI.  As a result, students sometimes felt that they were not valued by the 
HEI. 

Students feeling valued – allied to the above point, the need for HEIs to make students 
feel valued, so that they feel part of something they want to be part of, was emphasised. 

A consultee for this review contended that the time at which students were most 
vulnerable to deciding to drop out was after around six weeks – when they had to hand 
in their first assignment.  This was supported by attendees at the ‘Staying the course: 
The retention of students in higher education’ conference, run jointly by The Higher 
Education Academy, the National Audit Office and HEFCE, on April 1st 2008. 

Early course changing 
Unlike student drop-out, early course changing was not considered to be an issue of 
concern among respondents in the consultation phase.  This was partly attributed to the 
development of more appropriate student support systems.  In particular, the shift from a 
system whereby anyone changing course placed their funding at risk for the whole of the 
first year, to one where student funding is based on 3 or 4 years plus one year, means 



  16

that students are able to “have a second bite of the cherry” without losing funding.  This 
has made it easier for students to move around without risk of penalty. 

The system of credit and an emphasis on modularisation were also factors which helped 
to render early course changing relatively unproblematic.  Students in post-1992 
universities were felt to be more mobile, with HEIs such as the University of Glamorgan 
and NEWI adapting their processes to accommodate these shifts.  Pre-1992 universities 
were considered to be slower in introducing system changes. 

Key issues 
As well as identifying factors which contribute to student withdrawal, there emerged from 
the consultations a range of issues which were regarded as being highly pertinent to the 
discussion. 

Cultural dynamic 

The importance of social networks and contacts for enabling new entrants to cope with 
the HE experience was flagged up.  This was related to the notion of a ‘cultural 
dynamic’, whereby entrants to HE from working class backgrounds and/or 
disadvantaged areas, and who represent the first generation of their family to aspire to 
HE may be less prepared and less able to cope with both the learning and social 
aspects of life at an HEI than those from family backgrounds where there is prior 
knowledge and experience of HE. This situation may result in undue pressure on the 
former, who may have unrealistic expectations of what awaits them. 

The role of the personal tutor 

The importance of the role of the personal tutor, firstly in identifying difficulties or 
disenchantment on the part of the student, and secondly in responding to those 
difficulties, was emphasised. Personal tutors, who are part of educational provision, 
were seen as being in the front line and in a position where, if appropriate, they could 
refer the student to the student support team.  Initially, it was felt that, rather than 
students who were considering withdrawing resorting to the bureaucratic process 
involved, they should be encouraged to discuss the matter with their personal tutor or a 
member of the student support team.  An HEI representative stressed that the personal 
tutor or student support team should not work on the principle of advising not to 
withdraw.  Rather, they should attempt to put in place mechanisms to address the 
specific issues which had led the student to contemplate withdrawal. 

Widening access agenda 

It was felt by representatives of HEIs that the assumption that students who had been 
attracted to HE as a result of the widening access agenda were at greater risk of 
withdrawal and/or non-progression should be challenged.  One respondent sought to 
differentiate between what was termed ‘responsible’ and ‘irresponsible’ widening access.  
The point being made here was to call into question the recruitment process which 



  17

resulted in more than one in five of entrants withdrawing in the first year, with, for many, 
the detrimental effect this had on their self-confidence and future career trajectories.   

Funding of HE 

The ‘funding gap’ between Wales and England was mentioned as a constraint on Welsh 
HEIs, which, it was felt, were less well resourced than their English counterparts.  This 
had implications for their competitiveness and the resources available to them.  The 
importance of the need for the Welsh Assembly Government to recognise that the 
allocation of funding to HE should be regarded as an investment was stated.  Crucially, 
one respondent highlighted what they considered to be a significant gap between the 
funding model in operation in Wales and what the sector was attempting to do to 
address student retention. 

An HEI representative stated that the numbers of mature students enrolling had declined 
as a result of the introduction of tuition fees. 

Student finance 

At present, the level of fee remission available to Welsh domiciled students enrolling at 
HEIs in Wales makes this an attractive option.  However, there is widespread scepticism 
about whether such a policy is sustainable, economically, in the longer term. 

The poor take-up of bursaries and falling levels of applications to the Financial 
Contingency Fund were cited as indications of finance not being as pressing an issue for 
students as is often claimed. 

The lack of robust data about the impact of tuition fees on student participation and 
withdrawal was remarked upon, with the caveat that it was too early to assess the extent 
of any impact.  However, the increase in Welsh students attending Welsh HEIs was 
considered to be partly attributable to the fee remission available to these students, 
which is non-means tested. 

Foundation degrees 

An HEI representative considered the introduction of Foundation degrees to be an 
important issue in relation to student retention, for both full-time and part-time students.  
In particular, they eased the transition to HE by enabling students to become 
accustomed to the academic demands they would encounter.  This accorded with the 
description of them as being “seen by many HEIs/FEIs and employment organisations 
as an important ‘stepping stone’ qualification, particularly suited to part-time learners in 
work” (SQW, 2007).  The SQW report (2007) noted that earlier studies of Foundation 
degrees (York Consulting, 2004) had identified retention “as a problem in some of the 
early programmes, mainly because some students were missing the underpinning 
knowledge necessary to complete the qualifications. Balancing work and study can 
cause students to struggle, leading to early drop-outs” (SQW, 2007: p 15).  However, as 
far as Foundation degrees in Wales were concerned, it was concluded that more 
effective recruitment practices should have alleviated the problem. 
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Students in Years 2 and 3 

It was felt that a lot was known about students’ first year experience of HE and the issue 
of student withdrawal, as exemplified by the fact that both HEFCW and HEW have 
recently initiated reviews of the literature and associated evidence.  However, relatively 
little has been done to assess students in Years 2 and 3, and the factors which may lead 
them to decide to withdraw.  It was suggested by one respondent that the issues may be 
different from those which affect first year students.  For many, their lifestyle may have 
changed, having moved out of student accommodation, their workload could be 
increasing and they may be becoming anxious about their future careers.  Furthermore, 
for some, the demands of part-time employment, which they may need to undertake for 
financial reasons, may be further detracting from their ability to perform sufficiently well 
in their studies.   

Policy initiatives 
During the consultations, the role of accreditation was considered to be important in 
Wales, as provision was funded on learning units and therefore afforded flexibility for 
students to move between institutions or to part-time study.  Therefore, credit can be 
viewed as a facilitator of movement within the system which enables students to change 
course or institution to something which they find more suitable, thereby reducing the 
likelihood of withdrawal.  

The fact that HEIs in Wales receive a premium for the numbers of students enrolled who 
are in receipt of Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA), helps to explain the higher 
proportion of those students, in comparison to England and Scotland.  

It was stated by one respondent that the refocusing of the Reaching Higher Strategy, 
which is due to take place in 2010, is likely to place greater emphasis on student 
retention. 

A respondent flagged up the key role of the Reaching Wider Partnerships, which are led 
by HEIs and involve feeder schools, in making potential entrants to HE better informed 
about what they will face.   This sometimes entails organising university taster days and 
summer camps.  In conjunction with HEI staff, the Partnerships are able to provide 
valuable information, advice and guidance which is targeted at young people who are 
about to leave school.  Given the perception that a lack of understanding of what would 
be required of them in HE can be a contributory factor to a decision to withdraw, this is 
also a mechanism for enhancing student retention. 

Another interesting point which was raised was the possible impact of the Leitch Report 
and its emphasis on the upskilling of all adults.  For this to happen, greater emphasis 
may be placed on ensuring that those engaged in pursuing higher level qualifications do 
not withdraw before this has been achieved.  Therefore, there could be increased 
interest in understanding the phenomenon of student withdrawal in the coming years. 
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Institutional responses 
As far as Wales is concerned, a contributor commented on the lack of flexibility within 
HEIs, with special reference to the pre-1992 universities.  This was regarded as a 
constraint on the introduction of measures to address students’ requirements for 
support.  Another respondent considered that the Russell Group universities were able 
to devote more resources to student support systems, yet it was harder for those in the 
groups most at risk of withdrawal to gain entry. 

Contrasting views emerged about the relative merits of pre-1992 and post-1992 HEIs, in 
terms of the support provided for students.  One of those interviewed felt that post-1992 
universities tended to have higher drop-out rates, because they had more part-time and 
‘widening access’ students from families with no history of going to HE in their cohorts.  
As a consequence, they also tended to place greater emphasis on pastoral care for 
students.   

This view was challenged by a respondent who contended that there was a ‘myth’ 
among HEIs that just because some were regarded as being small and friendly, they 
therefore tended to be more supportive of their students.  A counter argument was that 
larger HEIs tended to be better resourced and could offer higher levels of formal support. 

Among the measures which were mentioned as having the potential to alleviate some of 
the problems associated with student withdrawal was the use of pre-entry taster courses 
or summer schools which enabled prospective students to gain some first hand 
experience of HE, and therefore of what they may expect to find after enrolling.  
However, the respondent also acknowledged the shortcomings of this approach, notably 
the fact that it placed applicants in a situation which was certainly not real.  The main 
purpose of these activities was perceived to be marketing, rather than an attempt to 
reduce the likelihood of student withdrawal. 

A better way of introducing applicants to what life in HE was all about was the idea of 
them taking modules, possibly lasting a whole term. The emphasis would be on self-
directed learning.  It was reported that Cardiff University was already offering this kind of 
pre-entry provision. 

As indicated earlier, personal tutors were regarded as being in the front line of support 
for students, followed by student support services.  It was envisaged in one HEI that the 
student support services were becoming seen as part of educational provision.  
Furthermore, the approach being taken placed emphasis on not necessarily advising 
students against dropping out.  Rather, the intention was to put in place mechanisms 
which addressed the issues which may lead to students considering dropping out.  By 
placing the individual’s, rather than the institution’s needs, at the forefront, the student 
services unit was essentially adopting the role of ‘honest broker’ which has traditionally 
been espoused by career advisers.  This provision of impartial advice and guidance 
highlights the importance of the role of HEIs’ careers advisory services in addressing 
students’ needs (Maguire, 2005).  
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The introduction of peer mentoring schemes, involving second and third year students, 
and more rigorous and regular monitoring of data relating to student withdrawal were 
also mentioned as ways of addressing retention issues. 

Policy development 
In terms of future policy developments, the following were mentioned as key areas by 
those consulted, as far as student withdrawal was concerned: 

 Given the imminent revision of the funding methodology for HE in Wales, the idea of 
relating funding to completion rates, rather than to the numbers starting courses, was 
put forward; 

 A related idea was for the funding of HEIs to be based on the ‘distance travelled’ 
over time by students, incorporating achievement as well as completion.  It was 
suggested that investment in HEIs on this basis would disproportionately affect 
student retention; 

 Greater collaboration, rather than competition, between HEIs and FEIs should be 
further encouraged; 

 The need for more training of personal tutors, in order to be able to offer a greater 
level of support and pastoral care, was proposed; 

 A greater emphasis on the provision of information and advice at the pre-entry stage, 
through working with schools and colleges of further education, was thought to be 
advisable in order to prepare entrants for the HE experience. 

