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' 1n many "1oca1" attr1t1on stud1es.' G1ven the current concern w1th ma1nta1n1ng:?'

- aeveraT—researchers_have_C§T1ed atteﬁtﬁon to.metnodo[og1cai inadequacies . -

- stable enro]lments, however, 1t seems 11ke1y that;adm1n1strators w111 cont1nue, f,*i{

.-
Z 5 .
K < v

to call for stud1es of attr1t1on,on the1r campuses.- Th1s paper descr1bes three

bas1c des1gns for study1ng college student attr1t1on and d1scusses the comparat1ve 5

. asse’s nd 11ab111t1es of each “Autopsy,“ cross sect1ona1 and 1ong1tud1na1 :;f '

des1gns are evaluated w1th respect to such cons1deratnons as Tikely response rates

and sample representat1veness, contro]s for confoundnng var1ab1es, deSJrab%ef;"

analytlcal procedures, tlme-11nes, relat1ve costs, and aPP11cab111ty of data to

,. other. purposes. The paper 1s 1ntended to fac111tate the cost—benef1t Judgments

" inherent in the dec1s1on to undertake an attr1t1on study by h1gh11ght1ng the

research and pract1ca1 trade-offs requ1red by the se]ect1on of a part1cu1ar des1gn. }
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SRR AN EVALUATION OF THREE BASIC DESTGNS-

FOR STUBYING ATTRITIBN s ”,;;ﬂ,_ﬁp';j'f;"}t. ;';;Qfﬁ:ﬁi.

T~ . g fo‘-’ o ’3

In the face of proaected enrollment deel1nes, leg1slators and hﬁgher

educat1onal adm1n1strators and planners f1nd l1ttle solace in the ev1dence suggest1ng

AT %

S~

that nat1onal four-year #ttrat1on rates have held relat1vely constant around 50

per cen$ over the last fifty or s1xty years%(Summersk1ll 1962, Ast1n i975)

Hh1le soffie attrﬁt1on 1s 1nev1table, and some may‘even be des1rable.(lead1ng to,.

or reflect1ng, pos1t1ve developmental benef1tsjforﬁsome students), the fact rema1ns l

that federal, state, 1nst1tut1onal, and 1nd1v1dual resources are invested 1n

students who ult1mately do not complete a. degree program as w llra n those who

dp To the extent that sofie. students would l1ke to rema1n Jn school but cannot, e

~and to the extent that the reasons for'd1scont1nuance are w1th1 th sphere of

'federal, state, or 1nst1tut1onal 1ﬁfluence, then such 1nvestments may represent Vis;’

'Aboth m1sexpended resources and neglected educat1onal respons1b1l1t1es.~;q

Several excellent rev1ews of the attr1tlon l1terature éx1st (Spady,,1979, //

::T1nto 1975 Cope & Hannah 1975 Pantages & Creedon, 1978) but these rer'ews,~7ff)/f_

;'réééht federal regulat:ons requ1r1ng 1nst1tut1ons to proV1de appl1cants w1th 1n— 7\

and var1ous nat1onal stud1es, useful as they are for general understand1ng of the . /
attr1t1on phenomenon, in no: way obv1ate the need for “local" research Indeed {

. \
7

‘ format1on about 1nst1tut1onal complet1on rates can reasonably be. expected to 1ncrease,

\
Y

Erather than d1m1n1sh the number-of L ocal" attr1t1on stud1es. 1t Seems equally

~'T1kely that many adm1n1strators w1ll not be. eontent s1mply w1th know1ng how many -~

4Yet s1ngle-1nst1;ut1on studies have been roundly cr1t1c1zed as methodolog1cally

students drop out; but witl also want 1nformat.on about ggg;students w1thdraw. )
~— J

’
°

uneven, as based on 1nadequate def1n1t1ons des1gns, sampl1ng plans, 1nstruments, ‘

- .

"and analyt1eal proeedures. . SR o ‘; S 4 S

Program or pol1cy act1on based on unrel1able or 1nval1d research may be

less effective. than that rooted 1n adm1n1strat1ve 1ntu1twon. If;campus-off1c1als‘u
l : . IS S
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are to‘conduct'useful attr1t1on studies-=or oe\1nformed consumers of the research iX'

N : |
of others--there appears‘to be some need for a compar1son of the re!atlve strengtﬁs s

\, T,
)

-——and weaknesses——edsts—and beneffts——of*the—varaous—desﬁgns—and methods—ava1iab1'%,_;,,g
» .for study1ng attr1t1on. Th1s paper attempts to meet that need, at leastj1n part,

by 1) descr1b1ng three ba51c{des1gns f&r study1ng_c911ege student attr1t1on--the

"autopsy," cross sectiona1 and 10ng1tud1na1 dES1gns and 2) eva}uat1ng the {#* 3

assets and fzab1$ﬂt1es 1nherent 1n -each. 'Zé ; 1.,';'_f' 2 j ;.", it:: S

._a. - L

11

Some Pre11m1nary Cons1derat1ons '.)'”"f'if‘ Lo L B gi'j ;, f“f

. vr‘

_ Before selectlng a su1tab1e study des1gh, carefu] attent1on needs to be
et s 5 v
g1ven to what is meant by "attr1t1on.9 The def1n1t1ona1 task 1s comp11cated by

T

thé W1de varlety of types of dropp1ng out and by the frequent hy5r1ds of cormion ff- -

N tzpes For examp]e, dropp1ng out may be 1) system1c (1 e., a comp1ete Cessat1En g
/ . .
of postsecondary educat1od) or 1nst1tut1ona1 (w1fhdrawa1 from one 1nst1tutren, but S

:

/enro]]ment at another w1th perhaps, no 1nterruption in. stud1es), Z)A%emporary
N .

