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Will We Meet Again?: Examining the Reasons Why
Students are Leaving First Year University Courses and
Moving Towards an Approach to Stop Them
Ana Lobo, Griffith University, Queensland, Australia

Abstract: Competition for students in a global market is intense. High attrition rates amongst university
students are one of the underlying undesirable factors in the marketing mix tertiary institutions use to
attract students (Schwartz, 2007). Not surprisingly, in a higher education environment where federal
funding arrangements have started to focus on student completions rather than employment, it is es-
sential to determine why students leave. In order to better understand the different dimensions involved
in student attrition and retention it is important to determine the salient factors students give for
withdrawing from their first-year tertiary courses. Through a review of the international literature,
this paper introduces 17 factors why students claim to withdraw from their studies. This paper explores
why students abandon their studies, and how to identify at-risk students for preventive intervention.

Keywords: Student Attrition, University Students, First-year Student Retention, Foreign Language
Student Attrition, University Withdrawal

Introduction

FOR OVER 40 years researchers have been discussing the issue of student attrition
and retention and trying to deliver answers as to why students, and more specifically
first-year students, withdraw from their university courses. There is a large body of
research studies from higher education that discusses the factors that affect retention.

These studies have investigated first-year performance and persistence in tertiary education,
but their findings show that there is not one simple reason for students’ withdrawing from
tertiary education: rather, a large combination of factors ultimately contributes to student
withdrawal (Harvey, Drew, & Smith, 2006).

This paper aims to look at the most important factors leading to the withdrawal of first-
year students overall, with a special emphasis on those students taking foreign language
classes, by examining the international literature in the area of student retention and attrition.
It also takes a brief look at how at-risk students may be discovered and encouraged to stay
at university using a prognostic approach to retention.

Educational institutions are increasingly held accountable for retention rates by state
governments, policy makers, business leaders, consumer advocates, parents and students.
Some of these bodies have direct accountability measures that associate funding with retention
rates (Roman, 2007). It has been well documented that students are most likely to withdraw
from university during their first year of study, therefore the focus of this paper is on not
only determining why students are leaving (Darlaston-Jones et. al, 2003), but also how to
determine the signs of at-risk students in order to offer them the help and encouragement
needed in order to stay in their courses. Maintaining first-year students in their courses could

The International Journal of Learning
Volume 18, Issue 7, 2012, http://www.Learning-Journal.com, ISSN 1447-9494
© Common Ground, Ana Lobo, All Rights Reserved, Permissions:
cg-support@commongroundpublishing.com



ultimately establish their continuation at university to finish the rest of their degree (Darlaston-
Jones et. al, 2003). Student retention has been identified for decades as an important measure
of institutional effectiveness. This is because student enrolments represent and can be
translated into amounts of revenue for educational institutions (Wild & Ebbers, 2002). Al-
though tertiary student attrition and retention are not new areas of research, their literature
shows mixed views as to the precise meaning of both terms. According to Riggert, Boyle,
Petrosko, Ash, and Rude-Parkins (2006), defining retention has created some notable diffi-
culties for researchers and educational institutions alike. Disagreement about whether to
define retention as “re-enrolment from year to year” or from “semester to semester” has been
notable and definitional inconsistencies have been a continuing shortcoming in the empirical
literature (Riggert et al., 2006).

For the purposes of this study, the definitions of retention and attrition to be used are most
similar to those suggested by the Department of Education, Science and Training or DEST
(2004). DEST defines student retention as the students enrolled in one year of a course or
degree who are enrolled in the subsequent year. The definition used for attrition will also be
quite similar to the one used by DEST (2004), which describes student attrition as the
measure of the proportion of students in a particular year who neither graduate nor continue
studying in an award course (official university course) at the same institution the following
year.

Factors Contributing to Student Withdrawal
According to Marginson (2006), the global context of higher education is a fast moving fast
changing and uneven environment, criss-crossed by shifting relations of collaboration,
competition and hierarchy. The reality is that universities are now as competitive as any
business and compete for students, staff, research grants, industry contracts and donations
and recent research shows that it is actually much cheaper to retain a student than to recruit
a new one (Schwartz, 2007). As a result of the intense competition felt in the US, Europe,
Australia and elsewhere, universities must actively promote themselves in order to succeed
(Havas, 2009). In terms of higher education choices, a university with a high attrition rate
is not a desirable university to attend, even according to the universities themselves (Schwartz,
2007). Put simply, with federal funding arrangements starting to focus on student completions
rather than employment, there is now a trend for universities to investigate the reasons for
student withdrawal in Australia (Darlaston-Jones et al., 2003).

In order to better understand the different dimensions of the issue of student attrition and
retention it is important to identify which are the most common factors that students give
for withdrawing from their first-year tertiary courses and according to the literature, there
are 17 factors why students in general seem to withdraw from their studies. These factors
can apply to students in all disciplines; however, the 17th factor is specific to those studying
in foreign language courses. Ideas for identifying and retaining students will also be discussed
after this section.