Gaps in knowledge 
Although HEIs are to a great extent autonomous and are often resistant to external 
intervention, policy makers felt that any research on the issue of student withdrawal 
which was undertaken as part of the CRP 2007-2010 would be helpful for the process of 
refreshing the Reaching Higher initiative.   

In particular, it was stated that it would be interesting to know more about the extent to 
which finance contributes to withdrawal, especially in relation to the issue of the fee cap.   

Although some work has started on gaining a deeper understanding of the issues which 
affect the entry and continuation of black and ethnic minority (BME) students in HE, 
further investigation of this aspect of access to HE would also be welcomed.   

Another issue which was raised concerned the delivery of HE courses by Further 
Education institutions.  There is some, at least anecdotal, evidence that retention rates 
vary between those courses which are delivered within HE and those which are 
delivered by Colleges of Further Education, with rates in the latter being higher.   

It was also stated that it would be useful to identify good practice among HEIs in the way 
in which they were addressing the issue of student withdrawal and to get to know more 
about what activities and mechanisms were particularly effective in supporting retention. 
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The relationship between particular HEI approaches and practices which effected 
improved student retention and the characteristics of the students who were targeted by 
these practices were thought to be worthy of consideration. 

The overriding focus of the student retention debate being on full-time students, together 
with a dearth of literature about the retention of part-time students, were reasons given 
for undertaking work which looked at the latter. 

Also, while there is a plethora of research and comment about withdrawal among first 
year students, it was felt that more needed to be known about those who dropped out in 
Years 2 and 3.  It was hypothecated that their lifestyles differed to some extent from 
those of first year students, and they often experienced increasing workloads and 
apprehension about imminent career decisions. 

Another possible area of research which was mentioned was a comparison between the 
experiences of home-based and campus-based students. 

While there is much literature which considers the need for and role of student support, 
careers advice and counselling support, a more challenging area for study would be to 
assess how students were able to cope with the ‘academic endeavour’ required to 
successfully navigate a course through HE. 

Following on from the notion identified earlier that the assumption that ‘widening access’ 
students were equated with a greater propensity to withdraw from HE should be 
challenged, studies which set out to do this would be welcomed by those who were 
consulted. 

At a practical level, there was a call for a study of the impact of the student bursary 
scheme on recruitment and retention, and, in particular the extent to which it reduced the 
likelihood of withdrawal. 

Underpinning much of the discussion of student retention, it was felt that HEIs should be 
more assiduous and probing when compiling data about withdrawal and the reasons 
given for it.  This would provide a sounder foundation for assertions about the 
characteristics of those who withdrew, and the factors which impinged on that decision. 
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Student Withdrawal 
 

This section considers the literature on student withdrawal.  The aspects of the topic 
which are discussed are: 

 Completion and continuation rates; 

 Characteristics of non-continuing students; 

 Reasons for withdrawal; 

 Factors affecting students’ decisions to withdraw; and 

 When withdrawal occurs 

Completion and continuation rates 

A recent report (National Audit Office, 2007) on Higher Education in England 
distinguishes between two measures of student retention:  

1. the ‘completion rate’, which refers to the proportion of starters in a year who 
continue their studies until obtaining a qualification; and  

2. the ‘continuation rate’, which is the proportion of students entering an HEI who 
are enrolled in the following year. 

 

By analysing HESA statistics, the report concluded that 91.6 per cent of first degree 
students enrolling in 2004-05 continued into their second year, while 78.1 per cent were 
projected to qualify with a first degree.  It will be important to be clear about the 
distinction between these measures, when assessing the literature and drawing 
conclusions for the work to be carried out as part of the CRP 2007-2010.  While the 
proportions continuing into Year 2 are based on actual numbers, the projections of 
attainment in Year 3 are predictive figures based on “current progression patterns at 
their institution” (HESA website).  What is significant about these figures, however, is 
that, while considerable attention is paid in the literature to the 8.4 per cent of those not 
continuing into Year 2, there is relatively little about the 21.9 per cent who do not 
progress to attaining a first degree.  It could be argued that while withdrawal within the 
first year could, as will be seen, be for a variety of reasons and in some cases a positive 
move, the significantly higher proportions who do not progress sufficiently to achieve a 
degree constitutes a more fundamentally worrying problem, in individual, social and 
economic terms. 

A key point made by the National Audit Office report is that the United Kingdom has 
higher rates of graduation than the majority of OECD countries, and that the figures for 
the 2004-05 intake for the UK represented a slight improvement on the comparable 
figures for 1999-2000 (National Audit Office, 2007). 
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Commenting on the NAO report, David Eastwood, Chief Executive of the Higher 
Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), suggests that, rather than having a 
high withdrawal rate, a comparison of student participation rates over time points to 
there having been only a slight increase in non-completion rates at a time when 
participation rates more than doubled (Eastwood, 2008).  His conclusion was that “the 
transition to mass higher education was achieved without the predicted catastrophic 
increase in drop-out rates”. 

At the time of the launch of Reaching Higher in 2002, Welsh HEIs had a lower non-
continuation figure, in comparison to the UK as a whole.  The Reaching Higher 
document stated that “8% of all full time first degree entrants in Wales in 1998-99 did not 
continue in HE beyond the year of entry, compared to 10% in the UK as a whole”, and 
that “9% of young full time students from low participation neighbourhoods did not 
continue in HE after their first year, compared to 6% from other neighbourhoods. These 
figures are lower than the UK average” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2002, p 9). 

As far as non-completion is concerned, HEFCW’s Welsh Higher Education Statistics 
2004/05, drawing on HESA data which provides a comparison across the four home 
countries, asserted that “non-completion rates of full-time students starting first degrees 
in Wales were slightly higher than for the UK as a whole”.  The estimate for Wales was 
15.4 per cent of students neither obtaining an award nor transferring to another HEI, 
compared with 14.9 per cent for the UK as a whole (HEFCW, 2008a).  

Since that time, there has been a change in the comparative rates of Welsh and English 
HEIs.  The latest HESA statistics relating to continuation and completion3 show that, in 
both cases, those for Welsh HEIs are higher than the figures for England and for the UK 
as a whole.  Of young full-time first degree entrants in 2005/06, 7.8 per cent of those in 
Wales did not continue in HE after the first year.  This compares to 6.7 per cent in 
England and 7.1 per cent for the UK.  For mature full-time first degree entrants, the 
comparable figures were 15.2 per cent in Wales, 14.2 per cent in England and 14.3 per 
cent in the UK (HESA website). 

However, the downward trend in Wales was greater than elsewhere in the UK.  For 
young full-time first degree entrants, the figure represented a 0.4 percentage point fall 
from the previous year, whereas in England and the UK as a whole, there had only been 
a 0.1 percentage point reduction.  For mature full-time first degree entrants, the figure for 
the UK for 2005/06 was 0.1 percentage points lower than for the previous year, while for 
England the proportion had risen by 0.2 percentage points.  In Wales, there had been a 
1.5 percentage points reduction.  Thus, in the case of both young and mature full-time 
first degree entrants, the downward trend for non-continuation levels was considerably 
greater in Wales than elsewhere in the UK. 

Within the overall figures, there are considerable differences in the rates of withdrawal 
between the various HEIs in Wales (Table 6).  The statistics for first degree courses 
                                                            

3 The data referred to here is derived from the HESA website. 
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2004-05 showed that the projected withdrawal rate for the University of Glamorgan was 
29.9 per cent, while that for the University of Wales, Bangor and the University of Wales, 
Lampeter were 22.5 per cent and 21.1 per cent respectively.  At the other end of the 
scale, the rate for University of Wales, Swansea was only 11.1 per cent, and that for 
Cardiff University, which, with over 5,000 starters is by far the largest of the HEIs in 
Wales, was even lower at 9.8 per cent. 

Table 2: Projected graduation and dropout rates for first degree courses 
2004-05: Wales 

Institution 
Number of 

starters

Degree: 
Projected 

(%)

Degree: 
Benchmark 

(%)

Dropout 
rate: 

Projected 
(%) 

Dropout 
rate: 

Benchmark 
(%)

University of Wales, 
Aberystwyth  

1970 83.5 80.4 9.6 12.0 

University of Wales, 
Bangor  

1975 70.2 76.6 22.5 14.7 

Cardiff University  5485 85.8 84.0 9.8 9.1 

University of Wales 
Institute, Cardiff  

1970 79.2 76.2 14.4 15.5 

University of 
Glamorgan  

2945 62.9 63.2 29.9 25.2 

The University of 
Wales, Lampeter  

270 67.2 70.7 21.1 20.2 

The University of 
Wales, Newport  

940 69.8 72.5 23.2 19.1 

The North-East Wales 
Institute of Higher 
Education  

810 63.9 69.5 25.0 20.8 

Royal Welsh College of 
Music and Drama  

145 86.7 79.9 4.1 12.4 

Swansea Institute of 
Higher Education  

855 71.1 76.3 24.1 16.1 

University of Wales, 2725 82.0 78.3 11.0 13.3 
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Swansea  

Trinity College, 
Carmarthen  

460 81.0 76.1 15.0 16.4 

Total Wales  20555 77.1  16.5  

Source: HESA 

However, citing these overall figures for each institution can be misleading, as they do 
not take account of the differences between institutions in terms of the composition of 
the student body.  It may be more appropriate to look at the benchmark figures which 
are assigned to each institution.  These are derived from a consideration of the subject 
mix, the qualifications on entry, and age on entry of the student population, thus 
acknowledging that student withdrawal is more likely to occur among students with lower 
qualifications on entry and/or those studying particular subjects.4 As the table indicates, 
the disparities between these benchmark figures and the actual figures are significantly 
less pronounced.  For example, although Cardiff University has a low projected drop-out 
rate of 9.8 per cent, this represents a performance which is worse than the benchmark of 
9.1 per cent.  On the other hand, the University of Wales Institute, Cardiff has a higher 
projected non-completion rate of 14.4 per cent, yet this is well within the benchmark 
figure of 15.5 per cent.  Thus, entrants to Cardiff University tend to have higher levels of 
qualifications on entry and tend to be studying subjects which have low rates of student 
withdrawal, than is the case at the University of Wales Institute, Cardiff.   

The explanation for this is that levels of prior attainment are taken into account in the 
setting of the HESA benchmarks, and this is why benchmarks tend to be considerably 
higher at post-1992 universities than at pre-1992 HEIs. 