(the so-ca11ed "stopout"°_on permanent 3) fbrced (the academ1c d1smrssa1) or

,

voluntary, or 4),unant1c1pated (1 e., no pre-enro]]ment expectatTOn of dropp1ng out)

~ .

accomp11shed) .Ihere is amp]e evidence of Behav1ora1 ahd att1tud1na1 dff:erenees ,;3

.among students across the var1ous ;ypes (Predwger, 1965 Rose’é E]ton, 1966, Rossman v

" & K1rk iéféj S 3 "j-;% SR 7 ? .,,f'; 'hf'ff =;i, ﬂ' f_ R
. f\ ~';\__..l , Lo PR, - o : - : : N ; .

o~

The prob]em o{;select1ng c]ear, exhaustqve, and mutually exc]us1ve def1n1t1ons
1s compounded by cons1derat1ons of the populat1on of‘students under study (Is attr1t1od
. at a S1ngle, severa] or a11 c]éss 1evels to be stud1ed?), and byvthe ttme peraod |

4

' eovered by ‘the attr1t1on rate (Is one concerned w1th attr1t1on aﬁter one semes teP”

l.‘-

'ar 7) Reso ution of one 1ssue may 11m1t a1ternat1ves 1n -

-

a year7 four years’* ten y

the other.; For example,~’
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sophomore year. Yet stud1es of ?reshman attr1t1on w1ll prov1de no 1nformat1on

zabot ut: the/1nfluences on dr0pp1ng out over d1fferent classes or a longer t1me period

1 "’#F"

;-ff-ﬁ Theedes1gn descr1pt1ons and a s ments that follow assume;thatgsur ey\\\

fsearch methods, usung quest1onna1res nather than personal 1ntervAews, w1ll be

" employed, although the latter are_not precluded S Although 1t 1s also assumed tha,,<=

6

*ffistud1es w1ll probably be based on\randomrsamples of students, smaller,gnst1tht1ons .

W

may seek to survey whole p0pulat1ons. 'Fanally, the evaluat1o a' ume s1ngle-
- b. L Vo

ffutnst1tut1on stud1es,' adaptat1ons to larger systems will‘be more ones. of scale
ethan o? concept1on. EV'A'foth_::i':‘;h.f"f* ,[~?3T#;?'.E;5a;ﬁl ;i?’

-

'VWif‘v The three agtr1t1on study des1gns are evaluated 1n l1ght of two maaor classes

{of 1ssues,.“Research Cons1derat1ons“ and "Plann1ng Cons1derat1ons." Each of these :i;

9

;éqasses compr1ses a set of more spec1f1c po1nts to be taken 1nto account in select- {j

' 1ng the most appropr1ate’des1gn for a sfudy, g1ven the quest1§%s to be answered
Ay

l'and the constra1nts 1mposed by ava1lable resources.;."Research ConS1derat1ons,".7‘

vJewed here.as_analggsntoﬁthe«?'enef1ts" Qrt1on of‘the"costrbené?1t equat1on refer ]

:'flone would seek to max1d1ze~1f there were no l1m1f

to those methodolog1ca];;e~:”c
: 6n fimé or résourcés. "plann1ng Cons1derat1onsu refer to the "cost" areas to be -

‘taken 1ntb account as research obaect1vessare balanced aga1nst the l1m1tat1ons on .7[

r-
V.» . - e

t1me, personnel money, and other resources., Table 1ssummar1zes each des1gn s

evaluat1on 1n these general areas and outl1ne’ thé omproﬂ%ses 1nherent 1n select1ng

- \

a part1cular research des1gn. fn" - '.és a e

In Table 1, "Instrument Rel1ab1l1ty" and 'Instrument Val1d1ty,f l1sted under

eResearch Eons1derat1ons are clearly more matters of measurement than of de51gn

‘ -

7,Cho1ce of a des1gn ne1ther precludes nor guarantees adequate 1nstrumentat1on and :th
i:the qual1ty of a measure as more closely related to the knowledge and sk1ll of the :

'researcher than to the des1gn.selected They are- 1ncluded nonetheless because they

are ﬂmportant cons1derat1ons 1n any research o

&
g —

1“Ex1t 1nterv1ews" are not d1scussed 1) because the1r prlmary purpose 1s normally

