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EExxeeccuutt iivvee  SSuummmmaarryy  
  
 
 
Early leavers are those students who discontinue their university studies before earning 
their degree. Depending on the specific definition applied, 30% or more of a university�s 
entering undergraduate class will become early leavers rather than degree graduates. The 
definition and measurement of early leavers, and the analysis of their motivations and 
behaviour, are complicated by several factors. Not all university students intend to 
complete a degree; some transfer to other institutions to complete their studies; some take 
often extended breaks before resuming their study; and while some drop out having 
barely begun their program of study, others discontinue after several semesters of work. 
The perceptions, motivations, personal characteristics and study behaviours of early 
leavers are relevant to the design of university admission, orientation, advising and 
information services; the development of inter-institutional transfer procedures; and the 
construction of university accountability and reporting mechanisms. 
 
This study was intended to provide a detailed, quantitative understanding of university 
early leaver behaviour within the British Columbia context. It examines the reasons why 
early leavers attend university and the reasons why they leave; their perceptions toward 
their university experience; their educational and employment experiences following their 
departure; and the implications of early leaver behaviour on service-, program-, 
institutional- and system-level planning.   
 
Almost 6,000 early leavers from British Columbia�s four established public universities 
responded to a telephone-based survey as little as eight months and as much as 24 
months following their last reported attendance at university. 
 
The survey results suggested seven distinct categories of early leavers: 
 
• Stopouts: those leavers who indicated a high likelihood of returning to university soon; 
 
• Pre-planned transfers: those who from the outset of their studies planned to transfer to 

another institution and hence, not complete a degree at their �home� university; 
 
• Students preparing for a graduate program: those whose preparation for a graduate 

program involved non-degree undergraduate study; 
 
• Students pursuing professional upgrading studies: those who were enrolled in specific 

courses, but not degree-focused study, for professional accreditation or upgrading 
reasons; 
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An Overview of the BC Universities Early Leavers Project 
 
This study was intended to supplement general information and insights like those 
presented above with a more detailed, quantitative understanding of early leaver 
behaviour within the specific British Columbia context. 
 
For several years, British Columbia�s publicly funded universities have conducted 
surveys of their baccalaureate degree graduates one, two or five years following 
graduation. The annual surveys are funded by the BC Ministry of Advanced Education, 
Training and Technology (MAETT) and coordinated by the University Presidents� 
Council (TUPC). These surveys have generated system-, institution- and program-level 
information about services and programs and have increased the universities� level of 
accountability by providing empirical labour market and satisfaction information on 
graduates.   
 
To the extent that about one-third of all university entrants ultimately become early 
leavers, it was felt that an analysis of the behaviours, perceptions, experiences and current 
situations of leavers would increase university accountability, provide a perspective on 
university outcomes to balance that generated by the graduate follow-up surveys, and 
provide information to guide service, program and policy development within not only 
the universities but also the Ministry, BC colleges and institutes, and such organizations 
as the BC Council on Admissions and Transfer. 
 
As with the graduate follow-up surveys, this survey of early leavers was sponsored by 
MAETT and coordinated through TUPC. The project was designed and managed by a 
steering committee consisting of Walter Sudmant (UBC), Walter Wattamaniuk (SFU), 
Carol Yates (UNBC) and Chris Conway (UVic). The Centre for Education Information 
Standards and Services (CEISS) served as project consultant and was represented by 
Joseph Calado (project manager), Nancy Vaughan and Jacquie McDonald (technical 
support). Venture Market Research Ltd. was contracted to perform the survey fieldwork. 
CEISS and Chris Conway were contracted by TUPC to undertake the analysis and 
prepare the final reports. 
 
 
Purposes of the Early Leavers Survey 
 
This study was intended to be exploratory, rather than definitive. Its specific purposes 
were: 
 

(a) to identify the reasons early leavers attended university, the reasons they left, 
and the possible relationships between these reasons; 

(b) to measure leaver perceptions toward their university experience, the impacts 
of having attended, and their satisfaction with and usage of specific services 
prior to their departure; 
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(c) to determine the educational and employment experiences of students 
following their departure from university; 

(d) to develop a behavioural and demographic profile of early leavers based both 
on survey responses and information obtained from the academic records of 
survey respondents; and 

(e) to relate the survey findings to the design of university services and programs 
and the development of post-secondary system policy and accountability. 

 
 
The Definition of Early Leavers 
 
As indicated above, early leavers are defined generally as those students who withdraw 
from or otherwise discontinue their university studies before earning a baccalaureate 
credential. For the specific purposes of this study, they were defined as those non-
graduating undergraduate students who last registered for classes at one of the four 
participating universities in the winter 1997/98 session (September 1997 � April 1998), the 
summer 1998 session (May 1998 � August 1998) or the winter 1998/99 session (September 
1998 � April 1999) and who had not since re-registered in the winter 1999/00 session 
(September 1999 � April 2000) as of the official count date (approximately November 1, 
1999).   
 
The population was further defined to exclude several classes of students who by their 
very nature tend to display study behaviour that is not consistent with normal definitions 
of attrition. These included students admitted on visiting, transfer, exchange and letter-of-
permission status (who are studying elsewhere but apply to attend another institution on 
a temporary basis only); students whose academic record indicated that they had been 
admitted and had perhaps registered in courses, but who had never actually attended 
classes or who had withdrawn or otherwise exited before the official session count date 
(see below); and students who attended university on a student visa/diplomatic visa 
(who are generally difficult to contact outside of Canada, and whose study behaviour is 
influenced by various factors that are different from those of Canadian students). 
 
Because of slight variations in registration and withdrawal procedures, record-keeping 
practices and session/semester definitions at each of the universities, the sample 
definitions are very similar, but not necessarily identical, for each of the universities. 
 
 
Survey Sample and Fieldwork Information 
 
Table 1 summarizes the sample size and response information for the survey. Visiting 
students, students who had never registered, and visa students were successfully 
excluded from the samples generated by the universities. Of the 11,926 records generated 
for the sample by the universities, 2,411 additional records were eliminated for various 
other reasons: 
 



 

13 

The British Columbia Universities Early Leavers Survey

(a) 501 contained entirely blank address, telephone or forwarding contact 
information; 

(b) 512 were tracked to locations outside North America (which, by prior 
agreement with the fieldwork contractor, were deemed out of sample); 

(c) 1,311 claimed not to have attended university (256), to still be in attendance 
(779) or to have graduated (276). In the latter two cases, they were erroneously 
included in the sample because of the timing of the sample draw relative to the 
updating of registration and/or graduation records; 

(d) 87 were unavailable for other reasons (serious illness, deceased, etc.). 
 
5,993 of the 9,515 eligible respondents completed surveys, for a 63% response rate. Nine 
percent could not be reached after repeated callbacks; 8% refused to participate in the 
survey; and 21% could not be contacted because of outdated or not-in-service contact 
information that the contractor was unable to update. Subsequent reclassification of two 
respondents resulted in a final sample size of 5,991. 
 
Survey fieldwork commenced in February 2000 and was completed by May 2000. 
 
 
 
Questionnaire Design 
 
Because this research was exploratory in nature, the steering committee wanted to ensure 
that the questionnaire captured the full depth and breadth of student responses. As a 
result, a number of key questions were asked in open-ended format and entered verbatim, 
rather than in forced choice format or with pre-established response categories. These 
questions dealt with the students� goals for attending university (Question B3), their 
reasons for selecting their university (B5), the positive and negative aspects of their first 
month of university study (C2 and C3), the impacts of their university experience (D4D), 
their main reasons for leaving university (E1A), and what the university could have done 
to assist at the time of their departure (E8). These verbatim responses were examined 
following completion of the fieldwork, and a coding scheme was developed at that time. 
Responses to these questions were subsequently post-coded using one or two 2-digit 
codes per response. 
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AA  TTyyppoollooggyy  ooff   UUnniivveerrssii ttyy  EEaarr ll yy  LLeeaavveerrss  iinn  BBCC  
  
  
Guided in part by the discussion above, and following a preliminary analysis of the survey 
responses, the respondents were classified into several categories of early leavers, each of 
which defines a reasonably distinct set of student motivations and behaviours. In all cases, 
classification was based on the students� responses to specific questions. 
 
 
Stopouts 
 
Stopouts were defined as those leavers who indicated it was �very likely� they would 
return within 12 months to the university from which they had departed (Question G1). 
Though by no means a conclusive criterion, these students� strong commitment to return 
suggests it would be premature to classify them as leavers at this point in time. Nine 
hundred and thirty-one of the 5,991 students were initially classified as stopouts; 132 were 
subsequently reclassified as pre-planned transfers or as students pursuing non-degree 
study. The final count of 799 self-identified stopouts represents 13.3% of the total sample. 
 
 
Pre-Planned Transfers 
 
Pre-planned transfers are defined as those leavers who stated they had planned to transfer 
to another institution from the outset of their university studies (Question E2B) or who 
indicated an initial intention to transfer in Question E1A. (Most, but not all, have in fact 
subsequently transferred, but the definition is based on their stated prior intention to 
transfer rather than their actually having done so as of the date of the survey.) Pre-planned 
transfers exclude students preparing for a graduate program of study (see below). This 
group contains 424 respondents, or 7.1% of the total sample. (677 respondents were initially 
classified as pre-planned transfers, but 253 were re-assigned to the �other non-degree� 
category.) 
 
 
Students Preparing for Graduate Programs 
 
Students who were enrolled in an undergraduate program as preparation for subsequent 
enrolment in graduate study were defined (a) as those who were currently enrolled in a 
graduate program at the same university (Question A1A), or (b) as those who reported that 
they had completed the requirements for a graduate program without earning an 
undergraduate degree (Question A2). By prior arrangement with the fieldwork contractor, 
the survey was not administered to these students; the only information available for them 
is that obtained from their student record. A total of 111 respondents fell into this category, 
representing 1.9% of the total sample. 
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Students Pursuing Professional Upgrade Studies 
 
This group contains those students who indicated they had pursued a post-degree or 
professional accreditation program at university (Question A2) that led to a non-degree 
credential or contributed to a non-credential objective. By prior arrangement with the 
fieldwork contractor, the survey was not administered to these students; the only 
information available for them is that obtained from their student record. A total of 95 
respondents fell into this category, representing 1.6% of the total sample. 
 