An important piece of research focusing on non-continuation is that undertaken by Helen 
James, Director of Higher Education Strategy and Further Education Development at 
North East Wales Institute of Higher Education (NEWI).  This has involved a time series 
analysis of performance among HEIs in Wales from 2001/02 to 2003/04 (James, 2007). 
This work found that, while there had been a gradual increase in the non-continuation in 
HE of full-time first degree young entrants over the period, there had been reductions at 
the University of Wales, Bangor and at the University of Aberystwyth. 

Marked differences were noted between, on the one hand, post-1992 universities and 
Institutes of Higher Education, where the levels of non-continuation ranged from 12 per 
cent to 18 per cent, and traditional pre-1992 universities, where the levels ranged from 4 
per cent to 8 per cent. 

                                                            

4 It should be noted that the methodology employed to generate the benchmarks has been 
questioned (James, 2007), on the grounds that it takes insufficient account of the combination or 
accumulation of characteristics associated with non-traditional students.  
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As far as full-time first degree entrants from low participation neighbourhoods were 
concerned, the overall trend was for non-continuation rates to increase, apart from at 
NEWI and Swansea Institute for Higher Education (SIHE), which both have good 
reputations for their widening access policies, and at the University of Wales, Swansea.  
On the basis of this analysis, James concludes that when the impact of the widening 
access agenda, which has been particularly successful in Wales, is taken into account, 
“Wales outperforms the UK average across many of the indicators, some by as much as 
5%”.   

Characteristics of non-continuing students 
In terms of what are considered to be characteristics which are commonly associated 
with groups or individuals who are over-represented among those who withdraw from 
higher education, a range has been identified within the literature.  These are discussed 
under the following sub-headings: 

• Age  
• Gender 
• Ethnicity 
• Socio-economic classification 
• Prior educational attainment 
• Full-time/part-time study 
• Disability 
• Subject area of study 
• HEI attended 
 

Age  

Age has been identified as a differentiating factor for continuation and completion.  The 
report on Improving Student Achievement in English Higher Education (National Audit 
Office, 2002) highlighted the fact that older students were more likely to fail to complete 
their degrees.  More recently, a report focusing on continuation rather than completion 
(National Audit Office, 2007) has pointed up a significant difference between students 
aged 21 and over and those under 21 in the likelihood of continuing on to a second year.  
HESA statistics for 2005/06 show that the non-continuation rate of full-time first degree 
students under the age of 21 on 30th September of the year in which they entered HE 
was 7.8 per cent, with that for full-time first degree students aged over 21 being almost 
twice that figure, at 15.2 per cent. 

Charlton et al (2006) suggest that these differences are partly attributable to the 
contrasting characteristics of the two sets of students, with those aged over 21 being 
more likely to “be married, have children and be based at home”, thereby leaving them 
less time for study.  This accords with Yorke and Longden’s (2008) finding that those 
without prior experience of HE tended to cite the wrong choice of field of study as a 
reason for withdrawing, while those with experience mentioned financial problems and 
the needs of dependants.  Alternatively, it has been argued that older students are more 
highly committed to their HE studies due to their interest in the subject and/or the 
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enhanced job prospects which will ensue (Ozga and Sukhnandan, 1998; Tinto, 1993).  
Ozga and Sukhnandan suggest that this level of commitment helps them to be better 
prepared for the HE experience.  As Charlton et al (2006) explain, support for both these 
perspectives can be gained from interpretations of the findings of Davies and Elias’ 
study (Davies and Elias, 2003), which identified ‘wrong choice of course’ as the main 
reason from withdrawal by those aged under 21, and ‘financial problems’ as the main 
reason for those aged over 21.  This latter point is supported by Ozga and 
Sukhnandan’s finding that the need to earn more money, along with a need to be at 
home more, were the principal factors in older students’ decisions to withdraw.  

Notwithstanding these contrasting interpretations of data to explain how the age of the 
student may impact on the decision to withdraw, it remains clear that students aged 
under 21 tend to continue into a second year to a far greater degree than do older 
students. 

Yorke and Longden (2008), in their recent study of over 7,000 first year students in the 
UK, found that students aged under 21 were more likely than older students to feel that 
they had made the wrong choice of course or institution, lacked commitment, or were not 
progressing academically.  In terms of the reasons for withdrawal, it was found that; 

• young students choose programmes less well than older students 
• young students are more likely than older students to be unhappy with various 

aspects of the geographical environment in which they live and/or study 
• older students tend to be more critical than younger students of their experience in 

higher education 
• older students have greater problems with finance, with the demands of part-time 

study, and with the needs of dependants 
(Yorke and Longden, 2008) 

Gender  

The last twenty years have seen a dramatic change in the rates of participation in HE by 
gender in the UK.  Prior to 1992, women had been under-represented.  By 2005/06, 
however, “Higher Education Initial Participation Rate figures for 17-30 year olds showed 
a 7.2 percentage participation gap in favour of women – a gap which appears to 
continue to widen” (Broecke and Hamed, 2008).  In Wales, HEFCW figures for 
enrolments in 2004/05 show that 57 per cent of those enrolling were female.  
 

Despite these substantially higher rates of participation in HE for females, non-
continuation rates are considerably higher among young men.  Moreover, this pattern 
appears to be longstanding (Charlton et al, 2006).  Yorke (1999) observed, on the basis 
of UK data from the 1970s to the 1990s, as well as American data for the 1990s, that 
there was consistently a five percentage point difference between the drop-out rates for 
the two groups, with males being considerably more likely to withdraw. 

 
Using a regression model to calculate odds ratios, which “compare the probabilities of 
continuation for two groups of students whilst other characteristics remain constant” 
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(National Audit Office, 2007), the NAO report found that, for the 2004/05 intake to HEIs 
in the UK, males were significantly less likely than females to continue (odds ratio of 
0.77).  This analysis provides powerful evidence across a range of factors which may or 
may not be correlated with non-continuation.  It is applied to data from HESA’s Individual 
Student Record, which, in the case of the 2004/05 intake, consisted of 299,000 full-time 
students and 229,000 part-time students. 
 

Quinn et al, recognising this gender difference in propensity to withdraw from HE, and 
persuaded that “it is young working class provincial men who are causing policy-makers 
most concern” (Quinn et al, 2005), undertook a study which focused on this group.  Forty 
of the 67 working class students under 25 years of age who were interviewed in-depth 
for their study of working class drop-out from university were white men. It was found 
that gender was an important factor in differentiating those who made particular subject 
choices, with males tending to opt for engineering and computer related courses and 
females preferring business related courses.  This, in itself, could contribute to 
differences in the likelihood of withdrawing from HE, for, as the National Audit Office 
report indicated, the odds ratio for the chances of continuing to a second year for those 
“studying a strategically important science, technology, engineering or mathematical 
subject”, in comparison to those studying other subjects, was 0.84.  This identifies 
students of those subjects to be more likely to withdraw before the second year.   

Yorke and Longden (2008) found that males tended to cite financial problems as the 
reason for withdrawal to a greater extent. 

 

Ethnicity  

A study of official statistics covering English HEIs concluded that “minority ethnic 
students are more likely to leave degree courses early than White students, and Black 
more likely than Asians.  Allowing for the main factors that cause early leaving (eg entry 
qualification and entry route) and also controlling for other differences (like subject, 
gender, age), the apparent difference reduces significantly” (Connor et al, 2004).  This is 
an important finding, for it suggests that, although minority ethnic students are perceived 
to have higher rates of withdrawal, ethnicity itself may be less of an issue than other 
factors, such as age and qualification attainment.   

The National Audit Office report (2007) offers some support to Connor’s conclusion that 
ethnicity is not a significant factors in explaining or predicting withdrawal from HE.  For 
full-time entrants to courses in 2004/05, in comparison to their White counterparts, ‘other 
white background’, Black, Pakistani and Bangladeshi, Indian and Chinese, and ‘other 
Asian background’ students all had odds ratios of more than 1.00 in their chances of 
continuing to a second year.  Thus, they were less likely than White students to 
withdraw.  Mixed race students had the same probability as White students to continue.  
Only ‘other ethnic background’ and ‘ethnicity unknown’ students were more found to be 
more likely to withdraw.   Given these differences between minority ethnic groups in the 
propensity to withdraw from HE, it may be appropriate to focus any study of ethnic 
minority withdrawal which is considered for the CRP 2007-2010, on specific groups. 
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As far as reasons for withdrawal are concerned, a recent study found that non-white 
students were much more prone than white students to indicate that financial problems 
were the cause of drop-out (Yorke and Longden, 2008). On the basis of his findings from 
two student surveys, one conducted in the mid-1990s and one conducted in 2005-07, 
Yorke (2008) states that ‘other than white’ students are more likely to mention the 
following factors as contributing to the decision to withdraw: 

• aspects of teaching quality 
• contact with academic staff 
• programme organisation 
• aspects of institutional resourcing 
 
In a study of minority ethnic trainees who withdrew from initial teacher training courses, 
Basit et al (2006) concluded that ‘personal’ and ‘family’ reasons were most frequently 
cited as the causes of withdrawal.   

Lower socio-economic groups 

The Staying the course: The retention of students in higher education report (National 
Audit Office, 2007) points to certain factors being significant when seeking to compare 
completion and continuation rates over time or across institutions.  Crucially, it posits 
that the widening participation agenda has resulted in increasing numbers of students 
from working class backgrounds entering HE, and that these have traditionally had 
higher rates of withdrawal. 

The regression analysis undertaken for the National Audit Office report (2007) identified 
that, for full-time students who entered in the 2004/05 academic year, those from socio-
economic classification 4-7 backgrounds were less likely to continue into a second year 
than those from socio-economic classification 1-3 backgrounds5.  However, as far as 
part-time students were concerned, the opposite was true, with those from socio-
economic classification 4-7 backgrounds being significantly more likely to continue.  This 
is a particularly interesting finding as it runs counter to conventional wisdom, which 
would suggest that these students from lower socio-economic groups would be more 
prone to experiencing financial constraints and less likely to be able to call on family and 
friends with a tradition of participation in HE to offer support 

The argument that students from lower socio-economic groups are more likely than their 
counterparts from higher socio-economic groups to withdraw from HE has been made 
elsewhere.  Quinn et al (2005) contended that “recent statistical analysis of the 
probability of withdrawal for UK university students indicated that non-completion was 
more probable for students from low-ranked, occupationally defined social classes 
(Smith and Naylor, 2001) than for other classes” (p 3).  Assuming a correlation between 
social class and level of income, this is also supported by Forsyth and Furlong’s (2003) 

                                                            

5 See footnote to p 15 for classifications 
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finding, from a study in Scotland, that non-continuation was more common among 
poorer students. 