. more for counsel1ng than researcﬁ and 2) because most dropouts appear to leave
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TR SUMMARY EVALUATION OF - IHREE oésl_f, 5 -
S P o FOR S]UDYING ATTRITION ‘."; ' :
A ’ A : -
— : J e - —
e e — Autopsy Eross Segt}ona] Long1tud1na1
/ Stud1es . ﬁff; Stud;es A Studies
: i J 7 L - : . L ,’_(_-:#
- Research Cohsidarations:', (Bereffts)” e SE
f*ﬁ",.Instrament Re11ab111ty v /'. Probab1y t1m1ted j";VPossiB?é
_° - Instrument. Validity® = .. / ; Probab]y L1m1ted' --':'-, ’ Pas’s1b1é ,
_-__;-iL1ke1y Response Rates ‘fTLJQ.V . 15= 40% _ _ 40-60% .
- ;S;,“Samp]e,Representat1veness 1 " Un11ke1y '. - -_V-Mone-L1ke1y";_More Likely .
| Internal Validity - ﬁ"”V;'-/:fh gn"__ s TrioL
‘a) Compar1sons with Non-dropjuts No - - T TYes . Yes

-;i b) Controls for In1t1a1 GroUPJ'.h © No S “f;“Liﬁfféde’ o Yes -

D1fferences I . . Lo
Analyt1ca1 Procedures s Usual]y Descr1pt1ve . B1var1ate or  Multivariate.

g ] : oor B1var1ate e Mu1t1var1ate~
EIannqngACons1derat1ons¢* (Costs) ”gﬂ _ ;. S : ﬁ-_ : ..,. :
Needed,Tra1n1ng/ 7pér1énée ) "***;”{'MiﬁiﬁéIAMn~~;;—aiiMéﬂ?f#té;tO—fi4«~Advanced-~~—

f‘* roject R _ﬁdanE:d, L R
L ‘T1me to Eomplete Study‘i .f s 3-8 6655555 .. 6-9 mBs. ,f;E;!;ig=¢b$*': ‘

D1rect Costs (Re ft1ve1y) ‘-;7 ,?_' Low L )
Y P]ann1ng Needed S~ - -'_ - Limited Lornis 1y le-
";:ﬁ‘App11cab111ty7of79ata to . . None-Limited. - ';: Moderate H1gh Moderateiﬂigh}
e Other Purposes .- " - L el et
| ﬂ_;Data;Management Problens and | “Few - ool Few-Moderate - Moderate-Many-
o Requ1reme:fi T - L i

Bepends more on- the tra1n1ng and sk111 of the person( ) des1gn1ng the study than on 35“
' the des1gn adopted v

T . S ) ‘—a,,L, i HR :
. bResponse rates, expressed as prooortions of an initial sampTe; decLine,with_each B
“!; subsequent data co]leet1on S _ < : Lo

cﬂssumesfthat the only pre college 1nformat1on ava11ab1e for study respondents is -

- that typ1ca]]y collected at time of app11cat1on for. adm1ss1ons (6.g9i; sex; aeademle
apt1tude, percéntile’ rank in high school class;. but not including educational’ :
s aspirations.or goals, comm1tment to complet1ng a degree persona11ty character1st1cs,
Zand- 51m11ar 1nformat1on) S KRS ,

‘ -

dCosts ‘may be reduced cons1dera51y 1? an 1nst1tut1on regularly coi]ects extenS1ve pre- 3

~collegé data. through such programs as the Cooperative - Inst1tut1ona1 Research Program o
(UCLA- & ACE sponsored) or the ACT Assessment Program R A o

Qo L 31 :ﬂﬂ S f.ﬁﬂ;. f-“;rfu 0
R U S R L, SRR
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THE “AUTOPSY“ DESIGN" o B ‘_.5. :

"Autopsy" (somet1mes caJ]ed "retrospect1ve“) stud1es 1nvo1ve an after-the-';”

Ry

fact survey of the reasons dropouts g1ve ?or d1scont1nu1ng the1r stud1es Under

K

K

.

”'d1ssat1sfact1on; zgom those
red to the other es1gns to 3j'"'

be d1scussed on1y the autopsy,study offers such 0pportun1t1es hf;li'f Ld '-j' '~gi§‘

v — S

%w-~~~’drop out ask them‘”‘Desp1te 1ts common sense appea1 however, 1t$ 11a'1,3t1es far;

outnumber 1ts assets '~Instrument re11ab1f1t}rcannot eas11y be assessed s1nce most ;"

’

. a1so probabﬂy comprom1sed , students who have 1efti,"h

e ‘e 5 KnoeT1 19663, Fens tanacher, 1973 i . T

’

In add1t1on to these prob]ems, respon'"

l”"“‘

'notor1ous1y 1ow, not 1nfrequent1y be]oerﬁv A0 per*cent wh11e a'Tow response

V & B ’4..

rate s~ not 1n and of 1tse1f‘a threat to a study s qenera11zab111ty, response

.__:&
w

o

rates are d1rect1y re]ated t th 11ke11hood of response representatuveness the;. ;7
1ower the response rate, the 1ess 11ke11hood of respondents be1ng representat1ve

of the 1arger popﬂ]at1oh from wh1ch they come As Fenstemacher,s (1973) data

s | .
i 1nd1cate, th1s unrepresentattyeness-may nns]ead both on the personal character1st1es~f
"‘ B ‘fiv ', L e : ?".': i o o R T K3

L e .
R S SRR D e




'"“*of dropouts (e g = sex) and on the1r eva]uat1ons o? the1r'collegePeXPeV'1enceS

;Zfif-“(11ke1y to' be b1ased 1n a pos1t1ve d1rection) Thus, genera11zab111ty 1s h efff;”
, f;"."semous'lv 1eooard1zed..._ it ?' I “';-: L
‘\f'iv:.fl - Moreover, as Campbe11 and Stan]ey (1963) have noted "Bas1c§to se1ent4 _h”{*

