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Why Do UW Students Withdraw from Classes?

s

C. E. Iunneborg _ ?. W. Lunneborg

V. de Wolf

Students withdrawing from classes at UW spring 1973 were
surveyed to.determine the dynamics of the withdrawal process.
They were motivated typically by too heavy a course load,
which, however, was not acted upon until the last two weeks
of the quarter. Juniors withdrew more often than other
student groups. ‘Although typically students remained in
class long after they were aware of a problem, less than half
~ took any steps to solve it before dropping.
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Why Do UW Students Withdraw from Classes?

A typical student response to this questicn was: "The whole problem
is 15 credits. I would have gotten a B in the course (dropped), but without
what I feel is adequate mastery.., For a 3-credit course it demanded time and
meditation I did not héve time to put in with 13 other credltsg a job, and '
research commitments. This problem has bothered me before. I cannot afford
(3$$) to take less than 15 hours and yet I don't have time to do the work
required." . On the. other hand, a typical faculty response would be: "4
largé’humber of -course withdrawals late in the quarter, particularly in the
last week of instruction, can only be interpreted as an attempt on the part
of students to avoid evaluation and is the primary contributor to the cheap-
, ening of the GPA:" Whether the faculty or students: are correct, the fact
> ﬁ\*.rls that the University has a high withdrawal rate both IElEthE to what it
was ten years ago and to what it is at comparable 1nst1tutlgﬁg. Withdrawals
(FWs, EWs) have incr-zsed from 3.5% of the undergraduate grades awarded in
fall 1664 to 7 % in spring 1973.

In an attempt to understand the dynamics of the withdrawal process
he Faculty Council on Academic Standards arranged to have the Office of
Institutional Educational -Resecrch survey students dropping classes during
spring '1975. Some prelimimary results of the survey completed by 3,351
students have already been reported (IER 1975). The present report will
extend these analyses. Although these 3,351 cases represent only 55% of
the total number of course withdrawals (5 C62), the loss of cases was
- princ;pally due to incohsistency in the offering of the survey by the
‘Registrar's Office rather than seléétive student Part121p3tl@ﬂ; hence these
“results are Qﬁnsldered ESSEDtlally unbtiased.

Who vithdrews and vhen?

;

As can be seen from Figure 1 percentags figures to the right, half of
the withdrawals occurred in the last two weeks of the quarter.’ Although
{ -there was some tendency for seniors and graduate students to drop courses
v sooner than lower classmen, fully one-third of the graduate course with-
' drawels were in the last two weeks. Although class standing would thus .
appear not to influence time of withdrawihg Irom courses, it was related™
to frequency of withdrawal. As Figure 2 illustrates the amount of with-
drawal was greatest in the junior class and least among graduate students
even though these two groups are of comparzhb 1 size.

, ~ Figure 3 illustrates that rc-scws oo eny D;ll?ﬂ in courses were not
strangly related tD vhen courses wef; erPPEu As can be seen the magar

they were in the student's mag@r or were glmply ”1nterést1ng." ¥et no .
reason stands out as motivating disproportionate withdrawal at any’gartlcu-
lar point in time. As might be expected, seniors tended to drop "major"
courses rather than "dlstrlbutLQn"rcourses end the reverse was true for
freshmen. % '

F
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"Why do they' withéfé“t»r ¥

[

LAl

) Student’s magt frequently‘say that the ”mcgt 1mportﬁnt” réason for dropping-w=
a caurﬂe .is that they had taken ”t@c hsavy;a ldﬁd "  Second most 1mPcrtant3 as
given in ‘the- percentage flgures to the Tright-in Figure U, was that the course
had.conflicted "with job or Dthergggzgv1ties ' Btudent- ceﬂﬁ%red J'most im—

np@rtant reasons' (pervonal conflict, load-and "disappointed with pr@bﬂble =

grade") accouﬂted for '69% overall of withdrawals- Institution oy systém- -
centered reasons, on the other hand, were given by 31% as‘most -important

-(d;sapp01nted with the system;'lngtructor, or cla 5 plugareglstratlan errcr)

'percentages across .reasons -in subsequent f1gures and ta.’l:ule'E willk n@t , sum to***

L

‘important réasan was 1nd1§atéd FolloW1ng presenta+lahg af reasané fér‘

0 14 . - o
. withdrawal, in contrast, are baged on students chiecking one or more reasons

as important. Because agproxlmately 2= l/h reasone were given per withdrawal;*

100. Tl . . o
- = - , . . \-_,-

Table 1 Shmws that the four most fréquently ﬁhecked reasons for °
w;thdraw1mg were also the tap four "most important" in Flgure Lo Figufe'Sg'
graph;c represenzatlon of ‘Table 1 data, shows that too ‘heaVy course load ‘
and conflict with other act;v;ties peaked at midterm as reasons far dropping: % -
R i f!’

classes. Dlsappolntment with probable grade increased. markadly ovar the

. quartér, a trend unique among reasons except fD€ the rather similar - A
‘institution- centered reason of dlsggpalntment .Wwith grading system. Or the -

survey this*appeared as "Grading (unfalrg too law, uncertain about where I
stood, etc.):" Despite the -increased usage of this lgst reason it remalned
thé 1east freguently checked throughout the quarter. - . 7\