Another relevant recent finding is that students from managerial and professional 
backgrounds are less likely to experience financial difficulties than those from other 
socioeconomic groups (Yorke and Longden, 2008).  The same study suggested that 
students from non-managerial or professional back grounds tended to cite “workloads, 
class size and stress related to the demands of the programme” as reasons for 
withdrawal. 

 

Lower prior attainment 

It is recognised in the literature that a relationship exists between the level of prior 
qualification attainment and the likelihood of continuing into a second year in HE.  
Referring to Yorke’s analysis of undergraduate non-completion in the 1990s (Yorke, 
1999), Charlton et al (2006) state that “lower A-level grades are associated with a 
greater likelihood of withdrawal and poorer degree classification”.  More recent evidence 
supports this case, with a key finding of the NAO report being that “a full-time student 
with three A levels at grade A is much more likely to continue than a similar student with 
two A levels at grade D (odds ratio of 2.2)” (National Audit Office, 2007: p 8).  For full-
time students, pre-entry qualifications were stated to be “the biggest influence on 
likelihood of continuation”.   

As will be discussed later in this section, the explanation offered for this relationship 
between qualification attainment prior to entering HE and subsequent propensity to 
withdraw is the greater difficulty encountered by those with lower attainment in coping 
with the academic demands of HE.  Davies and Elias (2003) suggested that this was the 
case, while acknowledging that an inadequate response rate to their survey from those 
with low levels of pre-entry qualifications prevented them from being definitive about this. 

These findings confirm those of Yorke (1999), and are in line with Davies and Elias’ 
(2003) data which showed that the inability to keep up academically was a major factor 
in explaining the decision to withdraw.  However, Charlton et al’s study (2006) sought to 
test out this assumption through comparing the average GCSE performance of 
continuing and withdrawing students.  They concluded that, while continuing students 
tended to have performed better at GCSE than those who dropped out, the effect of this 
variable was less important than the effect of motivation, and independent study 
expectations.  Their statement that “this supports McGivney’s (1996) conclusion that 
motivation is of greater importance than educational qualifications in determining 
progression.” (p 44) suggests that lower prior attainment is less important than other 
factors. 
 
Part-time students 

The NAO report notes that, of the 50,000 part-time first degree students who started in 
2004-05, only 76.9 per cent continued into the second year.  This compared to 91.6 per 
cent of full-time first degree students, and meant that the odds ratio between the two 
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was 3.3.  Interestingly, however, it was found that “a part-time student registered with a 
higher education institution but taught in a further education college is more likely to 
continue than a similar student in a higher education institution (odds ratio of 1.6)”.  The 
opposite is true for full-time students.  The chances of continuation for part-time students 
was also found to be enhanced where they had initially undertaken a Foundation degree 
and gained part exemption from the full degree course. 
 
The conclusion reached was that “the factor most affecting a student’s chance of 
continuing is whether they are studying full-time or part-time, with full-time students 
being much more likely to continue if other factors are held constant” (National Audit 
Office, 2007: p 20). 
 
Students with disabilities 

A key aspect in relation to continuation among disabled students is whether they are 
registered for the Disabled Students Allowance (DSA).  Those students who are 
registered have a greater likelihood of continuation than all other students (National 
Audit Office, 2007).  The HEFCW statistics for enrolments in 2004/05 show that, for full-
time students, just over half (54 per cent) who had some disability were known to be in 
receipt of DSA.  For part-time students, the proportion was much lower, at 15.6 per cent 
(HEFCW statistics).  The success of those who register and continue is attributed, in 
part, to the likelihood that they have a high level of perseverance, as evidenced by their 
preparedness to go through the complex application process.   

In terms of the reasons given for withdrawal, Yorke and Longden (2008) found that 
students with disabilities were more likely to cite personal health, lack of support from 
staff and students, and large class sizes. 

Students of certain subject areas  

The extent to which the subject studied can be a predictor of propensity to continue into 
a second year, or to complete their course, has been acknowledged in the literature 
(Pugh et al, 2005).  According to the NAO report, “students on particular courses are 
more likely to stay on the course than others” (p 20).  In particular, it was noted that 
Medicine and Dentistry (98 per cent continuation rate) had considerably higher 
continuation rates than most other subjects; for example, Combined Subjects only had a 
continuation rate of 83 per cent.  The lowest rates were found in Combined subject 
degrees and Mathematical and Computer Sciences.  Mathematics and Computing were 
also identified by Pugh et al (2005) as subjects whose students were less likely to 
complete. 

This may be regarded as predictable, for, as Pugh et al (2005) state: “the age, gender, 
and social, cultural and racial profiles of students vary across subjects” (p 26).  Thus, it is 
the characteristics of the students taking particular subjects which is the determining 
factor. 

Those attending post-1992 HEIs 
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Quinn et al (2005) point to the HESA statistics which indicate that rates of completion 
are lower in post-1992 universities (HESA, 2004).  As far as withdrawal (or non-
continuation) is concerned, the NAO (National Audit Office, 2007) report confirmed these 
findings.  HEIs were placed in four categories: 

• The Russell Group 
• Pre-1992 universities (excluding the Russell Group) 
• Small and specialist institutions 
• Post-1992 universities 
 
Within English HEIs, variations were found between the longer-established universities, 
such as those which form the Russell Group, and the post-1992 institutions.  The 
conclusion drawn was that “on average, The Russell Group universities have the highest 
continuation rates for full-time students and the universities created after 1992 have the 
lowest rates overall. These broad variations largely reflect the types of students they 
enrol and their level of pre-entry qualifications” (National Audit Office, 2007, p 18).  The 
disparities which were identified earlier between HEIs in Wales in their non-continuation 
rates suggest that the same is true in Wales. This, again, can be partly attributed to 
differences in the characteristics of the respective student bodies, with post-1992 HEIs 
tending to enrol students who are more likely to have lower levels of prior qualifications 
and come from backgrounds and communities which have not traditionally produced HE 
entrants.  Thus, as with the previous discussion of subjects studied, the characteristics 
of the students attending the different types of HEIs are key in differentiating rates of 
non-continuation and non-completion. 
 
Focusing on the reasons for withdrawal, Yorke and Longden’s (2008) findings suggested 
that students in pre-1992 institutions tended to feel they had made the wrong choice of 
field of study or lacked commitment.  Those from post-1992 HEIs tended to cite financial 
problems, and “issues relating to the learning experience itself”. 

Reasons for withdrawal 
As indicated above, previous research has pointed to a number of key factors which 
have been identified as the prime causes for HE students withdrawing from the courses 
on which they enrolled.  Although there are some differences in the terminology and 
descriptions ascribed to the sources of decisions to withdraw, as well as variations in the 
ranking or importance given to them, there is general agreement about the reasons. 

A DfES funded study conducted by the Institute for Employment Research (Davies and 
Elias, 2003) found three principal reasons for the decision to withdraw.  In order of 
importance, these were:  

1. a mistaken choice of course (24 per cent of respondents); 
2. financial problems directly related to participation in higher education (18 per 

cent); 
3. personal problems (14 per cent). 
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Analysing these factors in relation to the characteristics of students, it was noted that 
“financial problems directly related to participation in HE are cited as the most important 
influence upon withdrawal by male students“ (Davies and Elias, 2003: p iv).  Financial 
problems and personal problems were also more likely to be mentioned by those aged 
over 21.  However, for the following sub-groups, mistaken choice of course was 
categorised as the main reason:  

• females; 
• those aged 21 or under;  
• those who applied through clearing 
• those who withdrew during or after the first year.  
 

It was not surprising that the fact that the course did not meet the entrants’ expectations 
was strongly evident among those who had secured their place through clearing: “sixty 
per cent of those who applied through clearing indicated that the course was not as 
interesting as they had expected” (compared to 48 per cent who applied through a 
different route) (Davies and Elias, 2003: p iv).  Inadequate or insufficient careers advice 
and not having visited the institution prior to entry were cited frequently as deficiencies in 
applicants’ preparation for HE. 

Davies and Elias (2003) compared their findings to the reasons for drop-out identified in 
HESA statistics at the time – these cited ‘personal’ reasons and academic failure as the 
key factors.  Around the same time, the National Audit Office report (2002) had pointed 
to the following reasons being important: 

• lack of preparedness of higher education; 
• changing personal circumstances or interests; 
• financial matters; 
• the impact of undertaking paid work; and  
• dissatisfaction with the course or institution. 

 

This comparison is interesting as it highlights the difficulties of categorising reasons for 
withdrawing from HE.  For example, to what extent does Davies and Elias’ ‘mistaken 
choice of course’ overlap with the NAO’s ‘lack of preparedness of higher education’ or 
‘dissatisfaction with the course or institution’? 

While the Davies and Elias study is important, the data on which it was based is now 
somewhat dated.  Data was collected from a HEFCE database of 16,400 potential 
‘withdrawers’ from 1996/7 and 1998/9 cohorts.  Clearly, the significant changes which 
have affected HE in the UK since that time, notably the introduction of tuition fees and 
the development of the widening access and participation agenda, detract further from 
the study’s current relevance.  Furthermore, the response rate, at around 10 per cent, 
was acknowledged as being low.  The authors also recognise that there was response 
bias, with a higher proportion of respondents being female than was true of the total 
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population.  Moreover, the data was collected through postal questionnaires, rather than 
via interviews, which would have offered the chance to probe individuals’ responses. 

Perhaps the most influential research on ‘drop out’ in the UK has been that undertaken 
by Mantz Yorke, Visiting Professor at Lancaster University.  During the 1990s, in similar 
fashion to the Davies and Elias study, he undertook a quantitative study of 2,151 full-
time and sandwich students who had withdrawn between 1994 and 1996.  The response 
rate achieved was 32 per cent.  Yorke (1997) identified the five most significant reasons 
for student non-completion generally as:  
• incompatibility between the student and institution;  
• lack of preparation for the higher education experience;  
• lack of commitment to the course;  
• financial hardship; and  
• poor academic progress.  
 
In a subsequent paper which compared the findings of his study and that of Davies and 
Elias (Yorke, 2003), Yorke points up the similarities in the findings, in terms of the 
reasons given for withdrawal, as indicated in the following table.  The lists are ranked, 
with the reasons most frequently cited at the top.   It can be seen that, while there are 
differences in the rankings, there is some degree of agreement in the findings. 