;;7~ev1dence 1s the process of compar1son, of record1ng d1fferences or*of cont asf e
' I ,1

",ffSecur1ng sc1ent1f1c ev1dence 1nvo1Ves making at 1east one compar1son" (p 6)

TTh1s not1on of eontro]]ed eompar1son 1s fundamenta] to any research des1gn; '4;5

E

_ .;f1nterna1 va11d1ty-—the capab111ty of the des1gn to assure that an observed re1at1on
.ﬁ::t,(? Gay between academ1c m%Jor and attr1t1on) is not a- spur1ous one Bas1ca1ly, f;'ﬁ
:;::‘Ythere are two methods byfwh1ch 1nterna] va11d1ty may be enhanced 1)through S
ulh}~the randpm-ass1gnmenb of persons to eXper;menta1 and contro] groups or 2)through

e i'the use of a non equiva]ent "compar1son"'§roup W1th the adopt1on of stat1st1ca1 .

. 'Lf:contro1s (1nc1ud1ng factor1a1 des1gns) to take 1n1t1a1 group d1fferences 1nto F;cj.?“

‘I'"faccount P ; _--‘_j: v:-_f: Lo A.

_ Hh11e no: attr1t1on des1qn ean use random ass1qnment,_on1y the autopsy e
L study de51gn (of those d1scussed here) a1so fa11s to prOV1de for a group of no"".‘fis
"_idP0p0uts w1th whom the dropouts can be compared “in the search for Vah1ab]es that

are re1ated to attr1t1on T In the absence of ' i par1son group, one can on1y f:

L. PR

Ai;fdescrwbe dropouts charaeterast1cs att1tudes or behav1ors--tra1ts that may.or

- may not be s1m1] r‘to those of non—dropouts And c1ear1y, w1thout a compar1son ;3;

.igroup, stat1st1ca1 contro1s become mean1ng1ess‘" !‘55f’f l'abf{;ﬁ't' )

s

iF)na]Wy, wh11e 1t 1s not a weakness 1nherent 1n the des1gn, autopsy studles,g#

'\"~typfca1_y}re1y on frequency d1str1but10ns and cross tabu]at1ons for stat1st1ca1
\ N

Eﬁﬂntiddescr1pt1on of resu1ts . When stat1st1ca}*tests are made, they are most frequent]y v

e

,f'.@fbased on b1§ar1ate«procedures-~testing re1at1ens_between tw0ivar1ab1es Whi]e'°"ﬁ15h

Batazgag_be eo11eetedfrom -
'jtfon -1s” likely, however, "to bé' ga

Ben el S A0 S g

e cond1t1ons tﬁan that provaded by ﬂropouts :

¥hered at d1?ferent t1m54

} '_. ;, i




.;j~fff'exper1ence ot the‘researchér, they*are;nonetheless 1ncapab1e 5% tak1ng 1nto ?

[;ff ’»faccount the comp]ex ser1es of 1nterre1at;ohs wh:ch one senses 1ntu1t1ve1y hnaé}L'*
i*];"5‘11e the attr1t1on Drocess Repeated b1var1ate tests ‘can: be mrslead1nq Indeed-iﬁ?*?
")bv;??‘Soady (1970) recommends that.".:.furthér b1var1ate rese ch on_ the - carre]ates;f¥\
Qﬂ*é 52 of dr0pp1ng out should be abandoned Now'" (p 77). d‘i_;ﬁ ;f;fs ?f;f @f?: g!f;f.

L

1autopsy des1gn are meager tﬁ 1ann1ng

b
rarrespond1ng]y m1n1ma1’,Ihe tra1n1ng a dr‘xperrence -

t * ‘ .- ;1.

R are modest compared w1th the other two des1gns

: : ':'d o coord1nate the deve1opment
“is?1nhereﬁt 1n suroey research

'ﬁecéssary‘to collect and ana??zerthe data 1s re1at1ve1y brieff
'fnr’s1x months w111 be‘ﬁEeded (s1x to e1ght weeks for data cpltect1on)

B1rect costs, such’as postage, comput1ng t1me;.mater1als and pr1nt1no

uade51gn The maaor cost=W111 most 11ke1y be f1rst c]ass postage;;

[ ,,,77@.,.

:{S1m11ar]y, the amount of p1ann1ng and organ121ﬂq for an autopsy study are

f?;.ij;11mmted' 0nce.the quest10ﬂ$ to be; aSkEd “ave bee" Spec’f1ed fhe

‘.. .

o

. lgfcto be f611owed are re1at1Ve1y "mple and stra1ght forward (See Bower & Myers

i’*i;f(1976) for an exce]lent desg~ ptron'of survey procedures ) ol

‘5

3 ,.ve'

deobab]y no mere;.".

'gexpenses are also reﬁat1veﬂy modest, part1cu1ar1y in compar1son w1th a 1ong1tud1na1{j

"urvey procedures,f}

‘ Informat1on co]lected us1ng an autopsy des1gn a]so probablyfhas 11m1tedii;17f’

‘”;ﬂ;jiuse for p]ann1ng or evaluat1on purposes other than,those asSOC1ated m}th attr1-}iqff51

e e

3 '3f;t1on._ The-11m1tat1ons proceed from the absence of a compar1son group of non-~o?V"'

g

T




oA 8
. - : \',..

i .m ngstudents—fducatfr_oriaL——fpersona1 ;——?