 
Students Pursuing Other Non-Degree Studies 
 
This group consists of students not already classified above as pre-planned transfers, 
students preparing for graduate programs or students pursuing post-degree or professional 
studies, who reported that they did not intend to earn a degree or diploma at the time they 
first enrolled at university (Question B2), and a much smaller number of additional students 
who indicated that they had completed as much university study as they wanted to 
(Question E1A). In other words, these students had no degree goals, but also had no 
transfer intentions, no graduate study plans, and no professional certification objectives. 
Eight hundred and eighteen students, or 13.7% of the total sample, were pursuing these 
non-degree studies. (Net of the re-assignment of 253 records from the �pre-planned 
transfer� group, students pursuing other non-degree studies would number only 565, or 
9.4% of the total sample.) 
 
 
Short-Stay Registrants 
 
Students with very brief academic histories at university were dealt with in three different 
ways.  
  
First (as indicated above), students who were identified by their academic records as having 
never registered for classes or having withdrawn prior to the official count date, were 
excluded from the sample. However, differences in registration procedures, record-keeping 
practices and student withdrawal behaviour across the universities resulted in some short 
stay registrants remaining in the sample.   
 
Second, some students contacted for the survey indicated they had never actually attended 
classes or had done so only briefly, and were eliminated from the sample at that time, 
because they did not consider themselves to have been students. These students can be 
further classified into two groups: those who had in fact never attended classes or who had 
done so only briefly, and those who denied their attendance at the university (despite an 
academic record that clearly indicated attendance), most likely because they had 
subsequently registered elsewhere without providing complete transcripts to their new 
institution. The latter group is in the minority, but highlights an interesting dimension in 
BC�s post-secondary transfer environment. 
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Third, some students indicated they had attended university, if only briefly, but that they 
were nonetheless willing to participate in the survey. Their study patterns clearly overlap 
with those in the first two groups. As a result, the sample under-represents the total number 
of short-stay leavers and, unfortunately, includes them using inconsistent criteria. With this 
qualification, the sample contains 188 short-stay registrants representing 3.1% of the total. 
 
 
True Leavers 
 
The six categories of leavers classified above do not conform to traditional notions of 
student attrition. Some plan to return to their university to resume their studies soon. 
Others are currently involved with, or plan to be involved with, another post-secondary 
institution. Some planned to depart prior to earning their degree. And some did not actually 
attend classes or attended for only a brief period of time before withdrawing. 
 
By comparison, true leavers are defined in this study as those departing students who have 
no expectation of returning to their �home� university in the near future, who did not 
initially plan to withdraw or transfer prior to earning their degree, and who attended their 
university beyond a critical �threshold� date. By this definition, 3,556 respondents, or 59.4% 
of the total sample were classified as true leavers. 
 

 

Figure 1
Distribution of Early Leavers by Type
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Summary 
 
The following sections will examine each of the leaver groups in more detail. The �true 
leaver� group will be subject to much deeper examination than the other groups. 
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Planned Grad Prof'l Non- Short- True Total
Stopouts Transfers Preps Upgrade Degree Stays Leavers Sample

Demographic Characteristics
Number of leavers 799 424 111 95 818 188 3,556 5,991
% of Sample 13.3 7.1 1.9 1.6 13.7 3.1 59.4 100.0
Female (%) 53.9 55.0 61.3 75.8 62.5 60.1 56.3 57.2
Physical disability (%) 7.4 5.2 5.4 1.1 3.5 5.9 5.2 5.2
Aboriginal (%) 4.8 5.9 8.1 2.1 10.5 5.3 3.3 4.8
Visible Minority (%) 23.8 34.0 18.0 5.3 18.0 28.7 18.9 20.6
Age (%)

less than 20 24.7 38.5 0.0 0.0 18.6 38.5 25.8 25.1
20 - 24.9 38.6 38.6 23.4 12.6 29.3 29.4 45.2 40.2
25 - 29.9 15.7 22.0 25.2 20.0 13.9 12.8 12.3 13.4
30 or more 21.0 10.9 51.4 67.4 38.2 19.3 16.7 21.3

Mean age (years) 26.0 23.3 33.6 36.3 30.2 25.6 24.9 26.0

Application/Admission Issues
Applied to other institutions (%) 48.6 63.4 35.6 53.7 51.3 49.7

University was first choice (%) 85.1 58.4 48.8 36.6 80.5 74.3
Sure of major @ first enrolling (%) 77.6 75.9 72.0 88.3 75.8 75.9
Intend degree @ first enrolling (%) 99.4 96.2 0.0 97.3 97.0 83.6
Goal when first enrolling (%)

courses 2.9 8.6 53.0 1.7 2.9 10.2
credential/degree 80.7 77.2 11.3 84.2 81.0 71.1
job/career 3.4 2.2 3.7 2.8 2.6 2.8
learning/education 9.2 8.1 22.4 9.0 10.6 11.8
university specific 1.5 1.5 5.5 0.6 1.3 1.9
other 2.3 2.4 4.1 1.7 1.6 2.2

Attended university because ("great extent" %)
close to family 33.2 38.0 42.2 23.9 30.3 32.7
friends also attended 15.6 17.9 18.1 11.7 15.8 16.1
campus lifestyle 8.1 7.8 5.9 5.3 7.5 7.3
program availability 56.8 44.3 51.5 57.4 51.6 52.0
program quality 51.1 33.3 27.8 36.7 39.3 38.8
lower living costs 25.5 30.7 27.8 16.5 20.9 23.1
not accepted elsewhere 2.6 7.8 8.5 3.0 3.7 4.4
geographic location 42.6 42.9 54.3 35.1 42.6 44.0
lower admission requirements 3.1 8.3 7.1 6.4 4.6 5.1

Admission class (%)
BC secondary 47.1 59.2 13.5 2.1 27.6 36.2 49.3 44.9
out of province secondary 5.8 5.0 5.4 0.0 2.9 8.0 7.3 6.2
BC college 29.2 19.8 15.3 8.4 14.3 22.3 25.6 23.5
other post-secondary 8.6 7.8 42.3 40.0 17.2 23.4 9.2 11.7
other 9.4 8.3 23.4 49.5 37.9 10.1 8.7 13.7

Admission GPA (%)
A 35.1 43.9 58.2 51.4 57.0 73.1 44.5 45.7
B 43.8 46.0 36.7 38.6 34.7 24.0 39.5 39.5
C 14.9 8.4 5.1 10.0 7.5 3.0 12.0 11.3
D or less 6.1 1.8 0.0 0.0 0.8 0.0 3.9 3.5

Transferring credits (%) 40.7 33.2 22.1 19.8 29.0 36.4 38.1 36.5
Living arrangements (%)

at home with parents 48.7 49.3 39.5 37.8 40.1 41.8
university residence 14.1 13.0 7.9 9.6 19.7 16.4
other 37.2 37.7 52.6 52.6 40.2 41.8

Profile of Leavers
Table 2



 

20 

The British Columbia Universities Early Leavers Survey 

Planned Grad Prof'l Non- Short- True Total
Stopouts Transfers Preps Upgrade Degree Stays Leavers Sample

Financial Issues
Applied for gov't assistance (%) 34.3 34.7 19.7 23.4 31.0 29.9
Awarded gov't assistance (%) 38.0 38.4 22.0 22.9 34.1 32.9
Primary source of funding (%)

employment 33.0 24.5 37.8 27.7 28.9 30.4
parents/relatives 26.2 36.8 17.6 29.8 29.2 27.7
student loan 18.8 17.5 10.5 12.8 17.6 16.6
savings 7.5 8.5 13.3 11.7 9.8 10.0
other 14.5 12.7 20.8 18.0 14.5 15.3

Perceptions and Satisfaction
First month at university (%)

positive 70.2 55.2 70.5 31.4 63.4 63.7
negative 10.5 15.6 5.9 10.1 12.6 11.5
neither 19.3 29.2 23.6 58.5 24.0 24.8

Top positive aspects of 1st month (%)
culture/ambience of university 12.6 17.7 10.3 11.0 12.4 12.4
meeting people 6.9 6.8 6.8 8.5 7.5
newness/excitement 6.6 7.1 6.8 7.0 6.3
courses (general) 7.6 6.4 6.3
facilities/campus 5.6 8.1 5.7 5.8 5.9
professors (quality) 5.4 10.7 11.0 5.7
professors (general/unspecified) 7.7 6.3 6.8 5.1

Top negative aspects of 1st month (%)
loneliness/isolation 7.1 6.6 8.3 10.9 9.5
culture/ambience of university 12.3 8.3 7.8
culture shock 9.7 6.8 6.5
class sizes 6.2 4.9 5.2 5.0
transition from secondary school 6.2 6.2 4.8
facilities/campus 4.7 4.3
large size of institution 8.0 3.9
approachability of professors 8.0 3.9
course unavailability 6.2 4.9 3.0
professors (quality) 4.9 4.9 2.2
information flows 8.3 1.7
professors (general/unspecified) 4.9 1.5
distance education courses 8.3 1.1

Able to register in desired program (%) 85.4 79.5 81.7 76.6 81.9 82.0
Registered in all/most of desired 73.2 66.5 80.6 53.2 72.2 72.5

courses during last session (%)
Satisfaction with credit transfer("yes" %) 77.8 74.0 75.9 66.6 72.9 74.0
Satisfaction ("very satisfied" %)

professor availability outside class 28.9 17.0 38.4 small 23.1 25.2
quality of instruction 28.4 22.4 40.5 sample 24.0 26.6
fairness of grading practices 37.5 25.7 49.0 size; large 35.4 36.3
university library 45.6 33.5 29.1 number of 39.6 37.7
computing labs 21.5 20.5 17.2 "not appl" 19.8 19.4
science labs 13.6 12.5 7.6 responses 11.7 11.2

Used services prior to departure (%)
academic advising 43.8 33.5 17.1 23.9 35.8 33.7
personal counselling 16.3 16.5 7.1 8.0 12.9 12.7
study skills counselling 9.0 13.2 7.2 2.1 10.3 9.6
advice from others 40.1 50.9 23.7 40.4 49.3 44.2

Table 2 (continued)
Profile of Leavers
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Planned Grad Prof'l Non- Short- True Total
Stopouts Transfers Preps Upgrade Degree Stays Leavers Sample

Perception of university at departure (%)
very positive 23.0 13.9 30.2 11.2 15.2 18.2
positive 56.2 55.0 54.0 53.2 53.4 54.0
negative 14.4 19.1 9.3 11.2 21.0 18.0
very negative 3.1 5.4 2.2 4.3 6.6 5.3