Yorke (1999) Davies & Elias (2003) 

Wrong choice of field of study Wrong choice of course 

Academic difficulties Financial problems 

Financial problems Personal problems 

Poor quality of the student experience   Academic difficulties 

Unhappiness with the social environment   Wrong choice of institution 

Dissatisfaction with institutional provision    

Source: Yorke, 2003 

Elaborating further on his findings, Yorke (2003) suggested that older students were only 
half as likely as younger students to indicate that they felt they had made the wrong 
choice of course.  However, they were more likely to cite financial problems as affecting 
their HE experience.  This was consistent with the Davies and Elias (2003) findings. The 
study also included a number of part-time students (328), who tended to cite problems 
with the demands placed on them by work commitments, dependants, and financial 
problems as being significant issues (Yorke, 2003). 
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There is an emphasis in the literature on students feeling uncomfortable with their 
course or with their surroundings as a prime contributor to drop-out.  Yorke (2008) states 
that: 

“Those with lower prior knowledge indicated consistently stronger influence 
on leaving, compared with their better-informed peers.  The difference was 
particularly marked in respect of their levels of commitment and of financial 
concern” 

Importantly, Yorke and Longden have recently conducted a large scale study of 
students’ first year experience in HE (Yorke and Longden, 2008).  A survey was 
conducted in spring 2006 of just over 7,000 first year students across nine subject areas 
in 23 UK HEIs.  A further study was then made of 462 students who had withdrawn in 
the first year.  A distinct advantage of this study is the ability to make direct comparisons 
with Yorke’s earlier work, and therefore detect trends.  The overall conclusion drawn by 
the authors is that “the issues raised by the respondents show considerable similarity to 
those raised by the respondents to the survey conducted for HEFCE a decade ago” (p 
44).   

Drawing on a range of recent studies of student withdrawal, Staying the course: The 
retention of students in higher education (National Audit Office, 2007) produced the 
following list of “common reasons for withdrawal”.  It can be seen that the seven main 
reasons given align fairly well with the studies cited above.  Crucially, however, the 
examples given under each category not only provide examples of what may be 
subsumed within them, but also alert the reader to the variety of factors which may 
underlie a specific ‘main reason’.  The inclusion of ‘to take up a more attractive 
opportunity’ recognises a key message emanating from Quinn et al’s (2005) study that 
withdrawal is not necessarily for negative reasons. 

Common reasons for students’ withdrawal from courses 
Personal reasons 

• Student may fall mentally or physically ill, or a longstanding problem may worsen 
• Homesickness is thought to be a common cause of very early withdrawal, 

especially among young women and students from rural areas 
• Balancing domestic obligations against study requirements – for example, 

childcare or elder care arrangements may collapse 
 

Lack of integration 

• An absence of positive ties means students fail to ‘bond’ with the institution and 
are more easily deterred when another issue arises 

• Students ‘drift away’ without institutions knowing why or when they have 
withdrawn 

• Difficulty in fitting in socially — students from deprived areas may feel culturally 
isolated 
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Dissatisfaction with course/institution 

• The student may feel bored or otherwise dissatisfied with the standard of tuition 
• The course may not lead to the professional accreditation they were seeking 

 

Lack of preparedness 

• The course content may not be what the student was expecting 
• Students may not have the study skills in place for success or realise the extent 

to which progress will rely on self-direction 
• Students may not realise the level of commitment required to succeed 
• The level of the course may be too difficult 
• Late applications for Disabled Students’ Allowances may mean the student does 

not have the support and equipment in place at the start of term 
 

Wrong choice of course 

• Students may not have researched their choice deeply, especially if entering late 
• Students may be channelled into inappropriate subjects (especially working class 

men) 
• Lack of information about higher education can lead to stereotypical choices of 

course and institution (especially students from disadvantaged areas) 
• Working class students may lack the confidence to change course or institution 

 

Financial reasons 

• Students no longer pay tuition fees up-front, but they may still incur debt 
• The student may struggle to balance working while studying. Working in excess 

of 15 hours a week has been found to reduce chances of progression 
• Benefits and allowances may not come through in time to meet financial 

commitments 
• Fear of debt, more than actual levels of debt, may be an issue for some students 
• Limited funds may mean students from disadvantaged backgrounds cut short 

their studies 
• Students may have unrealistic lifestyle expectations which drives them into debt 

and early leaving (especially young men) 
 

To take up a more attractive opportunity 

• Attending the university or college may allow a student to achieve their career 
goals without necessarily completing the course 

• Taking time out to travel 
• Late realisation of academic interests or career goals 
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(National Audit Office, 2007: p46)  

In common with other studies, the National Audit Office report placed emphasis on the 
fact that, more often than not, there was more than a single cause of a student’s 
withdrawal – “students withdraw from courses for a variety of inter-related reasons” (p 
46).  Earlier, Yorke (2003) had highlighted the complexity of issues which may lead to 
the decision to withdraw, and, in so doing, exposed the difficulties of attributing drop-out 
to individual causes, stating that “retention correlates inversely with social class and 
mature entry, and positively with A Level points”.   

Factors affecting students’ decision to withdraw 
Motivation 

In addition to the main reasons highlighted, Yorke (2003) pointed to a number of “other 
unmeasured factors” that could determine whether students choose to withdraw from 
their course.  These included: motivation; a ‘malleable’ self-theory, whereby it is 
recognised that individuals’ intelligence, rather than being fixed, is susceptible to 
development6; self-efficacy, and “whether the student has a sense of ‘belonging’ (both 
academically and socially) in an institution” (Yorke, 2003: p 3). 

Approaching the issue of student withdrawal from a different perspective, Charlton et al 
(2006), a team of psychologists, have emphasised the importance of distinguishing 
between two types of motivation to explain the phenomenon.  They differentiate ‘intrinsic’ 
motivation, which relates to studying for its own sake, because of a deep-seated interest, 
from ‘extrinsic’ motivation, which is derived from studying in order to secure better job 
prospects or lifestyle.  Referring to Davies and Elias’ findings, they conclude that “recent 
evidence suggests that lack of intrinsic motivation may be an important factor in 
withdrawal, a nationwide survey of withdrawing students showing that almost half agreed 
with the statement ‘the course was not as interesting as I had expected’” (p 33).  They also 
cite Ozga and Sukhnandan’s (1998) findings, which emphasised the importance of 
students being on their preferred course, as a factor aiding retention, to support this idea.  

Methodologically, Charlton et al’s (2006) study is interesting, because, rather than 
relying on the collection of data from students about reasons for withdrawal after the 
decision to withdraw has been made, it adopted a ‘prospective’ approach.  This entailed 
identifying demographic and psychological factors among students on entry to HE, with 
a view to predicting the likelihood of their withdrawing. 
 

Integration  

As far as the theoretical underpinning of the literature on student withdrawal is concerned, 
Tinto’s model (Tinto, 1975; 1993) has been influential.  The model, which has its roots in 
Durkheim’s model of suicide (Draper, 2003), is founded on the belief that a student’s 

                                                            

6 see Dweck, C. S. (1999). 
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propensity to drop out is highly dependent on their levels of two types of integration: 
academic integration, in terms of how they cope with the academic demands of their 
course; and social integration, in terms of their interaction with peers and others who may 
be able to provide support.  Draper (2003), while acknowledging the commonsense appeal 
of the theory, is sceptical about whether it can be supported by empirical evidence. 

Another development of this model is that proposed by Thomas (2002a), whose work is 
grounded in Bourdieu’s theory of ‘habitus’, which she describes as referring to “the 
norms and practices of particular social classes”.  Thomas identified seven potential 
topic areas for explaining drop-out: academic preparedness; the academic experience 
(including assessment); institutional expectations and commitment; academic and social 
match; finance and employment; family support and commitments; and university 
support services.  This was refined in another paper (Thomas, 2002b) to suggest that 
there were five spheres of integration “within higher education that are significant in 
terms of the relationships and sense of belonging that students experience, and 
subsequently their persistence or otherwise in higher education.  

i). The academic sphere – the teaching, learning and assessment system - which 
promotes academic integration 

ii). The economic sphere – the student financial support system - which promotes 
economic integration 

iii). The social sphere - the peer system - which promotes social integration 
iv). The support sphere – the student services system - which promotes personal 

integration 
v). The democratic sphere - the governance and representation system - which 

promotes democratic integration” 
(Thomas, 2002b, p 4) 

 
It is important to note that a main focus of Thomas’ work is the widening access agenda.  
However, when she states that there is “a wide range of interacting personal and social 
attributes, as well as institutional practices, which impact on both retention rates and 
performance” (Thomas, 2002a, p 426), this is consistent with the view of Yorke and 
Longden (2008), as well as other contributors to the debate, that “withdrawal was the 
result of a combination of circumstances, rather than attributable to a single cause” (p 
25).  
 
Social capital 
 
Thomas also relates this perspective to the concept of social capital, especially in 
relation to creating access to higher education to individuals from “socially excluded 
communities”. She argues that those from non-traditional backgrounds who enter HE are 
more likely to remain there if they have support from social networks and contacts, 
whose values and norms they area able to share.  Thomas (2002a) refers to “academic, 
social and cultural inclusiveness” as requirements for students to feel that they fit in. 
 
Finance 
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Crucially, although money is often assumed to be the most pertinent factor, there is little 
hard evidence to support this view.  Moreover, the most recent studies (Yorke and 
Longden, 2008) suggest that it is declining in importance as a factor for inducing student 
withdrawal. 

Bennett et al (2007) undertook a study of “rapid student exit from business-related 
undergraduate programmes” and point to a scarcity of research focussing on ‘early 
walkers’, who leave within the first few days or weeks of their courses.  The study found 
that, within the university in which the research was conducted, in 2004, twelve per cent 
of the intake had left within thirty days, and an additional seven per cent within the next 
four weeks.  An interesting point made by the study is that the reasons for withdrawal will 
differ, dependent on when it takes place.  Thus, they contend that dropping out for 
financial reasons is more likely to occur later in the academic year.  For the ‘early 
walkers’, the reasons are more likely to relate to initial impressions or experiences of the 
institution, whether it be the course, the accommodation, the travelling involved, or 
inability to establish friendship networks.  Other factors which they cite as being 
important, and which are flagged up in the literature, include: 

• Individual academic self-concept – where the academic requirements were felt to 
be daunting 

• Commitment to being a student – where they are not strongly motivated to 
undertake a course of learning  

• Student’s presuppositions – where they have underestimated the academic 
demands 

Positive reasons for withdrawal 

The study by Quinn et al (2005) is prominent in the debate about student withdrawal and 
its findings resonated with respondents in the consultation phase, in terms of the factors 
which are considered to be important in effecting drop-out.  The research was targeted 
at young people under the age of 25 who were from working-class backgrounds, and 
was undertaken in four ‘new’ (ie post-1992) universities in disadvantaged areas in 
England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. As well as in-depth interviews with 67 
drop-out students, data was gathered at each of the four universities from a wide range 
of stakeholders, current and ‘drop-out’ students, lecturers, and support staff (Quinn et al, 
2005).   

A key finding of the study was that support was given to the idea that withdrawal was not 
necessarily a disaster: 

“Although ‘drop out’ can be traumatic, many students do not regard their 
decision to leave early as negative. On the contrary, they gain positive 
experiences from having attended university, if only for a very short time, 
and this can help them to move forward with their lives.” 