S f next,acaddmrc year;. These groups are then compared en the var1ab1es thought to i

L1nf]uence»attr1t1on dec1s1ons and for wh1ch datal aVe been eoT]eeted

PR ) : p.._.f.‘;x

';f"?y Besp1te the fact that 1nstrument re11ab1P1ty and va11d1ty depend ?ar more

= : R BES '

-

= - -

'3Qn the tra1n1ng and sk114 of the researcher than'dn the des1gn se]ected the

) Y

tf}f; cro s ’ct1ona1 p]an is st111 more 11ke1y than the autopsy des1gn to y1e1d va11d

'responses s1nce, 1n the case of Ieavers, there 1s 1ess reason to rat1ona11ze av

"7.i dec1s1on that has not yet been made (or at 1east not yet carr1ed through)
‘-noted ear11er, however, no deslgn e1ther guarantees or_precjudes,@dequate measure?'.

; . . . ‘ N ._.-" \; . . . ‘ L \ - - . ‘_ o v... .:.'_:‘. R ;. [l
ment. oot - T R Rt AR T P
s 7 : oL — :

‘ﬂj;_“ Cross sect1ona1 des1gns are a]so, other th1ngs be1ng equa] more 11kely 7

- o = -»:'1

Tég-:”'than autopsy stud1es to have h1gher response rates, i f or no other ‘reason than

- that the students be1ng surveyed are st111 enrol]ed and therefore more accessxb!e

Al v < P -
: ;»to the r se chér ’ Students=who have dec1ded to w1thdraw may not respond as

o 1}iread1Ty as those who~w111 stay’ but response ratgg from enro]1ed students,exceed1ng,_»

-

50 per cent are not unusua] and may run as h1qh as 75- 80 per cent

[ Coa

:Lff-v The re1at1on between response rate and respondents representat1veness for !
f?i“ a:Targer popu]at1on has been descrwbed It 1s wo>th repeat1ng, however, that ‘ '

b
‘\ i
WAV SN I

wh11e newther hngh response rates nor random samp]ﬁng 1s any guarantee of respondents

S c”ﬁaraj .

representat1veness, the probab11it¥ of‘resu]ts be1ng genera11zab1e 1ncreases W1th »’

._'-




o a o St T . [\4 \ R
B ,,the absence of a compar1son group oﬁ non dropouts and the c sequenﬂ 1nabi11ty

1f“é;to test or. contro] pre co]]ege d1fferences between students who dr';f

5 ~.those who do not The cross sect1ona1 des1gn has a c1ear advantage over the"h';:f,

o autopsy pTan in that 1t prov1des fon~the direct compar1son of dropouts W]th non- o

f 1 K

dropouts on the same measures, taken at the same t1me, and under s1m11ar cond1-r

Y .

vt,tioﬁsgffln add1t1on, th1s deS1gn 1nvo]ves the measurement of potent1a11y attr1-f-

'v_g.t1on re]ated exper1ences and att1tudes at the very f1me they are presumab]y

~ A\l

exert1ng the1r 1nf1uence (Pantages & Creedon,_1978) ‘~;',- ’»—f?f; L

Y

5 Threats to the 1nterna1 va11d1ty of the cross sect1ona1 des1gn rema1n, "-'“'

§ however Besplte 1ts prov1s1on fdr ‘a compar1son group, 1t genera]]y does not

a]]ow the testlng or contro] of 1n1t1a1 group d1fferences Thus, to the extent

'xn . '\ A

’ 1t may be possqble to attr1bute the attr1t1on dee151on to those d1fferences, rather

than to somethxng 1n the 1nst1tut1onaT env1ronment or exper1ence of the students
A .
Students adm1551ons f11es gay contain some 1nformatron usefu] for contro]11ng e
S ,
pre co]]ege d1fferences, but the opportun1t1es for such contro]s are probabTy

-

11m1ted to the 1nformat1on ava11ab1e 1n the f11es, 1nformatlon reTat1ng to such,u o
potentTaTTy 1m§ortant pred1ctors of attr1t1on as pregc011ege comm1tment to c0m-fli{%

pTet1on of a degree persona11ty tra1ts, educat1ona1 and career asp1rat10ns or_"

goa]s,'and expectat1ons of ‘the co]]ege exper1ence probabTy w111 be unavéa]ab]é '

"
e AN '<‘

programs one wiTT not be ab]e to szpte with conv1ct1on that they d1d not d1ffer o

e
s

ulated :in the co]]ege o o ;;.ljjff

L4

1n nmportant ways before they matr1
N The ana]yt1ca1 procedures brought to bear on cross sect1ona1 data, 11ke
~:f,those used 1n eva]uat1ng autopsy 1nformat1on are more a funct1on of the researcher s
"'tra1n1ng and exper1ence than the des1gn se1ected Noth1ng 1nherent in the bas1c

des1gn requ1res or proscrxbes the use of e1ther b1var1ate or mu1t1var1ate stat1s-




f.'t1ca1 procedures Attr1t1on 1s a comp]ex process, however, and va11d and 1nter-"£

pretable resu1ts are more 11ke1y to resu]t from adequatf*des1gns and the more ;"

statis~ 31

- t1ca1 procedures w111 probab]y be neede:

The tra1n?ng and egper1ence requ1red'of the research staff about to undér-" )

't%ﬁe a cros -se ct1ona1 study can vary cons1derab1y A cross- sect1ona1 p]an w1th-

\

;-out cogtro]s may be as simp]e and d1rect as- the autopsy des1gn But 1f the strengths

1nherent 1n the cross-sect1ona1 des1gn -are to be max1szed (part1cu1ar1y contro111ng

e L g o i

"'-searcher W111 probab]y be- needed

P

Wh11e on]y one maJor data co]]ect1on 1s needed the cros -se 't1ona1 p]an _
iencompasses the h1atus between academ1c years and thus w111 probab]y take somewhatg

1onger than the autopsy study to comp]ete Somewhere between s1x and nine months'

T W

f_nay be needed ; }n_ﬂi,;f- _ .»-ZHJ] : 1' ‘; e }f. Ki. o

The d1rect costs of adopt1ng a cross-sect1ona1 des1gn may be as 1ow as

1ﬁthose assoc1ated w1th the autopsy study, but on the average they w111 probab]y be”;v

;;somewhat h1gher- The add1t1ona1 costs are most d1rect1y re]ated to the need to
;samp]e non- dropouts as. we]] as dropouts, the 11ke11hood (though not necess1ty) 'f -

:_co11ect1ng more 1nformat1on from each respondent and espec1a11y (1f contro]s are- -
. ‘

-to be app11ed) from the 1ncreased c]er1ca1 and mach1ne costs assoc1ated with merg1ng:

'1nto a s1ng1e f1Te the ‘survey data and the- 1nformat1on from sources other than the f

-

respondents (e g ; adm1ss1ons f11es)

!

to make use of the data. for purposes other than understand1ng attrqt1on Dr0pouts

1,and non- dropoutsecan be aggregated 1n order to ekam1ne re]at1ons between se]ected

student character1st1cs and var1ous att1tudes or behaV1ors | For examp]e;-.‘.

1
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' one m1ght compare m1nor1ty and non—m1nor1ty‘group students, commuting and resident

students, ma]es and fema]es, or students 1n d1fferent aeadem1e maJors w1th respect

‘F;to academ1c performance, general att1tudes toWard academac or non- academ1c programs, -

< op? ?va]uat}oif“

'fpattr1t1on study based.onAthe cross sect1ona1 des1gn desq\1bed here caﬂgbe made'to ft 2

ii‘Bompared to those of a 1ong1tud1na1 des1gn, however,.such demands are st111 re1at1ve-
1y s1i ght e Lo = o ', T N
N e L sl T Lot
| ,.,..,A Lo e LONGITUDINAL DESIGN - _

A 1ong1tud1na1 des1gn 1nvo1ves the co11ect1on of 1nformat1on from the

;gj' '
"same,students at two or more po1nts 1n t1me Hnder~th1s p1an data on enter1ng

students soc1a1 and educat1ona1 backgrounds, expectq@rons of co11ege, educat1ona1
'fand career goa]s and SO on are co]]ected pr1or to (owfat the t1me of) the students

matr1eu1at1on S1m11ar data are co]]ected near the end of the academ1c year from -5
-respondents to the~1n1t1a1 survey (Some 1ong1tud1na1 stud1es Fun cons1derab1y |

i]onger than one- year, the quest1ons to be answered determ1ne both the t1m1ng and ‘

"number of data co11ect1ons )y Members of the or1g1na1 samp]e (or “cohort“) who e

have dropped out at any g1ven po1nt (or perhaps dropped out and returned) ar-wthen ‘i;
compared With th71r non- dropout peers on. the var1ab1es for wh1ch informgfi

: the groups is ava11ab1e

Response rates for 1ong1tud1na11y des1gned stud1es, -as with cross sect1ona1
',deS1gns, are 11ke1y to be h1gher ‘than those ‘obtained 1n an autopsy study Indeed

~ since enter1ng students (e1ther by hab1t or 1nc11nat1on) are more w1111ng to re-

"spond to requests for " 1nformat1on than are enro11ed students, representat1veness

of respondents for the popu]at1on from wh1ch they come is- most 11ke1y for the

‘ti1n1t1a1 data eo]]eetion‘of a 1ong1tud1na1 design Howevor, 51nee_subsequent data

Qfl‘
f




| 12
i1l be éanééféa only from persons who have responded to the initial survey; -
"response rates based on the or1g1na1 sampTe s1ze W111 dec11ne as 1n1t1a1 re-}

._Spondents fa11 to respond to subsequent data requests - The. probTem is pecu11ar S

bimportant to keep th1s 1ncreas1ng subJect
_,~.,, Kl 44 :

}_.to th1s des1gn, and 1t 1S::t;;”;;,;,
T sa"'lfte"sqze. That sanime;

W -
"%“morta11ty" 1n m1nd when determ1n1ng the or1g1na

i

:émUSt be Targe enough to 1nsure that the est1mated response rates for each |

'~data coTTect1on w111 y1e1d suff1c1ent respondents WTth comp]ete datawxn,each
".anaTyt1ca1 group to perm1t stabTe anaTyses The safest ruTe-of thumb is' to beg1n
- WTth the Targest or1g1na1 samp]e one can afford N