Top things university could have done (%)
improve course availability 4.3 6.4 7.2 11.4 5.6 5.8
improve course scheduling 6.3 8.8 4.7 5.2
improve program content 8.2 10.8 4.3 4.7 5.1
better access to academic advising 5.1 5.3 3.7
better academic advising quality 4.0 3.5
more personalized services 5.8 3.4 3.3
better distance education program 5.1 5.7 3.1
improve professor quality 4.0 2.3
better course variety 6.0 2.0
more personal counselling 4.7 1.9
more flexibility re. special needs 4.3 1.6
info. on (re)registration procedures 4.3 0.7
info. on academic leaves 4.3 0.6

Study Behaviour
Attended single session (%) 20.0 38.0 27.0 26.3 56.6 90.9 28.3 33.6
   Months attended total (%)

four 18.4 26.8 37.4 5.8 26.2 26.5
eight 52.5 40.1 23.9 1.8 49.3 38.6
other 29.1 33.1 38.7 92.4 24.5 34.9

Attended multiple sessions (%) 80.0 62.0 73.0 73.7 43.4 9.1 71.7 66.4
   Months attended last session (%)

four 71.6 77.6 65.8 33.3 69.1 69.7
eight 2.4 2.3 3.8 5.6 2.3 2.5
other 26.0 20.1 30.4 61.1 28.6 27.8

Cumulative GPA (%)
A 7.7 3.8 58.5 40.0 26.0 1.3 9.0 12.7
B 31.2 29.2 30.5 50.0 35.5 2.6 32.8 32.6
C 37.7 28.2 6.1 4.4 20.2 1.3 35.8 31.0
D or less 23.4 38.9 4.9 5.6 18.3 94.8 22.5 23.7

Last Session GPA (%)
A 12.9 6.6 61.0 36.0 30.0 1.6 10.9 15.5
B 25.4 25.5 25.6 38.2 31.0 3.2 27.3 27.4
C 21.4 20.2 2.4 5.6 15.4 0.0 41.4 19.2
D or less 40.3 47.7 11.0 20.2 23.7 95.2 40.4 37.9

Likelihood of returning ("very likely" %) 100.0 15.1 8.3 0.0 0.0 16.1
Attempted/earned credits (%)

mean total credits registererd in 41.0 31.7 26.0 24.9 16.0 35.4 30.8
mean total credits completed 34.9 25.9 24.8 24.9 14.3 see 30.5 26.6
mean last sess credits registered in 9.9 10.5 8.2 10.0 7.2 notes 10.5 9.6
mean last sess credits completed 6.8 6.9 7.5 9.8 5.9 7.5 6.9

Table 2 (continued)
Profile of Leavers
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Planned Grad Prof'l Non- Short- True Total
Stopouts Transfers Preps Upgrade Degree Stays Leavers Sample

Reasons for Leaving
Top individual reasons (%)

required to withdraw 18.0 14.0 2.9 9.3 9.7
financial (ran out of money) 9.2 6.9 4.5 4.2 8.3 7.7
transfer to other bacc. Program 12.6 6.8 13.2 6.7 7.0
personal (unspecified/other) 9.2 4.9 4.9 3.8 6.4 6.4
illness 9.3 3.3 8.5 4.8 4.9
found employment 7.3 2.8 4.2 4.3 4.4
met original goal(s) 23.1 3.7
life/personal changes 6.2 3.6
job/study conflict 4.9 2.8 3.9 5.6 3.6
changes in personal circumstances 4.2 3.5 3.6
program unavailability 4.3 5.3 3.4 3.3
course unavailability 2.3 4.3 3.3 3.1
didn't like program 4.0 3.0
lack of motivation 2.8 2.8 3.3 3.0
relocation 3.6 2.5
travel 3.1 1.5
loneliness/isolation 3.1 3.8 1.5
complaints about university 2.8 1.1
never really attended 19.7 1.0

Clusters of reasons (%)
program/curriculum 5.3 15.5 11.9 13.2 16.1 14.9
economic/financial 10.9 9.0 6.4 7.6 10.0 10.1
job/career 14.5 8.5 10.3 16.7 10.0 11.4
transfer 0.9 4.4 2.1 3.5 9.5 2.2
services 0.6 0.7 0.3 2.1 0.8 0.9
faculty 0.5 2.3 1.8 2.8 2.3 2.1
courses 4.6 8.5 7.1 4.2 6.5 6.6
university 1.3 2.5 3.0 5.6 3.8 3.4
academic performance 21.8 19.9 5.2 2.1 11.2 13.0
personal 38.8 28.4 51.3 38.9 27.6 34.4
other 0.8 0.3 1.3 3.5 2.2 1.0

Response to forced choice (%)
left due to poor grades 33.5 33.0 9.3 4.8 30.3 27.1
left due to financial difficulties 28.2 28.8 14.5 14.4 27.3 25.3
family/personal circumstances 52.2 42.0 29.8 48.4 46.0 44.4
left because found job 21.8 22.4 14.3 12.2 19.8 19.2
left because unsuited to university 8.6 43.2 24.6 28.2 40.0 33.3
left because no student loan award 5.7 7.7 4.1 7.1 5.5 5.5

Originally planned to transfer 0.0 100.0 30.9 0.0 0.0 11.7
Required to withdraw (%) 30.3 28.5 8.2 1.1 20.0 19.8

Activities/Experiences Since Departure
Attended institution since departure (%) 48.2 71.0 54.8 69.7 60.1 58.8

hiatus from departure to re-entry (%)
    3 months or less 23.4 31.2 29.9 57.3 19.9 24.1
    4 - 6 months 44.7 37.6 38.6 11.4 42.5 40.5
    7 - 12 months 20.7 20.9 18.8 19.8 24.3 22.8
    13 or more months 11.2 10.3 12.7 11.5 13.3 12.6
transfer to same program (%) 41.6 39.9 34.2 50.4 33.0 35.4

Table 2 (continued)
Profile of Leavers
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Planned Grad Prof'l Non- Short- True Total
Stopouts Transfers Preps Upgrade Degree Stays Leavers Sample

institution type attended (%)
    BC college 76.4 52.5 49.3 26.7 59.2 58.0
    BC university 8.3 27.2 29.7 43.5 16.5 19.3
    other Canadian post-secondary 10.1 15.0 15.4 24.4 19.4 17.6
    other/unknown 5.2 5.3 5.6 5.4 4.9 5.1

Main activity first 3 months (%)
work full-time 56.2 47.9 58.6 38.3 58.3 56.6
work part-time 9.3 12.5 9.3 6.9 10.4 10.1
seek work 3.0 3.1 2.3 2.1 4.8 4.0
attend school 7.9 19.8 12.8 38.8 8.8 11.0
other 23.6 16.7 17.0 13.9 17.7 18.3

Main activity now (%)
work full-time 42.9 29.2 47.9 30.3 40.2 40.6
work part-time 7.6 5.7 5.5 1.1 5.1 5.4
seek work 2.5 2.6 2.3 2.1 2.6 2.5
attend school 33.8 54.5 35.3 59.6 43.1 42.1
other 13.2 8.0 9.0 6.9 9.0 9.4

Occupation code (for those working) (%)
management 9.7 6.2 5.2 8.8 7.8 7.6
professional 21.7 20.0 46.1 36.8 22.3 26.3
skilled technical 28.9 31.7 22.2 28.1 29.4 28.3
intermediate technical 30.4 31.7 20.3 19.3 32.9 30.1
labour elemental 9.2 10.3 6.1 7.0 7.5 7.7

Mean annual salary (for those working) $34,150 $28,600 $38,100 $43,500 $34,000 $34,600

Impacts of University
Attended long enough to feel impacts (%) 78.0 68.6 60.3 27.7 78.4 73.4
Top impacts (%)

moderate academic benefit 10.3 6.5 10.3 5.8 9.5 9.5
developed friendships 7.9 5.6 6.3 7.2 7.1
discovered not suited to university 7.1 17.3 6.8 5.8
developed academic self-discipline 7.8 7.6 4.9 5.2
better understanding of university 4.3 5.6 6.2 9.6 4.7 4.9
specific academic accomplishment 4.6 2.7
frustration about university 7.7 2.5
university as "liberating" 5.0 2.4
appreciation for lifelong learning 5.0 5.8 2.1

Clusters of responses (%)
academic development 37.3 29.7 35.0 25.5 29.4 31.2
social development 34.0 35.3 28.5 39.2 36.5 35.3
knowledge of university 10.3 12.6 14.9 19.6 13.4 13.1
job related benefits 7.8 7.9 8.1 2.0 6.9 7.2
assessments of university attended 8.2 12.1 11.3 11.8 9.5 9.9
other 2.4 2.4 2.2 2.0 3.9 3.3

Response to forced choice (%)
great extent role (personal growth) 38.0 26.5 28.2 19.2 30.2 30.7
some extent role (personal growth) 45.6 45.7 47.7 38.5 46.4 46.3
great extent role (academic dev't) 34.3 23.0 28.6 9.6 19.5 22.8
some extent role (academic dev't) 44.9 42.6 41.6 25.0 42.3 42.4

Table 2 (continued)
Profile of Leavers
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SSttooppoouuttss  
  
 
 
Table 2 provides an overview of stopouts in relation to the overall sample of leavers, of 
which it comprises about 13%. In summary: 
 
• In demographic terms, stopouts are similar to leavers overall. Fifty-four percent of 

stopouts are women, slightly less than one-fourth are members of a visible minority, and 
they average 26 years of age at the time of the survey. 

 
• The application and admission behaviour of stopouts is different from the total sample in 

several key respects. A higher percentage of stopouts reported that the university from 
which they had departed was their first-choice institution  (85% vs. 74% for leavers 
overall). By definition, all stopouts began university with the intention of earning a 
degree (vs. 84% for the sample overall). Their reasons for attending university are 
generally similar to those of the overall sample, though �program quality� and �program 
availability� issues appear to play a slightly larger role for stopouts. Stopouts report 
slightly lower admission averages (35% with �A� as opposed to 46% for the total 
sample). In terms of admission transfer credits and initial living arrangements, stopouts 
are quite similar to the overall sample. 

 
• Stopouts are slightly more likely than the overall sample to rely on employment income 

and student loans for financial support. 
 