(Quinn et al, 2005: p 37) 
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This is an important study, because of its qualitative exploration of the factors which 
affect the decisions of working class students to continue in, or withdraw from HE, as 
well as its key conclusion that “the view that students who ‘drop out’ are permanently 
‘lost’ to education is not supported by this research” (Quinn et al, 2005: p 46).  However, 
caution should be urged in placing too much weight on the findings, due to the very 
specific and somewhat narrow target group which was the focus of the study.   

Nonetheless, the suggestion that withdrawal need not be treated as a ‘disaster’, in terms 
of putting off those who withdraw from the HE experience from considering returning to 
HE in the future, is offered support by Yorke and Longden (2008) when they compare 
their findings from a survey of first year students undertaken in 2005-2006 with those of 
a similar study undertaken ten years previously (Yorke, 1999).  Their conclusion is that: 

“The data from the HEFCE study of a decade ago suggested that nearly 
three-quarters of full-time students who had discontinued a programme of 
study either had returned, or intended to return, to study at the same or 
another institution.  The responses to the present study (N=462) paint a 
very similar picture”. 

(Yorke and Longden, 2008: p43) 

Withdrawal as a process 

In Basit et al’s (2006) study of minority ethnic trainees withdrawing from initial teacher 
training courses, emphasis was placed on the need to regard withdrawal as a process, 
rather than as an event.  Accordingly, this process was broken down into four 
components: 

• Attendance before withdrawal – it was shown that 37.2 per cent of withdrawal 
occurred within the first semester, with a further 25.6 per cent taking place after 
one year; 

• Timing of withdrawal in relation to key phases of training – the vast majority of 
withdrawal occurred after either the first (45.9 per cent) or second (41.2 per cent) 
teaching placement; 

• Discussion of the decision to withdraw – family (76 per cent) and representatives 
of the initial teacher training Institution (58 per cent) were the most frequently 
mentioned sources of discussion prior to the decision to withdraw; 

• Regrets for the decision to withdraw – just over a fifth (22 per cent) stated that 
they regretted their decision to withdraw. 

(see Basit et al (2006), pp 396-398) 

Clearly, the fact that this study focused on teacher training, with a greater likelihood for 
participants to be graduates, often with family responsibilities, means that the findings 
are not directly applicable to the circumstances of those withdrawing from most degree 
courses.  However, the notion of the process involved, with indications of when, and by 
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whom, interventions may be helpful to the student, has resonance for wider 
considerations of student withdrawal. 

When withdrawal occurs 
The study of initial teacher training trainees referred to above raised the issue of the 
timing of student withdrawal.  Previous work undertaken by Arad Consulting (Arad, 
2007) indicated that, traditionally, drop-out rates are at their highest during the Christmas 
break period.  Therefore, issues that prompt students to drop out often develop relatively 
quickly during the first semester of the academic year.  Furthermore, the study 
concluded that students from all backgrounds, including those from widening access 
groups, drop out of higher education as a result of a number of different issues.  Clearly, 
the role of institutions in identifying individual students who may be at risk of dropping 
out and responding to their concerns can be of paramount importance.  

Bennett et al also focused on student withdrawal as a phenomenon which tends to occur 
relatively early in the academic year, and proposed a model of early leaving, wherein 
“early exit decisions are influenced by ‘moments of truth’ experienced during the first 
couple of weeks or so of a person’s university experience” (Bennett et al, 2007: p 115). 
This is an interesting study, although the sample for the empirical research was not 
representative – “two thirds of the interviewees were male, 43% were African and 40% 
of Indian sub-continent heritage” (p 119) – and the focus was ‘early walkers’ in 
“business-related undergraduate degree programmes in a post-1992 university”. 

Yorke and Longden (2008) found that those who dropped out early in the course more 
frequently mentioned problems with accommodation, difficulty in making friends and lack 
of support from other students.  Those who left at the Christmas break tended to feel 
that the course was not what they had expected.  Those who left later were more 
inclined to cite difficulties relating to their study skills, the lack of relevance of the course, 
or having failed assessments (Yorke and Longden, 2008: p 21).  

The assumption within much of the literature that the first term is the time when the 
majority of decisions to withdraw are taken is challenged by the National Audit Office 
report (2007).  Based upon the time when students are recorded, by the HEI, as having 
withdrawn, it was found that most students had withdrawn in the summer term, “around 
the traditional examination time” (National Audit Office, 2007: p21).  It is conceded within 
the report that, in some cases, this may reflect the fact that only when they failed to take 
the examination were they recorded as having withdrawn – rather than when they 
actually withdrew. 

This uncertainty about the accuracy of the data which is collected in relation to student 
withdrawal has been the subject of criticism levelled at HEIs for the inadequacy of their 
data. A recent report from the Quality Assurance Agency stated that “only a small 
minority of institutions have developed completely effective systems for gathering data 
and created a culture in which this data is fully exploited at both routine and strategic 
levels” (QAA, 2008).  Without this data, robust evidence of when withdrawal is likely to 
occur is difficult to find.   
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Institutional Responses 
 

Clearly, the propensity for students to withdraw from HE can be mitigated by the actions 
of HEIs.  The National Audit Office report stated that “the sector has access to a wide 
range of advice on good practice in retention, although we found that there is relatively 
little evaluation of the impact and transferability of practice” (National Audit Office, 2007; 
p 10).  Two key recommendations emanating from this study were for HEIs to begin: 

• “getting to really know their students and how, generally, they feel about their 
particular course of study and the culture and amenities offered in the institution”; 
and 

• “developing a more positive approach to retention related activities that recognises 
how they can also improve student success, and so attract students to take up 
services who might otherwise not do so.” 

(National Audit Office, 2007; p 10) 

The first of these acknowledges that difficulties arise for many entrants to HE from 
having to adapt to a culture and an experience with which they are not familiar.  It also 
implicitly recognises the need for HEIs to establish a rapport with their students.  The 
second recommendation highlights the importance of providing student support. 

For adequate support for students to be provided, emphasis has been placed on the 
commitment of HEIs.  Thomas and Yorke (2003) identified the following circumstances 
as being conducive to appropriate institutional responses by HEIs: 

• an institutional climate supportive in various ways of students’ development, that was 
perceived as ‘friendly’; 

• an emphasis on support leading up to, and during, the critically important first year of 
study; 

• an emphasis on formative assessment in the early phase of programmes; 
• a recognition of the importance of the social dimension in learning activities; 
• a recognition that the pattern of students’ engagement in higher education was 

changing, and the preparedness to respond positively to this in various ways. 
 

HEI initiatives 
Peter Morgan of the University of Bradford School of Management, in a Briefing paper 
on student retention, provided a summary of the areas on which HEIs have focused their 
efforts to enhance student retention. The main points of his analysis are set out below:  

• Pre-enrolment actions – the key point Morgan makes here is the need to ‘manage 
expectations’, in order that HE entrants have a reasonably accurate picture of what 
they will encounter in HE.  Examples of practices which may be employed include: 
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 Giving accurate information, possibly through online chatrooms and other 
mechanisms; 

 Selecting wisely, by focusing recruitment on those who will be able to 
cope with the demands of HE; 

 University summer schools to prepare entrants for HE; 
 A friendly contact identified to provide support; 
 Careers advice and guidance 

 
• Student Support (Practical, Emotional and Skills development) and Guidance at 

University – as noted in the discussion of the consultation findings, adequate and 
appropriate student support is widely regarded as the key to aiding retention of 
students.  Particular aspects proposed by Morgan include: 

 Induction schemes 
 Study skills development 
 Personal tutor systems 
 Advice on managing personal finances 
 Peer-assisted learning 
 Virtual learning environments 

 
• Teaching, assessment and learning issues – Morgan notes Tinto’s (1993) emphasis 

on education as a key component of student support.  The two main areas cited by 
Morgan are: 

 Assessment, with feedback being crucial to this process 
 Curriculum and workload review, in order that students are able to 

manage their studies 
 

• Facilitating Integration into life in higher education.  This would include enabling 
students to establish support networks, especially among peers 

 Group assignments may assist this process 
 

• Process issues – by this is meant mechanisms or research which HEIs can 
undertake to identify  potential problems and enable appropriate student support to 
be put in place, including: 

 Identifying ‘at risk’ students 
 Information collection, use and dissemination 

 
• Staff development – this may involve the development of procedures for data 

collection, listening and counselling skills, and awareness of retention issues; 
 
• Cultural issues – this entails developing an organisational culture which recognises 

and responds to the needs of students. 
 

(Derived from Morgan, undated) 
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Advice and guidance 

As Morgan advocated above, careers advice and guidance, both at the pre-entry stage, 
and after enrolling in HE, is vital in ensuring that entrants’ choice of course is appropriate 
and in providing support once they have embarked on their HE course.  The inadequacy 
of the advice and guidance which students had been offered prior to applying for HE was 
also cited by Quinn et al (2005) as a shortcoming in some HEIs. 
 
A study of the delivery of careers education, information and guidance within HE 
(Maguire, 2005) described a scheme which had been introduced in an English HEI for 
attracting students who had dropped out of courses back on to full-time courses (p 39). 
As part of the review process, potential applicants could access advice and guidance 
from the Careers Service. It was also claimed that it had extended the role of the 
Careers Service within the university. 
 

Data collection 

Bowen et al (2005), focused on the relationship between regular attendance at lectures, 
seminars etc and student retention.  They also pointed to the inadequacy of the data 
which is collected within HEIs, and which can lead to students ‘silently withdrawing’, in 
the sense that the absence of attendance monitoring data means that little is known 
about them.  The response to this situation at the University of Glamorgan, which is 
where the team is based, was the development of Uni-Nanny, which is an electronic 
attendance monitoring system.  In Bowen et al’s study, it was found that students 
welcomed the increase in data collection and monitoring and were more motivated to 
attend lectures.  It did not provide any evidence of this process having a positive effect 
on student retention.  

Curriculum development 

Ruth Taylor (2005), from the Robert Gordon University, has highlighted the way in which 
curriculum development can enhance an HEI’s capacity to retain students, through 
enquiry-based learning (EBL).  In a study of student attrition on a pre-registration nursing 
programme, Taylor describes how the introduction of EBL groups, facilitated by the 
students’ personal tutor, who is able to establish a sufficiently close relationship with the 
students to identify problems as they arise, has had the effect of enhancing the 
confidence and motivation of students.    

 

Re-thinking student withdrawal 

In the light of the multiplicity of initiatives being implemented by HEIs in efforts to 
address student withdrawal, Quinn et al (2005) allude to a more radical re-thinking on 
the part of those in HE, which goes beyond tinkering with current arrangements:  

“Not talking about exiting and re-entering higher education reinforces the 
idea that movement and change are not the norm and are problematic.  It is 
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also counter-intuitive for those students who know well that early withdrawal 
is commonplace.  A lifelong learning model of higher education would 
require institutions to talk about routes into and out of education and 
employment, and provide support for them”. 