Did class standing have anyth;ng to do with the reasons ‘given for
withdrawal? Figure 6 says "yes," yith the three institution-centéred
reasons (alsagﬁointment with class,, instructor and grading system) T

declining noticeably in frequency ds .class standlng rose. Disappointmerc = o

with probable grade also decreased dramatically. from the freshman group to.
graduate students, while conflicts with other, activities became progres—
sively morgﬁlmportant over the undergraduate years The one enduring problem L

-which studéntg appear not to learn how to avoid .is tak;ng too heavy a course

load
Do reagsons for“dropping a glass 1ﬂteract w1fh reasons for selecting

a ‘class? While most reasons for withdrawal were constant across the four -°
reasons for selecting classes (for example, ‘personal reasons varied from 33%
to 39%), dlsapp01ntment with .class was indicated more frequently for courses'
chosen to meet distribution requirements or because. they sounded 1nterest;ng .
(Figure 7). Similarly, alsapp01ntment with' probable grade was noticeably -
less important as a reason for withdrawing if. the class was taken because it
seemed 1nterest1ng It thus appears‘that students withdraw from disappointing
classes wheén other classes can be subst;tuted (to meet distribution requlre——

-, ments or as electlveg) and that students are less concerned w1th grades in ~

nonregulred courses. : . _ .

a7
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- The éurvey asked "What other steps ‘besides w;thdrawal .did you ch51der.

" or take to solve the problem?" OveraIl 45% of withdrawals were preceded. by

« some -"other steps." Whether steps were taken was independent of the reason.
given for dropping the course except that nearly 60%_of those who were dis-
appointed with their prébable grade had tried to solve the "problem: some

" other way before finally w1thdraw1ng Likewise whether stéps Were taken

.

was independent of reason for selectlng the course except that only 41% of

- withdrawals from "interesting" classes were accompanled by some prev1ous

attempt to solve the problem

”’s,,

It was possible to examine the amount af time that elagsed between

: when a course became 2 problem to a student and when he/she dropped. These

&

:"1ag" data are given in Figutre 8. . There was a tendency for a longer lag to

- be associated with institution- centered.reasons for dropplng——dlsap§01ntment

with lnstructor or class--an¢ for a shorter 1ag to be associated with
§tudent—centered reasons for dropping, i.e., because Df a heavy course lpad-
or canfllct w:th gther acwkivities. ) ) : st

Flnally; data were’ avfﬁiable on . the gquestion of whether late w1thdrawals

, résult from students putting off the official act of yithdrawal. In this’

sample 17% overall of course withdrawals were not effected until at least

. three weeks after the student had ceased attending the class. This delay in

"eomplet;ng withdrawal was lﬂdEpEEdént of the reason for w1th@rawal except

for the small percentage (9h) of delayerq among those who were w1thdraw1ng
-because of. probable grade. . . :

N

D;§§u551onfé- o Lok

E_,,x
K

If there is such .a thing as a tyglcal course w1thdrawa1 it is
acccmpl;shed by a junior, from a major.course, in the face of too heavy a
course load, at the end of the term. Although tliere 'is only a flfty-flfty
chance the student will have considered an alternative to dropping, he/éhe
w1ll have remained registered in the course three to four weeks after

.sensing difficulty and w;ll continue attending class ta within a week. of

.formally drapplng

What implicatigns does such a picture have for.withdrawal policy? What,
for. example, would be the impact of restricting course withdrawal.-to the
early weeks of the term? The fact that the typical student delays dropping
a course (49% waiting four or more weeks) suggests that withdrawal decisions
could be completed earlier in the term. Further, as withdrawals late in
the quarter include méany for the purpose of av01d;ng a dlaappalnting grade,
this reason far w;thdrawa; would be drastigally reduced

. The current W1thdrawa1 policy fer faculty étateg that ""If the student's
work in a course is not satisfactory at the time of Withdrawal, grade of -
EW." Yet a survey of faculty attitudes towards awarding FWs and EWs .
(IER, 1971) found only 19% of faculty following the Faculty.Handbock. The

- vast majority of faculty.were described as very lenient with many hever -

having given an EW and in practice giving’EWs at any.time.regardless of

i
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Vstudent perfg:manéé ThlS §a¢1cy is borre out by the -data for spring 1973 N -4

. where only 1. a% of w1thdrawa1§sggge EWs. .Thus' if withdrawal were restrlctea“
to the first weeks- 6f the term pQSSlblE faculty misuse @f PW under the ~ __'

A present pgllcy would be précluded T . i *
Voo e :
R t ﬁigeven percent w1thdrawal ig @&ly one facet oF | thls plcture As Qj'=;f-
>t . . Dickinson (1973) painted out- withdrawers were carrying a median credit : load " 7
- of 15.2 hours. compgred to l& 3 for the whole university. He also Egund : )
that 51% of withdrawers had dropped courses prevr@usly - What this means’ tg‘ Ce
the typical studént -is ‘that it 13 going to take him fully ohe quarter (13 L :

credits) more to- graduate (T withdrawal.- from 180 ‘hours ) and an- addltlgna1 s

- Tquarter's tultlan *What th;s means for the Uhiver51ty is that ?% Df e e
1gstruct;anal casts are last L ; C 0 L
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