• Eighty percent of stopouts attended more than one academic session before commencing 

their current study hiatus. This compares with 66% for the overall sample. Similarly, 
stopouts reported completing (on average) 35 of the 41 credits they attempted at 
university (compared with the total sample, who completed 27 of 31 attempted credits). 
Generally speaking, the academic performance of stopouts is somewhat lower than that 
of the overall sample. In the last session attended, a slightly lower percentage of stopouts 
received �A� grades and a slightly higher percentage �C� or �D� grades� than the total 
sample of leavers. 

 
• Stopouts are more likely to report leaving for reasons related to academic performance 

(including �required to withdraw� status), personal factors (including lack of financial 
resources), and job/career factors; and are less likely to attribute their departure to 
program/curriculum issues. The low percentage of stopouts reporting that they left 
because they were unsuited to university (9% vs. 33% for the entire sample), their 
intention to return despite a higher rate of academic difficulties, and the higher incidence 
of reported illness and life/personal changes all suggest interactions between academic 
performance and other (personal) factors. These interactions are evident in many of the 
verbal responses (see page 44). 
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• For the most part, stopouts are more positive than the total sample about their university 
experience. A slightly higher percentage of stopouts reported that their first month at 
university was positive (70% vs. 64%) and they assigned slightly higher satisfaction 
ratings to professor availability, the quality of the library, and other factors. Similarly, a 
slightly higher percentage (79% vs. 72%) indicated that their perception of university at 
the time of their departure was �positive� or �very positive�. In terms of satisfaction with 
course and program availability and transfer credits awarded, the perceptions of 
stopouts were similar to those of the total sample.   

 
• Stopouts were slightly more likely to have used academic advising prior to departure 

(44% vs. 34%), but this is likely a reflection of the fact that their university experience was 
longer than that of the total sample. 

 
• Where negative perceptions of the first month existed, they appeared to revolve around 

�culture shock�, �the size of the institution�, and �the approachability of professors�. As 
with the total sample, there is very little clustering of opinion concerning actions the 
university might have taken at the time of their departure. 

 
• Forty-eight percent of stopouts had attended another institution since discontinuing their 

studies at their �home� university. This is a lower proportion than for the leaver sample 
overall (59%).  Three-quarters of those who did attend another institution selected a BC 
college (58% for the entire sample), and 42% registered in the same program (35% for the 
entire sample).   

 
• In the three months immediately following their departure, 56% of stopouts worked full-

time while 8% attended school. At the time of the survey, 43% were working full-time 
while 34% attended school. For a significant minority of stopouts, then, the factors that 
contributed to departure from university have not prevented subsequent enrolment 
elsewhere; and there exists a clear expectation that these factors will not prevent a return 
to university in the future.   

 
• Of those stopout students who are currently employed, occupational categories and 

annualized salaries are similar to those of the overall sample. 
 
• The majority of stopouts (78%) stated that they had attended university long enough to 

have felt the impacts. Reported specific impacts included some/moderate academic 
benefit (10%), development of friendships (8%), academic self-discipline (8%), an 
appreciation for life-long learning (5%) and a better understanding of university (4%). 
Eighty-four percent stated that university had contributed to their personal growth to a 
great extent (38%) or to some extent (46%); 79% indicated that university had contributed 
to their academic development to a great extent (34%) or to some extent (45%).   
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PPrree--PPllaannnneedd  TTrraannssffeerrss  
  
 
 
Table 2 describes pre-planned transfer students in relation to the total sample. Pre-planned 
transfers constitute about 7% of the total sample. 
 
• The demographic characteristics of pre-planned transfers are different from those of the 

total sample in two key respects. Thirty-four percent are members of a visible minority 
(vs. 21% for the total sample) and they are younger on average (23 vs. 26 years of age). 

 
• The application and admission characteristics of pre-planned transfers reflect their status 

as young, relatively mobile degree-seeking students, a large proportion of whom entered 
university directly from secondary school. Compared to the total sample, a greater 
proportion of pre-planned transfer students apply to other institutions (63% vs. 50%), a 
smaller percentage enrolled in their first choice institution (58% vs. 74%), their primary 
goal on entering university was to earn a degree or other credential (77% vs. 71%), and a 
higher percentage applied directly from secondary school (64% vs. 51%). Pre-planned 
transfer students were more likely than the total sample to have selected their university 
because it was close to family or was less expensive; they were less likely to have selected 
their university because of program quality or availability. Their admission grades were 
generally similar to those of the total sample. 

 
• Pre-planned transfers rely to a greater than average extent on parents or relatives for 

their primary source of funding (37% vs. 28% for the entire sample) and to a lower extent 
on employment income (25% vs. 30%). They are more likely than average (and more 
likely than all other leaver groups) to have been awarded government financial 
assistance; in combination with their application behaviour and institutional preferences, 
this reinforces the suggestion that at least some pre-planned transfers attended their 
�home� university only until they could afford to transfer elsewhere. 

 
• Pre-planned transfer students attended university for a relatively short period of time: 

38% attended for only one session (compared to 34% for the entire sample, 91% for 
�short-stay registrants�, and 57% for �other non-degree registrants�). In terms of both 
their cumulative university GPA and their last university session GPA, pre-planned 
transfer students performed less well than the average (for example, 39% earned a 
cumulative GPA of �D� or less, compared with 24% for the entire sample). Pre-planned 
transfers earned an average 26 credits of the 32 attempted, in total, which is almost 
identical to that of the entire sample. Given the difference in single session attendance, 
the results suggest that pre-planned transfer students register, on average, in more 
courses per session than the total sample. 

 
• Relative to other groups of leavers, pre-planned transfers are more likely to depart 

because of their academic performance (including a requirement that they withdraw), 
because they transferred to another institution, or because they concluded they were 
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unsuited to university. They were correspondingly less likely to cite personal factors in 
their decision. 

 
• Students who initially planned to transfer to another institution are somewhat less 

positive about their university experience than other groups. Only 55% stated that their 
first month at university was positive (compared to 64% for the total sample). The most 
positive aspects of the first month were identified as university culture/ambience (18%), 
the campus and facilities (8%), professors (8%), newness/excitement (7%), and meeting 
new people (7%). Culture/ambience also rated as the top negative aspect of the first 
month (12%), followed by class sizes, course unavailability and the transition from 
secondary school (all at 6%). Pre-planned transfer students also rated professor 
availability outside class, the quality of instruction, the fairness of grading practices and 
the university library lower than other leavers. Perceptions toward course and program 
availability and credit transfer success were roughly similar to that of the entire sample. 
As might be expected, their overall perception of their university at the time of their 
departure is less positive than that of other groups. They suggested their university 
should improve program content, improve course availability, and provide more 
personalized service to students. These satisfaction ratings are all consistent with the 
notion that many of these pre-planned transfer students would have preferred to attend 
elsewhere. 

 
• Most (71%) pre-planned transfer students did, in fact, fulfill their intention to attend 

another institution after leaving university (compared to 59% for the entire sample). 
However, their destinations (53% to BC colleges, 27% to another BC university); the fact 
that only 40% transferred to the same program; and the relatively high importance of 
poor academic performance, financial difficulties, family/personal circumstances and 
their self-assessed unsuitability to university all suggest that the transfer may not have 
occurred exactly as originally intended. Nonetheless, transfer activity for this group of 
leavers was more rapid than for the total sample (with 20% vs. 11% transferring within 
the first three months of departure). 

 
• Pre-planned transfer students report impacts from attending university that are generally 

comparable to leavers overall. There exists wide variation in the specific impacts 
identified, with no single specific impact accounting for more than 8% of total responses. 
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SSttuuddeennttss  PPrreeppaarr iinngg  ffoorr   GGrraadduuaattee  PPrrooggrraammss  
  
 
 
A small proportion (2%) of leavers self-identified as preparing for a graduate program of 
study, and hence, of having no undergraduate degree completion objectives. With the 
exception of �designated group� survey responses provided by the respondents, only 
student records system information is available for this group. 
 
• Demographically, students preparing for graduate programs were similar to the total 

sample in all respects except their age. Over half were 30 or more, and their mean age of 
almost 34 is fully 8 years greater than that of the total sample. It seems reasonable to 
suggest that a significant proportion of students preparing for graduate programs earned 
a baccalaureate credential some years ago, and that their return to university has 
occurred after a considerable hiatus. 

 
• The previous academic performance of these students is higher than for the overall 

sample. Almost 60% claimed to have earned admission GPAs of �A.� Their stay at 
university was, on average, similar to the remainder of the sample, with 73% enrolled for 
two or more sessions (vs. 66% for the remainder).   

 
• The vast majority of students preparing for graduate programs appear to have achieved 

considerable academic success at university. Almost 90% achieved cumulative GPAs of 
�A� (59%) or �B� (31%), compared to 45% for leavers overall. A small proportion (11%) 
did report grades of �C� or lower; such grades would generally be unacceptable for 
admission to a graduate program. 
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SSttuuddeennttss  PPuurrssuuiinngg  PPrrooffeessssiioonnaall   UUppggrraaddee  SSttuuddiieess  
  
 
 
Slightly less than 2% of the total sample reported pursuing non-degree professionally 
oriented studies; as with the previous group, only student records system information is 
available since the survey (except for �designated group� questions) was not administered. 
The key patterns based on student records system data are: 
 
• Professional upgrade students are significantly older than leavers in the other groups. 

Two thirds are age 30 or more, and the average age is 36�10 years greater than that of 
the total sample. In addition, more than three-quarters were women, compared to 57% 
for the total sample. This gender mix reflects, in part, the role of post-degree and in-
service programs for nurses and teachers, the majority of whom are women. 

 
• Most professional upgrade students were admitted on the basis of �non-traditional� 

academic criteria that would include mature student status and special admission criteria 
rather than on the basis of their formal secondary or post-secondary transcripts. 
Nonetheless, they report admission grades comparable to those in the entire sample. 

 
• Their stay at university was slightly longer than the average, with 74% enrolled for 2 or 

more sessions (vs. 66% overall). 
 
• Their academic performance at university was also higher than the average, and 

comparable to that of students preparing for graduate programs. Ninety percent earned 
grades of �A� or �B.� 
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SSttuuddeennttss  PPuurrssuuiinngg  OOtthheerr   NNoonn--DDeeggrreeee  SSttuuddiieess  
  
 
 
Fourteen percent of the total sample was comprised of students pursuing other forms of 
non-degree study (i.e. not graduate program preparation and not professional upgrading). 
An overview of the survey findings for this group follows: 
 
• Non-degree students were slightly older than the average (30 vs. 26 years of age) and 

slightly more likely to be women (63% vs. 57%) and of First Nations origin (11% vs. 5%). 
 