(Quinn et al, 2005, pp 62-3) 

It is an interesting idea that HEls may be exacerbating the problems faced by new 
entrants by implicitly denying that withdrawing or changing course can be a positive 
experience, rather than representing a ‘disaster’ or some sort of inadequacy on the part 
of the student.  As Quinn et al state, a key element of the notion of lifelong learning is the 
ability to move into and out of learning activity with relative ease.  As the consultations 
findings suggested, in Wales, lack of concern over course changing has been attributed 
to the credit system. 

On the basis of his findings, Yorke (2008) concludes that what HEIs need in order to be 
classed as being successful, in terms of student retention, can be summarised as: 

• commitment to student learning 
• commitment to student engagement 
• management of student transition 
• curriculum seen in terms of social engagement 
• emphasis on the importance of the first year experience 
• monitoring and evaluation, acting on the evidence 
• academic leadership. 

(Yorke, 2008) 

The STAR system 

A recent influential innovation has been the development of the Student Transition and 
Retention (STAR) project at the University of Ulster (Cook et al, 2005).  In a presentation 
to describe the project, Cook and Richardson (2008) acknowledged that there was a 
wealth of literature relating to student drop-out, but contended that there was little which 
focused on addressing the problem.  The STAR approach recognises the changes which 
first year students experience and characterises them as: 

• social changes 
• work/study/student lifestyle balance 
• curriculum changes 
• assessment changes 
• cope with staff relationship changes 

(Cook and Richardson, 2008) 

Attributing ‘non-continuance’ to poor decisions prior to entry and poor preparation or 
false expectations, they offer the following short-term solutions: 

• better information to applicants 
• courses should deliver what is advertised 
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• developmental teaching of literacy and numeracy 
• better communication of standards through formative assessment 
• facilitate and encourage students to return 
 

More radically, the longer-term solutions they advocate involve:  

• merging full-time and part-time students, in the spirit of modular delivery of courses;  

• having post-qualification applications, so that entrants could start at Christmas; and 

• “(designing) a course to suit those who attend it”.  These recommendations are very 
much in line with an underpinning belief of the STAR system that “early leaving is an 
institutional problem but a student’s solution”.  This can also be seen to resonate with 
Quinn et al’s (2005) contention that withdrawal need not necessarily be regarded as 
a disaster. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

Student continuation and completion 

Despite significant increases in rates of participation in HE in the UK by students from 
non-traditional backgrounds, there has been little change in continuation and completion 
rates in recent years, with those in Wales being slightly higher than the average for the 
UK.  However,  the HESA statistics clearly illustrate that HEIs in Wales have a student 
body which differs from that of the UK as a whole, with higher representation from: 

 entrants from state schools; 

 lower social classes; 

 low participation neighbourhoods; 

 those studying part-time; and  

 disabled people. 

Students from these groups have traditionally had higher than average non-continuation 
rates and lower completion rates.  While this partly explains the marginally higher rates 
in Wales, it is perhaps surprising that they are not considerably higher.  Moreover, 
differential withdrawal rates between HEIs may be attributed to the different 
characteristics of respective student bodies, especially in terms of the proportions from 
non-traditional backgrounds.  It is important to understand this when assessing the 
extent of the ‘problem’ of student withdrawal in Wales. 
 
Another highly significant factor is the recent upward shift in the propensity of Welsh 
domiciled students to attend HEIs in Wales.  This may be partly, or largely attributable to 
the tuition fee policy, with the rebate available to these students making attendance at 
HEIs in Wales a more attractive option, in financial terms, than studying elsewhere in the 
UK.  In terms of gauging the effect of the tuition fee policy on continuation and 
completion rates is concerned, it is overwhelmingly considered to be too early to pass 
judgement with any degree of certainty. 

Characteristics of non-continuing students 
 
Student withdrawal tends to be more prevalent among: 

• Young males 
• Individuals from working class backgrounds 
• Those with lower levels of prior attainment 
• Those studying certain subjects  
• Those attending post-1992 universities 
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• Part-time students 
 

Although ethnicity and having a disability had initially been identified as potential 
contributory characteristics, evidence suggests that these are less important than other 
factors. 

Reasons for withdrawal 

The National Audit Office report succinctly summarises what is known about student 
withdrawal by saying: 

“Students leave their courses early for a range of reasons, but there is 
rarely one single reason why a student gives up their course.  Reasons are 
likely to be a mix of personal (most common), institution and course related, 
and financial”. 

(National Audit Office, 2007, p 10) 

Understanding this complexity and acknowledging that there is no single overriding 
factor which leads to student withdrawal is a key feature of the literature. 

In terms of the significance of individual factors, Yorke and Longden’s recent findings 
suggest that, for the UK as a whole, finance is diminishing in importance, while 
inappropriate, or wrong, choice of course and/or institution, and the degree of contact 
with academic staff are becoming more important.  Crucially, the integration of the 
student, both socially and academically, appears to be the issue which is in most need of 
attention, both by HEIs themselves and by those who provide advice and guidance prior 
to entry. 

Institutional response 

The need to provide adequate support to students, particularly those in the first year of a 
degree course, is high on the agenda of HEIs.  It is felt to be incumbent on them to 
provide such support, especially in the light of the process of widening access.  
Initiatives such as the STAR system have been developed, with an explicit recognition of 
the need for HEIs to attempt to understand the fundamental changes which young 
entrants to HE experience.  These can be social, academic and cultural. 

Key aspects of institutional responses to student withdrawal include: 

• an emphasis on the pre-entry stage, with better provision of information and 
guidance, the introduction of ‘taster’ events, and the provision of experience of self-
directed learning; 

• the importance of the role of personal tutors; and 
• evidence of commitment from HEIs to understanding and enhancing student 

retention. 
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Implications for further CRP 2007-2010 research 
At the outset of the literature review of student withdrawal, no firm ideas had been 
developed about the issues or target groups which should form the focus of any 
subsequent work under the CRP 2007-2010.  The subsequent study, involving the 
literature search, and, importantly, consultations with key stakeholders, has enabled a 
number of areas to be proposed as worthy of consideration.  Certainly, with the imminent 
revision of the funding methodology for Higher Education, and rates of student 
continuation and completion being mooted as factors to be taken into account when the 
allocation of funding takes place, it is likely that any work undertaken for the CRP 2007-
2010 which addresses the issue of student withdrawal will make a contribution to the 
process of policy formation. 

Student finance 

The role of student finance arrangements in determining levels of take-up of HE 
opportunities, and subsequent student retention in Wales continues to be an area of 
interest, for both policy-makers and academic researchers.  Arad Consulting has 
recently completed a study of student finance in Wales, which may shed further light on 
this issue. 

As far as tuition fees are concerned, there appears to be a consensus that, as yet, there 
is insufficient robust data to reach definitive conclusions about the impact that tuition 
fees will have on take-up of, or retention in HE in Wales.  An interesting factor, however, 
is the increase in the tendency for Welsh domiciled people to attend HEIs in Wales.  This 
is partly, or largely, attributed to the fee remission which is available to these students, 
and which represents a significant reduction in the cost of accessing HE – certainly in 
comparison to attending HEIs outside Wales.  Therefore, consideration should be given 
to a study which compares the attitudes to withdrawal from HE of students who stay in 
the parental home, and those who re-locate in order to pursue their studies. 

Ethnic minority students 

Although some work has started on gaining a deeper understanding of the issues which 
affect the entry and continuation of ethnic minority students in HE, further investigation of 
this aspect of access to HE would also be welcomed.  As stated in the main body of this 
report, the study of minority ethnic students and graduates (Connor et al, 2004), and the 
attendant caveat concerning the significance of factors such as prior educational 
attainment, subject, gender and age in determining the propensity to withdraw, suggest 
that withdrawal among this group may not be as problematic as initially indicated.  To 
counter this, it should be emphasised that little is known of the particular issues and 
circumstances, either individually or in combination, which influence the decision to 
withdraw.  Therefore, a case can be made for undertaking a study of this group. 

HE delivered in FE 

The issue of the delivery of HE courses at Further Education institutions is likely to be an 
increasingly important area for further research, especially in relation to the development 
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of Foundation degrees and the increase in the number of institutions being granted 
degree awarding powers. 

Part-time students 

Given the high proportions of people studying on a part-time basis at HEIs in Wales, and 
the fact that discussions about student drop-out tend to be couched in terms of full-time 
students, a piece of research which focused on part-time students could contribute to a 
deeper understanding of the HE experience of these students, as well as shedding more 
light on the reasons for non-continuation and non-completion. 

“We know remarkably little about part-time students’ experiences” 

(Mantz Yorke, April 1st 2008) 

The above quotation, from one of the leading authorities on student retention, highlights 
understanding about part-time students as a notable gap in current knowledge.  This 
may be partly attributable to what is recognised to be a complex area on which to derive 
information, as described in the NAO report. 

“There are particular difficulties with data about part-time students due to 
the inherent flexibilities in the patterns of study and time taken to complete 
a course” 

(National Audit Office, 2007, p14) 

It was noted in the NAO report that, in conjunction with the Performance Indicators 
Steering Group, HEFCE was undertaking a study of non-continuation and completion 
among part-time students. 

Before embarking on a study of withdrawal among part-time students, however, a 
number of recent developments need to be taken into account.  Firstly, following the 
Graham Review of Part-Time Study in Higher Education in Wales (Graham, 2006), 
which considered the potential impact of changes to the system of fees and student 
support for part-time students, an announcement was made in June 2008 about 
additional funding which was being made available to part-time students (HEFCW, 
2008b). 

Another recommendation was that the Graham Review should “ask HEFCW to work with 
the sector to identify performance indicators specifically appropriate for part-time 
students” (Brown and Boorman, 2006, p 42).  This was to include issues related to 
progression and completion.  

Thus, there is already significant policy interest in part-time students, to which a study 
undertaken as part of the CRP 2007-2010 could contribute.   

It should also be noted that a component of the Futuretrack longitudinal study of 2006 
applicants to HE in the UK, which is funded and carried out on behalf of the Higher 
Education Careers Services Unit (HECSU), will be a longitudinal study of part-time 
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students.  The focus of the research will be students’ career intentions, career 
development, their employment and training outcomes, and employers’ views of their 
employees studying part-time.  Students will be surveyed in 2008 and 2010.  However, 
the protracted timescale of this study leaves considerable scope for work to be 
undertaken under the CRP 2007-2010 without fear of duplication. 