. The cumuTat1ve morta11ty of reSpondents 1n Tong1tud1na1 des1gn5’has 1mpbr-

-tant 1mp11cat1ons for the representat1veness of persons who have responded to aTT

>

'{datafrequests CTearTy, as the percentage of the or1g1na1 sampTe dec11nes w1th ‘
- each data coTTect1on the prospects for ma1nta1n1ng response representat1veness |
Will aTso dec11ne The s1mp1est soTut1on to th1s probTem is to make every effort

. to ob a1n responses from aTT members of the or1g1na1 sampTe or, in. subsequent ;i;
X ‘ '
. data coTTect1ons, from aTT persons who have responded to ear11er requests wh11e

the . methods of adaust1ng for any unrepresentat1veness wh1ch may occur as respondent

.morta11ty 1ncreases are beyond the . scope of th1s paper the probTem can be a ser1ous )

~

one and warrants attent1on as the study progresses ‘;‘ -7? o L

/ ,__(

o As w1th the cross sect1ona1 des1gn, the Tong1tud1ha1 pTan perm1ts compar1-- ?:

i sons of vary1ng k1nds of dropouts w1th ‘non- dropouts A 1$ng1tud1na1 des1gn has

the added advantage however, of perm1tt1ng the extens1ve controT of pre- co]]ege o

' d1fferences between dropouts and non- dropouts s1nce the 1n1t1a1 survey W111 y1e1d

Lo

_ far more - 1nformat1on on students pre—co]]ege backgrounds, att1tudes and exper1ences
.Jhan 1s 11ke1y to be ava11ab1e 1n the adm1ss1ons f11es \ For-th1s reason, the |
ong1tud1na1 pTan is the most 1nterna11y valid des1gn of the three. Tn effect 3

: he pre coTTege 1nformat1on can be used stat1st1ca11y to equate dropouts and non-

d opouts on such’ character1st1cs as sex academ1c apt1tude, h1gh schooT ach1evement
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‘e
"persona11ty tra1ts and expectat1ons of co]]ege before the search for "insti-

tut1ona1 contr1but1ons" to attr1t1on is begun (see Ker11nger & Pedhazur,¢i573

By compar1son w1th tpe autopsy and cross sect1ona1 p]ans, the 1ongﬁtud1na1 ‘"ﬂ
\

'};'attr1t1on study des1gn is as 1nterna11y va11d as. one m1ght hope to f1nd 1n a

;Ff:SOC1a1 science” survey rese arch’ ; f‘.'"fz "'\"f\g; B S s

A

i

LI

: o As we have seen, however, every des1gn exacts\1ts pr1ce The“]ongitudinaTn
;ﬁapproach may be the most methodo]og1ca11y sound but it is also the;most”éxpénsfyeg;

‘Eb'Its adopt1on W111 requ1re a. research staff (or at 1east one person) w1th we]]-,
:"deve10ped soc1a1 sc1ence research sk111s, 1nc§ud1ng fam111ar1ty w1th samp11ng

;i;des1gns, 1nstrument constrdet1on mu1t1d1mens1ona1 sca11ng,\survey i earch method-

?;:o1ogy, and mu1t1var1ate statnst1ca1 ana1ys1s L7 AT \;;53‘_" ;“-_';

| The t1me needed to comp]ete a 1ong1tud1naJ study is also substant1a11y :
1}? 1onger than fop e1ther the cr 0SS 'ct1ona1 or autopsy des1gns, 1t seems unlikely
'.f;that a 1onq1tud1na1 study of any shorter durat1on than one year wou]d provide much

?h;usefu1 1nformat1on on attr1t1on .The t1me 1apse between study 1n1t1at1on andere~

_ s h——

D1rect costs W111 a1so be h1gher for a 1ong1tud1na1 study ~ The h1qher

d w1th the need for 1arger samp]es and more ma111ngs, 1ncreased :

-

'cod1ng vo]ume, 1a er numbers of 1nstrumehts, and computer\costs 7
N\ bthér-pTan.‘;g cons1derat1ons include the 1ncreased need for carefu] study,

de:$gn, rnstrument deVe]opment and samp11ng des1gn Depend1ng on the ava11ab111ty

bof su1tab1e computer software, the;d&fa‘management prob]ems of merg1ng f11es of ‘

:.UHequa1 s1zes can be burdensome - Filg merg1ng operat1ons that cannot be ‘done by

. mach1ne w111 have to be done manualAy£ add1ng to the time and c]er1ca1 ass1stance f

2 " ’

Inst1tut1ons that part1c1pate 1n nat1ona1 pre co]]ege student 1nformat1on

programs, sﬁ h as the Cooperat1ve Inst1tut1ona1 Research Program (sponsored JO1nt1y

} 1
'n Counc11 on Educat1on and the Un1Vers1ty of Ca11forn1a at Los Ange]es),

1“"

”by the,Amer~

TTREN
1]




! . v : Lo .“ ?‘ ) '—_‘"'-.'- _'Q. : .
or the American Co]]ege Testing Program 3 Assessment Program,fhave a deCided

f

aduantage over institutions which do not The availability of pre co11ege |

nformation on students yie1ded by such programs obViates the need for an\ ’;31f'3a -

g additiona1 data co11ection L o ée;