• Application and admission patterns suggest non-degree students are relatively place-

bound. Far fewer applied to other institutions than in the total sample (36% vs. 50%), far 
fewer indicated the university was their first choice institution (49% vs. 74%), and a 
relatively greater percentage stated that they attended the university they did because it 
was close to family or because of its geographical location. 

 
• As expected, their primary goal when first enrolling was to take courses (53%) and to 

learn or acquire an education (22%) rather than to earn a credential (11%) or degree (0%). 
 
• Relatively fewer non-degree students were admitted on the basis of their secondary or 

college transcripts; almost 40% were admitted in �other� admission categories. They 
report higher than average admission GPAs, with 57% reporting �A� admission grades 
compared to only 46% for the entire sample. 

 
• A lower proportion of non-degree leavers (20% vs. 30% for the entire sample) applied for 

government financial assistance, and a correspondingly higher proportion reported that 
employment income provided the primary source of their funding. 

 
• Demographic and admission characteristics in combination present a general picture of 

mid-career and mid-life students returning to their local (or most convenient) university 
in order to complete specific courses, which they have a greater tendency to fund 
through their own income. 

 
• Within this context, non-degree leavers are more likely to register for a single session 

(57% vs. 34% overall) and to report grades at university somewhat higher than those of 
the entire leaver sample. A small proportion (8%�initially classified as stopouts but 
reclassified because of their non-degree orientation) consider it �very likely� that they 
will re-register at university within the next 12 months. Prior to departure, non-degree 
students earned an average 14.3 credits (or about one-half year of full-time equivalent 
study) compared to 26.6 credits for the sample overall. 

 
• Not unexpectedly, non-degree students cite as their primary specific reason for leaving 

(23%) that they had met their original goals in attending university. This pattern is also 
evident when specific responses are grouped into clusters: personal factors accounted for 
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51% of all responses. And responses to the forced choice questions on reasons for 
departure are dominated by family/personal circumstances (30%) and perceived 
unsuitability to university (25%). Non-degree students identify academic performance or 
poor grades as a reason for departure in far fewer cases than the overall sample. 

 
• Almost one-third of non-degree respondents indicated an original intention to transfer to 

another institution. Given their non-degree orientation, this suggests a sizeable group of 
older students who �shop� for courses as and when required. 

 
• In terms of their perceptions toward and satisfaction with their university experience, 

non-degree leavers have opinions that are generally comparable to those of the other 
leaver groups. They seem even more satisfied than the average with respect to professors 
and instruction, grading and course availability. Overall, 30% held �very positive� 
perceptions toward the university at time of departure, compared to 18% for the sample 
overall. 

 
• The credential orientation, relatively short stay and planned pre-degree departure of 

these non-degree students would appear to explain lower levels of service usage:  use of 
academic advising, personal counseling, and seeking advice from others occurred with 
only about half the frequency as with other leaver groups. 

 
• Over half of non-degree leavers have subsequently attended another institution. About 

one-third transferred to the same program. Compared to other leavers, they were more 
likely to attend a BC university (30% vs. 19%) than a BC college (49% vs. 58%). About 
one-third are currently attending school, compared to 42% overall. 

 
• A higher proportion of non-degree leavers are currently working (48% vs. 41%), and a 

higher proportion of these are employed in professional occupations (46% vs. 26%), 
earning slightly higher than average annual salaries ($38,100 vs. $34,600). 

 
• Fewer non-degree students (60% vs. 73%) stated they had attended university long 

enough to have been impacted. Their assessment of the impacts of attending is, however, 
similar to that of other learners. 
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SShhoorrtt --SSttaayy  RReeggiissttrraannttss  
  
 
 
Short stay registrants constitute 3% of the total leaver sample. As indicated above, the 
inclusion or exclusion of short stay registrants in the sample was affected by individual 
university record-keeping practices and respondent self-selection. To this extent, the 
responses in this section reflect the views of only a portion of short stay students and should 
be interpreted with caution. 
 
Despite these qualifiers, a few key response patterns are evident in the data: 
 
• Short stay students rated the university they attended as their first choice with much 

lower than average frequency (37% vs. 74%). 
 
• Short stay students appear to be more degree focused. Eight-eight percent were sure of 

their major when first enrolling (vs. 76%), and 84% stated that their goal on first enrolling 
was to earn a degree or credential (vs. 71%). 

 
• A higher percentage (23% vs. 12%) previously attended non-BC post-secondary 

institutions (i.e. out of province, out of country) and claim to have earned relatively high 
grades there (with 73% reporting �A� admission averages). 

 
• Ninety-one percent reported attending only one session of study; most of these indicated 

they had attended for two months or less. (As noted above, some stated they had never 
really attended classes at all.) Overwhelmingly, these students achieved low grades: 
about 95% reported earning a �D� or less at university. Based on their self-reported 
study behaviour and on student record system information, their low grades reflect a 
tendency to not attend or complete courses because of departure, rather than 
unsuccessfully attempting to complete the coursework. 

 
• Four specific reasons for departure account for about one-half of all responses of short 

stay registrants: never having actually attended (20%), transferring to another program 
(13%), illness (9%), and a job/study conflict (6%). In the first instance, it is reasonable to 
suggest that these students should, in future studies, be excluded from sample. In the 
second, registration at two institutions, and the subsequent withdrawal from one to 
attend elsewhere is suggested by the relatively short hiatus between leaving university 
and registering elsewhere. Both illness and job/study conflicts suggest unforeseen 
problems that, because of their timing, may have resulted in the student leaving but not 
notifying the institution and thus remaining on the system as an active student. 

 
• Though most students received low grades (95% achieved �D� or failing grades) only a 

small proportion (5%) left because of their grades. This suggests that low grades were the 
effect, rather than the cause of withdrawal. 
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• The majority (59%) of short stay registrants reported neither a positive nor a negative 
first month at university. However, among those with an opinion, positive perceptions 
outnumbered negative perceptions by a ratio of about 3 to 1. 

 
• Though the small subsample size makes it difficult to demonstrate statistically, it appears 

that short stay registrants are less positive than other leavers with respect to program 
availability, course availability and transfer credits awarded; it also seems (as a function 
of their short stay) that the frequency of service usage was lower. 

 
• Seventy percent of short stay registrants have subsequently attended another institution 

and have transferred to the same program and within the university sector to a higher 
degree than other leavers (which also provides support for the dual registration 
hypothesis). 

 
• Almost 28% report having been impacted by their university experience, compared to 

73% of the total sample. They also report that university played a relatively smaller role 
in both their personal growth and their academic development. 
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TTrruuee  LLeeaavveerrss  
  
 
 
The preceding sections have examined the roughly 40% of leavers who, for various reasons, 
might be considered as having experienced something other than classic attrition or 
dropout. The remaining 60%, the �true leavers� in the sample, were subjected to 
considerably more detailed analysis, as discussed below. Summary information on true 
leavers is provided in Table 2 (pages 19�23), while tables 3 through 7 (pages 39�43) present 
detailed descriptions of specific issues. 
 
 
Demographic Characteristics 
 
• Fifty-six percent of the true leaver group were women, a percentage that closely 

approximates the gender mix in the undergraduate population overall. 
 
• In terms of age, true leavers present a more balanced age distribution than, for example, 

short stay registrations (dominated by younger students) or pre-graduate program and 
professional upgrade students (who tend to be older). The age diversity of true leavers 
prohibits any simple explanation of attrition based on age or level of experience. 

 
 
Application and Admission Issues 
 
• Though about half of true leavers applied to other post-secondary institutions, the 

majority reported that the university they attended was in fact their first-choice 
institution. Three-fourths were sure of their academic major when they first enrolled, and 
by definition, all intended to earn a degree (or, in the small minority of cases, stated they 
were not certain of their degree plans). 

 
• Program availability, geographic location, program quality and proximity to family were 

the main factors in the selection of the university. In this respect, they are most unlike 
stopouts (for whom program quality was considerably more important), non-degree 
students (who were much less concerned with program quality), and pre-planned 
transfers (for whom program availability was much less important). 

 
• True leavers conform more closely than several of the other leaver groups to the 

conventional BC secondary (49%) and BC college (26%) admission classes. In particular, 
the admission class of true leavers distinguishes them most clearly from students 
preparing for graduate programs, students pursuing professional upgrading, and other 
non-degree students. 
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• About 85% earned admission GPAs of either �A� (45%) or �B� (40%). This places them in 
the middle of all leaver groups: �A� admission GPAs were earned by as few as 35% of 
stopouts and as many as 73% of short stay registrants and 57% of non-degree students. 

 
• Thirty-eight percent of true leavers transferred credits to university. 
 
• Demographic and application/admission characteristics of true leavers match those of 

the overall student body in BC universities in terms of age, gender, application 
behaviour, admission class, admission GPA and desire to transfer credits. There is little 
or no evidence of attrition predisposition in terms of these demographic and 
application/admission characteristics. 

 
 
Financial Issues 
 
• Almost one-third of true leavers applied for government financial assistance. Most relied 

primarily on their parents or relatives and on their own employment income for support; 
student loans were the primary funding source for only 18%. As with other groups, the 
failure to receive a student loan was a factor in the departure of only a very small 
minority (5%). 

 
 
Study Behaviour 
 
• Twenty-eight percent of true leavers attended one academic session or less; 72% attended 

two or more sessions. On departure, they had completed an average of 30.5 credits or 
one year of full-time equivalent study. 

 
• The cumulative GPA earned by true leavers suggests that serious academic problems 

(i.e., averages of �D� or less) were experienced by 23%. The final session GPA indicates 
more serious problems (with 40% earning �D� or less). The amount of time students 
reported attending during their final session (only 2% for the full eight months and 69% 
for four months) suggests their grades may sometimes have resulted from their failure to 
attend class, rather than their unsuccessful attempt to actually complete their courses. 

 
 
Reasons for Leaving 
 
• Table 3 provides a detailed presentation of the verbal responses to the question �What 

was your main reason for leaving university?� as post-coded into the 86 categories 
developed based on an analysis of the responses. 

 
• The most frequently mentioned specific reasons for departure were  
 

• Required to withdraw (9%) 
• Shortage of financial resources (8%) 
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• Transfer to another baccalaureate program (7%) 
• Unspecified or unclassified personal reasons (6%) 
• Illness/health/injury (5%) 

 
• Responses to the forced choice questions about reasons for departure reinforce the 

pattern above, in that they were dominated by family/personal circumstances and 
perceived unsuitability to university (which presumably correlated with poor academic 
performance and the subsequent decision to depart or transfer). 