Students in Years 2 and 3 

As indicated in the consultations, little is known about students who withdraw in Years 2 
and 3, and the factors which affect their decisions.  The HESA statistics for 2005-06 
show that, in Wales, 7.8 per cent of full-time first degree starters did not continue into a 
second year.  Furthermore, only 77.2 per cent of starters were projected to graduate.  
This leaves a further 15 per cent of starters who are projected to withdraw at some time 
in their second or third year, or to fail to complete in some other way.  The reasons for 
withdrawal may be different from those which affect first year students.  For many, their 
lifestyle may have changed, having moved out of student accommodation, their 
workload could be increasing and they may be becoming anxious about their future 
careers.  Furthermore, for some, the demands of part-time employment, which they may 
need to undertake for financial reasons, may be further detracting from their ability to 
perform sufficiently well in their studies. 

Therefore, consideration should be given to undertaking research which provides 
insights into the reasons for this post-Year 1 withdrawal.  It could be argued that, having 
successfully completed the first year, but failed to achieve a degree qualification, the 
damage to individuals’ career prospects, and possibly self-esteem and self-confidence 
may be more severe than is the case of those who drop out during the first year.  

Students who are based at home 

It was shown earlier that difficulties in coping with what, for most students, is a range of 
unfamiliar circumstances, whether it is the city or town where their HEI is located, the 
experience of living away from home, a requirement for more self-directed learning, or 
having to establish friendship networks, is believed to be a major underlying factor in 
many decisions to drop out of HE.  It was also stated that there has been an increase in 
the proportions of students who prefer to be based at home for the duration of their HE 
experience, relative to those who move to another locality to attend an HEI.  An 
interesting piece of research would involve studying samples of both types of students, 
with a view to gaining a deeper understanding of the factors which give rise to students 
contemplating withdrawal. 

Widening access 

Another potential area for further research was the impact of the widening access 
agenda.  In particular, it was felt that the assumption that students who had been 
attracted to HE as a result of this policy direction were at greater risk of dropping out 
should be challenged. 

HEI practice to address student retention 
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It was also stated that it would be useful to identify good practice in the way in which 
HEIs were addressing the issue of student drop-out and to get to know more about what 
activities and mechanisms were particularly effective in supporting retention. The 
relationship between particular HEI approaches and practices which effected improved 
student retention and the characteristics of the students who were targeted by these 
practices would be worthy of consideration.  However, a narrowly focused identification 
of good practice would not necessarily sit well with the objectives of the CRP 2007-2010. 

 

Recommendations for future research 
Although it is slightly premature to be overly prescriptive about the focus of any future 
CRP 2007-2010 study of student withdrawal, it is likely that research focusing on one or 
more of the following target groups would make a useful contribution to the current 
knowledge base and would inform policy-makers: 

• those studying part-time, across different types of institutions, age ranges and 
subject areas; 

• BME students; 
• students studying HE courses delivered within FE institutions; 
• students who withdraw in Years 2 and 3;  
• comparative study of students who were based at home and those who had moved 

away from home to study. 
 
Underpinning whatever group or groups are identified as appropriate for further 
investigation, it should be borne in mind that there is general consensus that, while there 
is a plethora of literature which focuses on the issues of withdrawal and retention, we 
have scant understanding of the complexity of issues which contribute to individuals’ 
decisions to withdraw.   

For an issue which is acknowledged to be multi-faceted and complex, in-depth 
qualitative research would seem to be the most appropriate method of undertaking 
exploratory work which would offer the prospect of developing a greater understanding 
of the factors which combine to incite withdrawal, and, crucially, of devising mechanisms 
to reduce the likelihood of withdrawal.  The findings could then inform the development 
of a wider quantitative study. 
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Annex A: Consultation Topic Guide 
 

DELLS CRP 2007-2010 

HE Literature Review Consultations Topic Guide 

18/2/08 

1. Remit and scope of department/branch/organisation 
a) Please outline the remit and scope of your department/branch/organisation, and, 

in particular, the relevance of issues relating to student drop-out and/or early 
course changing among HEIs in Wales 

b) Does your department/branch/organisation maintain data on student drop-out 
and/or early course changing? 

c) Are comparisons made with English/Scottish/European data? 

d) Please describe the sources of data which are currently available to determine 
the extent of student drop-out and/or early course changing  

2. Student drop-out and non-completion 
a) To what extent does student drop-out constitute an issue of concern? 

b) What are perceived to be the main underlying causes/factors? 

c) What is the evidence base for focusing on this issue? 

d) What is your perception of trends within Wales? 

e) How does this differ between HEIs in Wales? 

f) What are the reasons for these variations? 

3. Early course changing 
a) To what extent does student early course changing constitute an issue of 

concern? 

b) What are perceived to be the main underlying causes/factors? 

c) What is the evidence base for focusing on this issue? 
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d) What is your perception of trends within Wales? 

e) How does this differ between HEIs in Wales? 

f) What are the reasons for these variations? 

4. Key issues 
a) What are the defining characteristics of those students who are most prone to 

student drop-out and/or early course changing? (eg prior attainment, social class, 
type of HEI, location, Welsh/non-Welsh students) 

b) To what extent, if any, have the widening participation and widening access agendas 
impacted on student drop-out and/or early course changing? 

c) Is student drop-out and/or early course changing more prevalent among students in 
particular subject or disciplinary areas? 

d) Does it tend to occur at certain times of the academic year (eg end of the first term) 

e) What are the factors which differentiate between HEIs in rates of drop-out/course 
changing (eg pre- and post-1992 HEIs) 

f) To what extent have changes in student finance arrangements impacted on rates of 
drop-out/course changing? 

g) What do you anticipate to be the effect of tuition fees on future rates of drop-
out/course changing? 

h) What are the implications for advice and guidance systems of increasing rates of 
drop-out/course changing? 

i) What factors are of particular interest/concern in explaining student drop-out and/or 
early course changing (in each case, probe re scale/intensity etc)?:  

• Mistaken choice of course  
• Inadequate or inappropriate advice and guidance 
• Financial problems 
• Personal problems 
• HEI policies and practices(eg student support) 
• Flexibility of the system 
• Other (specify) 

5. Relevant policy initiatives/programmes 
a) Please identify and describe the key policy initiatives/programmes targeted at 

student drop-out and/or early course changing 
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b) What are the particular issues they are seeking to address? 

c) Who is responsible for providing/delivering them? 

d) What evaluation has been undertaken or is planned? 

e) What have been the main findings and impact of the evaluations? 

f) What criteria are used to assess the extent to which the programmes/initiatives have 
been successful? 

6. Institutional responses 
a) Is there a common approach across HEIs in Wales to addressing the issues of 

student drop-out and/or early course changing?    

b) What are the main elements of HEIs’ policies and practices towards student drop-out 
and/or early course changing? 

c) What mechanisms are in place for early identification of students at risk of dropping 
out and/or early course changing? 

d) Are there any HEIs in Wales which have approaches which are particularly worth 
further investigation, because of their innovativeness or success? 

e) Do you have contact names for individuals within HEIs in Wales? 

7. Relevant research undertaken in recent years 
a) Please identify (and provide copies where appropriate) of relevant research 

undertaken in recent years, detailing the specific issues addressed, methodology 
adopted, and key findings 

 

b) How and in what way, have they informed policy direction in the areas of student 
drop-out and/or early course changing? 

 

c) Please identify (and provide copies where appropriate) existing material which has 
focused on the areas of student drop-out and/or early course changing 

 

d) Please give details of current or planned research which seeks to address these 
issues 
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8. Policy development 
a) What are the main strands of current policy direction in relation to student drop-out 

and/or early course changing? 

b) Are any shifts in this policy direction anticipated? 

c) What specific programmes are under consideration? 

d) What data is routinely collected to monitor/evaluate the impact of programmes? 

e) What measures, if any, are taken to elicit the perspectives and opinions of  

o HEI senior staff 

o Current students 

o Prospective students 

9. Gaps in knowledge 
a) Please identify what you consider to be the main gaps in knowledge which are 

inhibiting policy development in relation to student drop-out and/or early course 
changing? 

b) What specific issues need to be examined further? 

c) Are there any particular target groups about which more needs to be known, through 
further study? (Please specify and expand) 

10. Further contacts 
 

a) Could you identify other individuals who could provide valuable insights for the 
study? 

b) Are there other sources of data which could be examined? 
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Annex B: Systematic Review 
The basic elements of the EPPI-Centre ‘systematic review’ are: 

1. Systematic Reviews are transparent about how their conclusions are generated 
2. A ‘protocol’ sets out how the review is to be conducted before the work starts 
3. Exhaustive searches are undertaken to find as much as possible of the relevant 

research 
4. The review methods are made explicit 
5. Potential users of the review are involved 
6. The findings of sound research are synthesized 
 

The following protocol was adopted to determine what evidence was appropriate for 
inclusion in the review.  

• Focus – the prime focus of the search for literature and other evidence 
documents were the issues of drop-out and early course changing among those 
enrolling in Higher Education.  This included data on course completion and 
qualification attainment.  Reports and data focusing on related topics, such as 
the widening participation and increasing participation agendas, student finance, 
student support, advice and guidance, and students’ satisfaction with their HE 
experience, were also explored.  The key criterion here was the relevance of the 
material to the focus of the review.   

• Timing - given the importance attached to the shifting HE policy environment, 
there was clearly a need to concentrate on published material which has been 
produced in recent years, in order to take account of the effects of: a) the 
widening participation agenda; b) the increase in the proportions of successive 
cohorts of school-leavers entering HE; c) the expansion of access to HE to 
groups not traditionally well represented in the sector; and d) the introduction of 
tuition fees.  Although no specific time frame was stipulated, precedence was 
accorded to evidence which had emerged in the last ten years. 

• Geographical coverage - the focus was predominantly on data and reports from 
the UK (and especially any which is specifically or partially targeted on HEIs in 
Wales).  However, relevant material from further afield have been reviewed 
where it was considered appropriate.  For example, Vincent Tinto, who is one of 
the leading figures in the development of conceptual models of student progress, 
conducted research in the United States from the mid-1970s (Tinto, 1993).  
Although his empirical findings may be of little relevance for developing an 
understanding of the position of students in HEIs in Wales in the present day, 
Tinto’s theoretical perspective and model of student retention continue to provide 
points of reference for current debates. 

• Type of study – evidence derived from both quantitative and qualitative sources 
were deemed eligible for inclusion in the review.  Also, as well as reports based 
on substantive, objective pieces of research, evidence and policy documents 
have been included from, for example, HEFCW and individual HEIs. 
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• Quality – a principal concern in evaluating the appropriateness of sources which 
have been identified will be the quality of the data on which they are based.  
Thus, factors such as the methods of obtaining data, sample size and 
representativeness, the reliability of the findings, the objectivity and transparency 
of the process of analysis, and the presentation of findings, will be key 
considerations. 
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