R )CONCLUSIONS L

" Both before and afteraa design is sejected, it is important to keep in ;?45."
limindrthat Without exception attritibn studies are corre]ationat" ho‘causal ~?i-.
ih-connections can be made between or among variab1es and students attrition | "-

Edec1S10nS The finding that a given variable is statistica11y re}ated to attri— {;t
tion is a statement about the 1ikelihood that theeobservedprelation isadue to o

chance, 1t'1S not a statement of cause and effect Identifying causa1 1inkag

‘in the attritioﬁ process is, fo’ t e present at 1east beyon'

jthe capabilitves of L
~ . social science research‘ o i 5;;,r

While ne attrition study - design is Without its f1aws ;t seems c]ear thathg1;’

g

i [the autopsy deSign, from 3. research pOint of . View is the weakest deSign r“yiewed'-
’ \

hereT Despite its appea1ing simplicity and straightforwardness, it simp1y does not
add;to understanding of~a complex issue- Why students drop out Response rates
‘are typica11y 1ow, diminishing the Jikelihood of genera1izab1e resu]ts, responses .

\ .

received are open to questions of validity, and prov1s10n is typica11y not made }’5 ;

ﬂ

‘for comparisons of dropouts and non dropouts, 1eading to unacceptab]y 1ow design

{ }internal va1idity Whi1e the autopsy study is the 1east expenSive deSign and the

,on]y one thag wi]] permit estimation of the proportion of dropouts who 1eft be—

cause they had achieved what they had come for, thase assets Simp]y do not codhter— .

-

libalance its conoeptua1 and methodoTOgica1 weaknesses Probab]y its on]y utility

‘1S as a supp1ehent to information co]]ected uSing another design

The cross sectiona1 deSign represents something of a compromise between a

’x‘

¥

'Wresearch idea1 and practnca] constraints on resources Compared to the autopsy

o

N - Lo . . ;



,des1gn, the cross sect1dna1 p]an is more 11ke1y to produce acceptab]e response

rates and the concom1tant genera11zab;11ty of-results Compar1sons of dropouts o

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,

“aind nonkdropouts are prov1ded for, as are opportun1t1es to make w1der use of the ,-'

-~1nformat1on'eo11eetedﬂ Re]at1ve to the autopsy des1gn the cross sect1ona1 p]an s L

3F;staff and for greater care 1n p]ann1ng and study des1gn (It 1?’1ess demand1ng
: ;than the 1ono1tud1na1 des1qn 1n a]T these respects ) Its pr1nc1pa1 f]aw 11es 1n ff“;';yu

hjthe 1ack of opportun1t1es to contro] for poss1b1e pre co]]ege d1fferences bgi;een B
: dropouts and noA= dropouts, th1s 1nterna1 va]id1ty weakness can confound the 1 -;- o
"terpretat1on of resu]ts and poss1b1y 1ead to 1neffect1ve adm1n1strat1ve act1on

From a str1ct1y research po1nt of v1ew, the 1ong1tud1na1 des1gn is c]ear]y

.
-

: the most des1rab1e of the three Issues of 1nstrument re11ab111ty and va]idity

_:are ]1ke1y to be 1ess troub]esome, response rates are 1ike1y to be acceptab]e (even
ﬂ;thouéh they may dec11ne over repeated measuremehts), and samp]e representat1veness,__;
while’ 1t may be a prob]em, can be dea]t w1th Eompar1sons of dropouts and non-
'fdrOpouts, as w1th the eross sect1ona1 des1gn are poss1b1e, but w1th a 1ong1tud1na1
: des1gn they can,be made under more contro]]ed cond1t1ons The use of mu1t1var1ate 'j -
{statwstlcac procedures (not prec]uded from use in cross- sectional stud1es} are N
tpart1cu1ar]y su1ted to the ana]ys1s of 1ong1tudIna1 data and perm1t carefu] assess-"
ment of the re}at1ve 1mportance-of 1nst1tut1ona1 features and student exper1en¢es'
'and att1tudes after contro]]1ng for pre co]]ege student character1st1cs wh1ch may,'
n1n themsejves, 1nf1uence attr1t1on - Inst1tut1ona1 contr1but1ons to attr1t1on can |

a«

hbe more c]ear]y de11neated and assessed when ]ong1tud1na1 data are used ~ Results

"po\

wWill have greater potent}al for valid 1nterpretat1on and for w1der adm1n1strat1ve L
ok . S '

L R

and p]ann1ng ut111ty

These dec1ded research advantages come at a re]at1ve1y h1gh pr1ce, however;~
Sk111ed research personne] are needed; the t1me to’ comp]ete the study is- TTkely to¢.:

be f1f£een or more months, direct costs w111 be h1gher, greater p]ann1ng w111 be

- . T : C ' .
i - : : - . ) _ . e A e
. . . . . - . « S
. @ - . . v - e
. . lue X . . . am . ' Comeml bt -
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"rédﬁlred: and data managémént 5?66lems Will»Be greater;and more numerous

NSRS
i
PR .

‘ In the’ last analys1s of course; it 1s the 1nvest1qator and the 1nst1tut1on f:"
;“who must str1ke aand then l1ve w1th the balance between des1gn propert1es.

zand ava1lable resources

4 .
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