 
• A more detailed perspective on the reasons for departure can be obtained from 

examining specific responses within each of the major clusters. For example, the largest 
cluster of responses�personal circumstances�incorporates a wide variety of specific 
factors including illness, family/marital commitments, lack of motivation, self-assessed 
unsuitability for university, and relocation. The second largest cluster�program and 
curriculum�includes such responses as dislike of the program, unavailability of the 
program, etc. 

 
• Despite the very wide range of specific responses regarding reasons for departure, a few 

general patterns emerge.   
 

• The first is that stated responses can be sorted�if somewhat simplistically�into 
several categories on the basis of potential policy/management/service interventions. 
Unexpected intervening circumstances (e.g. illness) for example, may point to the 
possibility of emergency support or accommodation services. Other reasons (for 
example dissatisfaction with course availability) suggest the possible need for better 
course demand projections. 

 
• The second is that some responses appear intrinsic to the student (e.g. relocation, 

achieving their study goal), others relate to the university and/or to the relationship 
between the university and the student (job/study conflicts), while others are external 
to both the student and the university (financial aid problems). The policy and service 
implications of these differences will be discussed in the conclusions below. 

 
• The third (which is not apparent in the table but was uncovered during the analysis) is 

the interactions between reasons when students provide multiple reasons for 
departure (as about half did). For example two students might both cite financial 
difficulties as the reason for departure. One might have responded by obtaining work 
and suffering lower grades due to job/study conflicts, while the other might have 
decided to transfer to a lower cost institution before his/her grades were affected. The 
first student�s academic record would likely show poor grades or even a requirement 
to withdraw, even though the student reasonably defined the problem as financial 
rather than academic. Many such interactions exist in the multiple response data; once 
again, however, there is very little clustering around main themes. In other words, the 
reasons for departure are often multi-faceted, and conventional measures (e.g., poor 
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academic performance) may not capture either the root causes or the interactions 
adequately. (See the section that presents selected responses verbatim, page 44.) 

 
 

Perceptions and Satisfaction 
 

• Among the true leaver group, positive perceptions of the first month at university 
outnumber negative perceptions by a ratio of 5 to 1; about one-fourth of respondents 
defined the first month as neither negative nor positive. 

 
• Specific reactions to the first month�both positive and negative�vary widely. (See 

Tables 4 and 5.) 
 
• In terms of positive aspects, the key specific responses were the culture/ambience of the 

university (12%), meeting new people (8%), feelings of newness/excitement (7%), 
general comments about courses (6%), and praise for the campus and/or facilities (6%). 

 
• When grouped into broad clusters, positive reactions were dominated by social and 

personal benefits (45%), course related comments (14%), comments about university 
services and facilities (13%), and statements concerning professors or instruction (13%). 

 
• As regards negative aspects of the first month, the most frequent specific responses were 

complaints about loneliness and isolation (11%), university culture and ambience (8%), 
culture shock (7%), class sizes (5%), and concerns over the campus or facilities (5%). 
When grouped into clusters, negative reactions to the first month were dominated by 
social or personal issues (42%), services and facilities (15%), and course-related concerns 
(13%). 

 
• In other words, the aspects that some students find most positive in the first month are 

quite similar to those that others find most negative. The focus of the first month at 
university�whether positive or negative�is clearly remembered as being on 
socialization and adjustment rather than on academic matters. 

 
• On other satisfaction issues, 82% of the true leavers group reported successfully 

registering in all or most of their desired program, 72% reported success in getting all or 
most of the courses they wanted, and 73% were satisfied with the transfer of credits to 
university. With only a few exceptions, these satisfaction ratings are reasonably 
consistent across all leaver groups. 

 
• True leavers are not, generally speaking, significantly different from other groups in 

terms of their service usage or general perceptions of the university at departure. In the 
former case, with the exception of short stay registrants, there is little variation in service 
usage prior to departure; in the latter case, stopouts and non-degree students show 
higher satisfaction at departure while pre-planned transfers and short stay registrants 
show satisfaction levels roughly equivalent to those of true leavers. 
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• Course-related issues dominate true leavers� opinions about the actions the university 

might have taken before their departure. (See Table 6). Course availability tops the list 
(6%), followed by course scheduling (5%), improved program content, better quality 
academic advising, and more personalized services. 

 
 
Activities Since Departure 
 
• Sixty percent of true leavers have attended another educational institution subsequent to 

their university departure. About one-third of these registered in a similar program, and 
about 60% enrolled in a BC college as compared to 17% in a BC university. The hiatus 
between university departure and subsequent enrolment was between 4 and 6 months 
for 43% of leavers, which is comparable to all other leaver groups except short stay 
registrants (whose transition was quicker). 

 
• More than two-thirds of true leavers made a relatively rapid (3 months or less) transition 

to full- or part-time employment after departing from university. At the present time, 
these leavers tend to be working full-time (40%), working part-time (5%), seeking work 
(3%), or attending school (43%). Those working are distributed relatively evenly between 
intermediate technical, skilled technical and professional occupations; their annualized 
salaries average $34,000. The proportion in management/professional occupations is 
comparable to pre-planned transfers and stopouts but significantly lower than for other 
non-degree students and short-stay registrants. 

 
 
Impacts of University 
 
• Seventy-eight percent of true leavers indicated they had attended long enough to have 

felt the impacts of university; this compares with 28% for short stay registrants and 78% 
for stopouts. Over three-fourths report that university contributed to their personal 
growth, either to a great extent (30%) or to some extent (46%). Similarly, 20% indicated 
that university had impacted their academic development to a great extent, and another 
42% to some extent. 

 
• Leavers responded to the question �What did you get from your university experience?� 

in several key categories. Social/personal development impacts topped the scale (37%), 
including such specific responses as making friends and discovering that they were not 
suited to university (each at 7%). Twenty-nine percent reported that they had 
experienced academic development of acquired skills, including general statements 
about learning something or a moderate amount. Thirteen percent of all responses were 
focused on wide ranging assessments (positive and negative) of the specific university 
attended. As with the other open-ended (verbal) responses, opinion covered an 
extremely wide variety of issues. (See Table 7.) 
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RReeaassoonnss  ffoorr   LLeeaavviinngg::   SSeelleecctteedd  VVeerrbbaall   RReessppoonnsseess  
  
 
 
As noted in the introduction, responses to various key questions were recorded verbatim. 
These responses, as post-coded, have been discussed above in a quantitative fashion for 
each of the seven leaver groups. This section presents the responses to the question �What 
was your main reason for leaving university?� in their original text form, in order to 
provide a sense of the multi-faceted nature of many of the responses. The responses are 
organized around some of the main themes presented above. 
 
 
Academic Performance 
 

I was given a notice for academic probation, then kicked out. However, three weeks later 
administration called to tell me that I was still allowed to attend. But by then, I had gotten a 
job and felt very frustrated over their error. 
 
I was required to withdraw, as I didn�t meet academic requirements due to family problems, 
as my grandfather had died. The university did not take this into consideration when grading 
me. I had to wait one year before returning. 
 
I enrolled for a second time to get rid of the black mark on my record from the first time I 
enrolled. I was required to withdraw the first time I attended. I achieved this, and then 
completed my degree in Alberta. 
 
I lost focus part way through my second semester and started missing classes. In my first 
semester, I ended up with mono and also missed classes. After two semesters, I was required 
to withdraw. 
 
I was fed up with school. It was very depressing, and my grades were starting to slip because 
it affected my attitude. 
 
In the third year of the program, they thought my GPA was too low [to continue], and I 
didn�t want to waste my time taking courses to increase it. I decided to go to another 
institution. 

 
 
Financial Issues 
 

I was taking on a lot of student loans, and I figured I would need a certain income afterward 
to be able to pay that back and support my family. I felt that in my field of study, there 
wouldn�t be any well-paying jobs in the Vancouver area. 
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My tuition would be paid if I went to [university]. So I took a few prerequisite courses that 
may help me in the future if I want to attend college. I only attended because my education 
cost me nothing. 
 
The cost factor. When you have a family, a mortgage, and bills to pay, it�s hard to afford the 
courses. And when you�re a mature student and you have to work to afford to go to school, 
it�s a little difficult to do it all. 
 
I could not use my entrance scholarship unless I attended full-time. As a mature student 
with children and a job, there was no flexibility, which was a real barrier for me. 
 
I wanted to take cheaper education closer to my home so that I could transfer back [to 
university] later if I wanted or needed to. 
 
It was getting too expensive to travel home for holiday visits with my family in Ontario. 
Also, the cost of living in general was higher than what I had been used to. 

 
 
Personal Circumstances 
 

Outside personal issues were interfering with my ability to focus on school. I was also 
questioning whether or not university was the best course of action for me. My class load was 
too heavy, and I had taken on too much. 
 
The first reason was my being hospitalized; when I came back I was not able to finish or get a 
refund.  
 
I wanted to go back home. My boyfriend was going to be starting medical school, and I 
wanted to live with him. And I had to transfer to UBC at that time, because they wouldn�t 
transfer more than two years of credits. 
 
It was too expensive, my daughter was born, and I had to make some serious decisions. 
 
I got sick in my last semester and missed quite a few classes and two exams, and would have 
had to make up quite a bit of work. Financially, I could not have lived there another semester. 
 

 
Transfer 
 

I decided to go to chiropractic college. I decided it would take too long to complete my degree 
and then go to chiropractic college and I wanted to get on with it. So I just did the 
prerequisites and left. 
 
I wanted to attend full time at the University College of the Cariboo, and I just wanted some 
extra courses from UNBC.   
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The program I wanted was not available at UVic. I registered at UVic, but was immediately 
accepted at the University of Manitoba, which has the pharmacy program I want, so I never 
attended any classes at UVic. 
 
I was doing correspondence courses through SFU, and wanted to take courses at UNBC for 
additional credit. I completed the courses [at UNBC] and continue to take correspondence 
courses through SFU. 
 
I changed my mind about what I wanted to do, and my university didn�t have the program, 
so I went to Cariboo College to continue with some courses that would transfer to SFU where 
I wanted to go. 
 
 

Employment 
 

I needed two courses to graduate and they weren�t readily available. I was therefore required 
to take a break in my studies, which resulted in the necessity to start paying student loans 
back. The end result of this was the need to work full-time. 
 
Being a mature student with a full-time job, I take courses as time permits, usually in the 
summer session. I just haven�t registered yet for this summer�s courses. 
 
I found it too exhausting to work full-time, and manage time, for my studies to get the 
attention they needed. My work puts me through short courses for continuing upgrades that 
are needed in my job. 
 
I realized my job is secure and that this degree would not improve my salary. I decided to 
stay at a regular job to build up a pension, and the necessity was not there as I was just 
taking classes for interest. 
 
I had a job offer I couldn�t refuse. Plus, I already had a Bachelor of Applied Science from the 
previous year and decided that computer science could wait because I was busy with work. 
 
My current job is very high crisis�we had two suicides in our community today. I have full 
intentions of picking up when I leave my current job, but right now, it�s just not possible. 

 
 
Program and Course Unavailability 
 

I couldn�t get in to the business faculty. They required me to enter into another program and 
then re-apply. I was not willing to do that and if I had known this would occur, I probably 
would not have attended. 
 
I disliked the availability of classes. I had a full-time job, and the classes were not working 
with my schedule.  
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The Business GPA requirement was very high, the demand for the program was very high, 
and there were not enough spaces available. I was wasting my time taking general courses 
and not being able to register in Business. 
 
I didn�t get all of the courses I needed for my first year, and the social like kind of got me out 
of going to all my classes, and when my scholarship ran out, I couldn�t get any more because 
of my poor grades, so I couldn�t afford to go back. 
 
Inflexibility within the institution in terms of not being able to take the courses I wanted and 
having to take courses that are irrelevant to me, and a lack of conviction that what I was 
doing there was leading to what I wanted to do. 
 
I never really thought of it as leaving. It was more a case of not being able to get into what I 
wanted there [a Computing course]. 

 
 
Social Fit and Motivation 

 
I was living on campus and had a difficult time socially. There was no life after three or four 
in the afternoon. I felt isolated, and I also didn�t get along with my roommate. There was no 
club life that I could get into. 
 
I lost interest in school. I went from high school, to college, to university without a break. I 
needed to take a break to work and earn money and experience a different existence. 
 
I didn�t feel that pursuing an education would be beneficial to me right now. My brain was 
not in to it. I felt it would be better for me to learn when I was ready to do it. 
 
I found it to be impersonal, and not knowing exactly what I planned to do with the rest of my 
life was a great deterrent when placed with hundreds of people who did. 
 
Personal reasons. I wasn�t motivated and felt like I wasn�t getting anywhere.   

 
 
Dissatisfaction with Specific Services 
 

I was totally dissatisfied with the courses. I stood out because I was a mature student. There 
were not enough courses available in the department. I found the course content to be lower 
compared to other universities I attended. 
 
I just hated the format of teaching. I was in a huge auditorium where I couldn�t see my 
teacher. It was a difficult learning atmosphere. I found the classes very impersonal. It was 
very difficult to get help outside of class. 
 
The teaching staff weren�t helpful and didn�t seem interested in helping students unless they 
were doing exceedingly well. 
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My essays weren�t being fairly graded. I was very dissatisfied with the way some of my 
courses were being graded. I brought my case to the department, but wasn�t successful. 

 
 
Program Design and Program Fit 
 

I found out I wasn�t allowed to attend certain classes because I needed prerequisites, even 
though I was just auditing.   
 
I wasn�t sure if I was going in the right direction, and I didn�t want to continue spending so 
much money on school until I had decided what to do. Also, the advisors couldn�t answer my 
questions, and it made me think I was asking the wrong ones. 
 
After realizing that I had probably not chosen the best field for me for graduate studies, I 
decided to postpone my continued academic endeavours until such time as I became more 
aware of my goals and aspirations. 
 
I wasn�t spending my money wisely there. I wasn�t having a good time, and I didn�t have a 
goal. I was wasting my money by being there just for the sake of going. 
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UUnniivveerrssii tt yy--bbyy--UUnniivveerrssii ttyy  RReessuull ttss  
  
 
 
The focus of this report is on the BC university system overall, rather than on the individual 
participating universities. Each university is likely to pursue institution-specific analysis 
that may be reported on at a later date. However, a brief analysis of the results on a 
university-by-university basis was undertaken in order to provide a context for the level of 
diversity and differentiation within the BC pubic university sector and to point to at least a 
few key issues of interest at the university level. 

 
 
Though not shown in Figures 2 and 3 (Figure 3 follows), the demographic characteristics; 
application, admission and study behaviours; and perceptions/opinions of leavers do vary 
somewhat university-by-university. Such differences also exist across the entire student 
body; as a result, leaver differences at the university-by-university level are best examined 
within the context of each university�s student body and the specific factors that might 
contribute to those differences. 
 
 

Figure 2:
Leaver Types by University (1)
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The key difference in this analysis is the composition of the total leaver group at each 
university: 
 
• Stopouts represent over 20% of all leavers at the University of British Columbia but only 

6% of the total at UNBC. 
 
• Other non-degree students comprise only 5% of UBC�s leavers but almost 40% of those at 

UNBC. 
 
• Short stay registrants represent twice as large a proportion of total leavers at UVic as at 

any of the other universities. 
 
• True leavers represent between 40% of the total leaver group at UNBC but about two-

thirds of the total at UBC. 
 

Figure 3: 
Leaver Types by University (2)
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CCoonncclluussiioonnss  aanndd  PPooll iiccyy,,   SSeerrvviiccee,,   aanndd  AAccccoouunnttaabbii ll ii ttyy  
IImmppll iiccaattiioonnss  
  
 
 
Defining the Population of Early Leavers 
 
• No standardized definition of university early leavers exists. Variations in university 

record-keeping procedures and administrative and academic policies render the 
development of a universal standard both difficult and unlikely. However, if inter-
institutional and inter-jurisdictional studies are to be conducted and knowledge of 
university attrition advanced, a relatively clear and consistent definition will be required, 
for both the population of leavers overall and for whatever sub-categories are suggested 
by this population. 

 
• In particular, the following definitional issues require immediate resolution: 
 

• The status of short-stay registrants must be clarified, as indicated above. 
 

• In this study, categories of leavers were not mutually exclusive. The overlap in 
definition resulted in the need to subjectively assign some respondents to one or the 
other of the groups into which they fell. Either mutually exclusive categories of 
leavers will have to be defined, or clear criteria for assigning overlapping cases will 
have to be developed. 

 
• Students pursuing university study through distance education should be defined as a 

separate group to allow their inclusion or exclusion from the total sample as 
appropriate. Factors affecting attrition in distance education and the characteristics of 
distance education students are known to differ from those on campus. 

 
• Contact with self-defined stopouts is virtually inevitable in any survey of early 

leavers. Since the self-assessment of stopout status depends to some extent on the 
timing of the survey relative to departure and planned return dates, clear criteria for 
the definition of stopouts are necessary. 

 
 
Questionnaire and Research Design 
 
• A number of questions on the survey instrument could be improved. 
 
• The departure date remains ambiguous. Students clearly depart both during their final 

session and at the end of the final session. Some officially withdraw from classes (and 
receive an in-session official withdrawal date and an academic record that reflects their 
formal departure). Others simply stop attending classes, fail to notify the university, and 
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generally receive low or failing grades and an end-of-session de facto withdrawal date. 
Better information concerning the dates on which particular events occurred would help 
to clarify the departure process. 

 
• The responses demonstrate the diversity and complexity of the reasons why students 

leave university. These responses are often multi-faceted, and as survey responses they 
are, of course, self-assessed rather than being the product of formal independent 
assessment or validation. Further refinement of a typology of departure is required. Such 
a typology is likely to require a relatively large number of questions.   

 
• For example, responses revealing a shortage of financial resources were often phrased 

simply as, �I ran out of money.� Additional questions related to financial difficulties 
could deal with: 

 
• How much the student had set aside or budgeted for prior to starting university; 
• The proportion of this amount that was available as actual cash rather than 

commitments from relatives, loans, etc.; 
• Whether the budgeted amount was realistic, and what factors led to the discrepancy 

between budgeted and required expenses; 
• The point in time when financial concerns surfaced: before university began, during 

the first session, during the final session, etc.; and 
• Whether the student sought or obtained employment while studying. 

 
• Another set of questions should deal with the dynamics of declining or low academic 

performance. All leaver groups mention academic performance as a key factor in 
departure, even when it appears to be the effect, rather than the cause of the decision to 
depart. More detailed questions would at least provide more insight into each general 
explanation for departure, they would increase understanding of the interactions 
between reasons for departure; and they would provide greater direction to the 
development of student risk self-assessment tools. Questions could examine such issues 
as: 

 
• When during the student�s university experience did the perception and the reality of 

poor academic performance occur; 
• The timing of poor academic performance relative to other factors; and 
• For single-session students, the month-by-month progression of grades; and for 

multiple-session students, the session-by-session and month-by-month progression of 
grades. 

 
• The relatively high rate of educational involvement subsequent to departure, particularly 

among those groups who did not plan to transfer, suggests the need for more detailed 
information on transfer intentions, motivations and behaviour. For example, students 
who indicated a prior intention to transfer, and who did transfer, but to another program 
at a non-university institution and only after a significant delay, may not in fact have 
experienced transfer as originally intended. Other students transferred to similar 
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programs at other universities with no, or only short, delays. Numerous questions could 
clarify the transfer process and the issues surrounding subsequent educational 
involvement: 

 
• The institution and the type of institution the student originally intended to transfer 

to; 
• The program the student originally intended to transfer to; 
• Factors affecting the decision to change institution type or program; and 
• Expectations and experiences at the new institution compared to those at the original 

university. 
 
• More detailed information on study behaviour is needed, either from the student records 

system or from questions asked of respondents. A significant proportion of university 
students pursue �non-traditional� patterns of study; these provide context for the 
departure being examined. These could include: 

 
• Whether students had previously stopped out; 
• Shifts in full- vs. part-time study; 
• Attendance at classes during the last session 
• Percentage of the program completed/year of study; and 
• Prior educational activity including credentials awarded. 

 
• Certain questions did not add much to the analysis, as constructed and asked. These 

include motivations for university generally and reasons for selecting a particular 
university. The questions generated a wide range of responses that did not correlate well 
either with the different leaver groups or with the reasons for departure.   

 
• More information on unexpected and intervening life changes during study would 

provide more insight into the role that personal factors play in the decision to depart. A 
series of yes/no questions should deal with personal illness, illness of a family member, 
death of a family member or friend, loss/change of job, change in health status, work 
stress, etc. 

 
 
Defining and Explaining Attrition 
 
• Perhaps the two key findings of this study are that 40% of all reported departures are 

either planned or temporary, and that 59% of all leavers attend another educational 
institution within 24 months of their departure. These two findings demand a new 
perspective on the nature and implications of university attrition. In particular, the 
notion of attrition as indicative of personal or institutional failure appears to be 
particularly inappropriate in a significant proportion of cases.   

 
• The literature on attrition corresponds fairly closely to the findings of this survey�that 

departure is a function of three kinds of factors: personal characteristics of the student 
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(age, prior education and achievement, socioeconomic status), characteristics of the 
institution (academic requirements, degree of difficulty, course/program availability, 
campus size and climate), changes in the students� circumstances that originally led to 
their involvement (illness, financial resources, self-assessment of suitability for 
university), and of course, the various interactions between these factors. 

 
• This survey points clearly toward a number of key factors and interactions in the 

decision to depart: poor academic performance, financial constraints, changed goals or 
personal factors contributing to transfer, employment issues (job stress, intervening 
employment opportunity), and course/program/service dissatisfaction (particularly 
program unavailability). While the findings clearly have value at this level, they do not 
constitute a multivariate explanation of early leaving (the �holy grail� of attrition 
research). A multivariate approach to early leaving can be approached in two ways. The 
first involves asking matched questions to samples of both university graduates (the 
�control group�) and early leavers. The second requires administration of an intake 
questionnaire to all university students, with subsequent tracking to assign students to 
either the leaver or graduate category. The former approach relies on after-the-fact 
recollections and perceptions rather than on those collected at the outset (a disadvantage) 
but is able to deal with changes in student circumstances that occur after initial 
registration. In either case, the survey data could be used to specify statistical models that 
associate student characteristics and perceptions with their ultimate disposition as 
graduates or leavers. 

 
• What, in summary, do the findings reveal about undergraduate university attrition? 
 

• A significant proportion of departures (40%) are, by the students� own assessments, 
either pre-planned or temporary. 

• There are no stark demographic or behavioural differences across the leaver groups 
sufficient to permit the development of a clear �risk profile� for targeted 
interventions. 

• A significant proportion of leavers rely to a large extent on employment income and, 
hence, are likely not �traditional� students in the sense of pursuing university on a 
full-time, dedicated basis. 

• Departure often occurs after a relatively lengthy stay (two or more sessions 
representing an average of one year of full-time equivalent study) rather than within 
the first weeks or months of enrolment. 

• Students report a wide range of impacts resulting from their university study (both 
academic and personal), and positive impacts outnumber negative impacts by a large 
margin. 

• There is no evidence of serious or systemic dissatisfaction with university services or 
program offerings, at least to the extent that these are identified as contributing factors 
in only a minority of cases. 

• More than half of all leavers, and a significant proportion in all leaver groups, 
attended another educational institution subsequent to their university departure.   
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• Academic performance issues play a critical role across many leaver groups and 
explanations for departure, as both the cause and effect of departure, and as the result 
of both actual academic failure and disregard for/failure to attend courses. 

 
 
BC�s Post-Secondary Transfer Environment 
 
• The primary purpose of British Columbia�s post-secondary transfer regulations is to 

facilitate the flow of credits from the province�s college university-transfer (UT) 
programs to the public universities. A secondary benefit of these regulations is they 
facilitate credit transfer within the college sector itself, within the university sector, and 
from universities to colleges.   

 
• The survey responses suggest that the transfer environment is fulfilling these objectives. 

Each of these inter-institutional credit transfer arrangements is either proven or implied 
in student responses.   

 
• More than a third of all survey respondents reported transferring credits from another 

institution to the university they attended/were surveyed at. Three-quarters of these 
indicated they were satisfied with their credit transfer experience. 

 
• Leavers earned an average of nearly one year of equivalent full-time credit. 
 
• Many of the students subsequently attending other institutions would have had the 

opportunity to transfer these credits. The transfer rate is likely higher when students 
enrolled in the same or similar programs and when their overall grades are higher. 

 
 
University Policy and Service Intervention 
 
• As indicated above, the demographic characteristics, study behaviours, and perceptions 

of students in the various leaver groups are not sufficiently consistent or pronounced to 
permit the development of a risk profile. As such, it is unlikely that university attempts 
to target appropriate interventions toward students at risk of departure can be 
successful. While such attempts would certainly not be �random,� they would, however, 
include students in their scope who appear to desire or need no such intervention, 
including pre-planned transfers, and professionally-focused non-degree students. 

 
• The results do, however, identify several key warning signs or �red flags� of attrition 

that students could be encouraged to examine within the context of their own situations. 
For example, universities could make available to students a self-diagnostic tool that 
encouraged students to consider their risk of attrition, by encouraging them to evaluate 
their early academic performance, financial status, personal circumstances and 
program/career goals, and to seek advice and support if their responses indicate they are 
at relatively high risk of attrition. 
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• Such services, however, and the expectations placed on them, must be placed within the 
context of other facts. Universities have no control over the traumatic changes in life 
circumstances that some students encounter. University will remain for many students a 
vehicle for the exploration of personal and career goals; some students will voluntarily 
decide that they are not suited to university generally (or to a particular university) while 
others will find themselves socially or academically at odds with the demands of post-
secondary education. No student can be forced to submit to service or program 
interventions, however high the risk of attrition might be. These issues suggest a limit to 
the potential effectiveness of university-initiated attrition prevention programs. 

 
• Responses concerning service quality and availability do suggest that leavers might 

experience some benefit from improved services including academic advising, course 
scheduling and availability, program availability (particularly for second-entry programs 
like Business). Although it is probably not a decisive factor for many students, improved 
access to quality academic advising and clearer information about program 
admission/progression would likely be beneficial. 

 
• The poor fit between expectations and the reality of the university experience appears to 

be a key factor for some students. To this extent, improved information flows generally 
would be beneficial, particularly with respect to second-entry program admission, 
regulations concerning academic leaves/re-registration and penalties for poor academic 
performance, and the availability of counseling and advising services. 

 
 
University Accountability 
 
• Though not dealt with extensively in this report, the dynamics of early leaving vary 

somewhat institution by institution in ways that reflect the differences in student 
populations at each institution and the explicit and implicit differences in the roles of 
each institution within the post-secondary system. As such, accountability should be 
considered both at the institution-specific level and for the university system overall.   

 
• The findings of this survey: 
 

• Document the proportion of total students leaving university without having earned a 
degree; 

• Identify the reasons for their departure, particularly as these justify the classification 
of leavers into broad categories and the development of a general and specific 
typology for leaver motivation; 

• Suggest the potential and appropriate roles of the universities (and other post-
secondary institutions within BC) in responding to student departures; 

• Describe the impacts on leavers of the university experience, including their 
perceptions of its value, their opinions toward the university and its 
programs/services, and the employment and educational outcomes they have 
encountered; and 



 

59 

The British Columbia Universities Early Leavers Survey

• Point toward areas for further research, especially the construction of new indices and 
typologies and the development of a formal multivariate statistical explanation for 
attrition. 

 
• Within this context, the accountability obligations of the universities should include the 

following kinds of activities: 
 

• Periodic reports on the number of leavers by group, in relation to the total population 
of students, on a university-by-university basis (for governing bodies) and for the 
system overall (for the Ministry) obtained through analyses of student records 
systems data and/or future survey(s); 

• A system report (perhaps in five years) on attempts to improve the state of survey-
based attrition research with particular reference to more consistent sample definition, 
a more detailed analysis of specific factors influencing student departure, and other 
issues discussed above; 

• A commitment by the BC universities to conduct a second leavers survey that 
incorporates the improvements discussed above and others that are identified; 

• An exploration by the BC universities of the feasibility of developing a multivariate 
statistical model of student attrition using intake questionnaires or comparator 
graduate follow-up questionnaires; and 

• As part of the ongoing internal analyses/evaluations of university services and 
programs that occur at each university, an examination of the manner in which and 
extent to which the services or programs should respond to the needs of early leavers. 
In particular, academic advising, and the information flows around academic 
regulations and second-level program entry requirements should be examined; the 
development of a student self-administered attrition risk assessment tool should be 
explored. 
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Notes to Tables and Figures 
 
1 Most percentages shown in the tables are based on either the total sample size for that leaver 

group, or on the total sample size net of a small number of missing or "not applicable" 
responses. For contingent questions, the percentages shown are based on the number of 
qualifying respondents. 

2 Percentages in the tables for the smaller leaver groups, and for small subsets of the other 
leaver groups, should be interpreted with caution. 

3 In the "Short Stay Registrants" table, the values for attempted and earned credits have been 
excluded because of missing data that skewed the relationship between the two values.  

4 Where percentages should logically add to 100% and don't, it is because of a small number of 
"not applicable", "refused" or  "don't know" responses. 

5 In all tables, the percentage who applied for financial aid is less than the percentage who 
were awarded it. Respondents may have answered the "applied" question for the current 
session, and the "awarded" question for previous sessions, or may have included automatic 
scholarship or bursary awards in their response. 

6 GPAs were standardized from 4 different grading systems. On the 100-point scale, A=80+, 
B=70-79.9, C=60-69.9, and D or less=0-59.9. On the 9-point scale, A=7+, B=4-6.9, C=2-3.9, and 
D or less=0-1.9. On the 4.33-point scale, A=3.67+, B=2.67- 3.669, C=1.67-2.669, and D or 
less=0-1.669. On the 4-point scale, A=3.5+, B=2.5-3.49, C=1.5-2.49, and D or less=0-1.49. 

7 All cumulative GPA percentages exclude UBC. 
8 All cumulative credits percentages exclude UBC. 
9 For all multiple response questions, the percentages are based on the number of multiple 

responses rather than the number of respondents. This applies to all post-coded verbal 
response questions. 

10 Percentages of 0.0 on Tables 3-7 include both "true zero" percentages and percentages less 
than 0.05. 

11 In the text, reference is made to "specific", "cluster" and "forced" choice questions/responses. 
Specific responses are the responses to the open-ended questions, as post-coded. (See Table 2, 
Reasons for Leaving, Top ten individual reasons; and Tables 3-7, detailed responses.) Cluster 
responses are specific responses aggregated into broad categories. (See Table 2, Reasons for 
Leaving, Clusters of reasons; and Tables 3-7, bold text subtotals and percentages.) Forced 
choice responses are responses (e.g. Yes/No) to questions. (Table 2, Reasons for Leaving, 
Response to forced choice.) 
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