1. Student expectations and perceptions of university life and study
There is a growing body of literature that suggests students are often unaware of the
demands of higher education in terms of its workload, their independent learning and
access to academic and support resources (Darlaston-Jones et al., 2003; Peel, 2000;
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Yorke, 2000). Based on research, student expectations of higher education do seem to
be changing (McInnis, James, & Hartley, 2000). Overall, there is not a substantial
amount of literature about how students envisage university life and how these precon-
ceptions may shape their experience after enrolment. However, the role that university
marketing can play has been discussed recently in the Australian media (Schwartz,
2007). It is unclear whether universities may be misleading students as to what to expect
with their enthusiastic marketing, or the students enter university with already perceived
notions that could lead them to disappointment (Schwartz, 2007). More recently, research
has shown that there can be a link made between student expectations and student per-
formance and that the consequence of unmet expectations can be disengagement, non-
attendance and withdrawal (Bordia, 2011; N. Zepke & Leach, 2010). This point illus-
trates how influential the expectations of students can be to their continuation in a course
or university degree, even if some students believe they do not have many.

2. Social and academic student integration
Students can feel isolated by the university experience and find it hard to integrate.
New experiences, new people and a different way of life can also add to the stress of
a first-year student. However, can social and academic integration driven by the univer-
sity help? Studies carried out on the topic show that many researchers seem to think
that social and academic integration play a major part in whether students decide to
continue at university or withdraw (Beil, Reisen, Zea, & Caplan, 1999; Tinto, 1975,
1987, 1993, 1997). Research conducted by Krause (2005) in Australia, discusses that
developing a sense of belonging and involvement in the life of the university is a critical
feature of the successful first year experience. Tinto, whose work in the area of student
retention and attrition spans over three decades, described academic integration as “the
full range of individual experiences which occur in the formal and informal domains
of the academic systems of the university” (Tinto, 1993, p. 118). He argued that the
academic and social experiences during the first few weeks of university study had a
strong effect on the integration of first year students into the social and academic
communities of the university.
As a result of this research it can be understood that social and academic student integ-
ration may play an important part in the university life and wellbeing of students and
as a result could lead students to withdraw from their studies.

3. Teaching and learning styles
Braxton, Milem, and Sullivan (2000) researched the impact of teaching styles on student
departure. They argue that when students are engaged in active learning they seem to
be more likely to view their university experience as personally rewarding, and as a
result invest the psychological energy needed to establish memberships in the social
communities of the university. This social interaction can lead to better social and aca-
demic integration. Their study also shows that the lack of active learning could influence
student departure decisions, or more specifically, that faculty classroom behaviours
play a role in the student departure process (Braxton et al., 2000). More recently, it has
been found that teachers play a much more important role than first realised in preventing
student attrition (ALTC, 2009). The results of data collected from almost 1400 students
around Australia found that factors such as relationships with teaching staff, subject

201

ANA LOBO



interactivity, and work-integrated learning all affected the successful progression of
students (ALTC, 2009). The research also found that relationships with teaching staff
within the learning environment have been proven to enhance progression for successful
students because they make help-seeking less daunting and encourage academic
achievement (ALTC, 2009). This research clearly shows that not all teaching styles
will be suitable for all students and this factor should be taken into account when assess-
ing student attrition numbers.

4. Assessment strategy used in courses
Formative assessment is highly important to student learning and should go hand-in-
hand with summative assessment as a tool to help students learn and ultimately judge
their achievement in any particular course (Yorke, 2001). Yorke advocated the import-
ance of formative assessment and how it might better contribute to student development
and retention, particularly in the first year of higher education. Yorke (2001) refers to
Tinto’s model of institutional departure as showing academic and social experiences
as crucial intermediates between students’ intentions, goals and commitments at entry
to university and the decision whether or not to leave an institution. He believes that
formative assessment can contribute to this academic integration modelled by Tinto
(1975), particularly as students come to terms with their transition into higher education.
He found that, without meaningful formative assessment, academic integration–and
hence retention–is put at risk (Yorke, 2001).

5. Student mentoring
A study that shows insights into the positive influence that student mentoring pro-
grammes could have on student retention was conducted by Sidle and McReynolds
(1999). Their longitudinal study explored the relationship between student participation
in the institution’s freshman year (that is, first year) experience course and student re-
tention leading to success at an American university. Overall, Sidle and McReynolds’
study found that the freshman-year experience course had a positive influence on the
persistence of some first-year students. They found that the 431 students who enrolled
in the course persisted to their second year of study at the university at a higher rate
than those students who chose not to enrol in the course. Using the findings from the
study as an example, the difference between retaining 63% of the students, who would
otherwise only persist at a rate of 56%, meant that for every 100 students 7 more would
return to the institution, continue their enrolment and continue to pay tuition and fees
(Sidle & McReynolds, 1999). Research by Walker and Taub (2001) has also shown
that mentoring can have a positive impact on first-year students in particular, giving
them a sense of personal significance and validation, which allows them to feel more
integrated into the fabric of the university and therefore in that way promoting student
retention. Although this factor has not been researched on a larger scale, it is still signi-
ficant to the issue of student retention as it has shown that it works at retaining students.
More research into this factor may show that mentoring should be used, especially with
first-year students in more universities.
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6. Students’ living arrangements (on campus, with friends, at home, among others)
Beekhoven, De Jong, and Van Hout (2004) investigated students’ living arrangements
and the impact that living out of home had on their university integration and their study
progress in the Netherlands. His research found that students living independently in
their first year of study were predominantly studying courses from the social sciences
and humanities. Overall, the study showed that students living independently in rooms
devoted less time to study. It also showed that living independently did not have a
positive effect on the integration of first-year students. On the contrary, it had a definite
negative effect on the situation of students attending a university of professional educa-
tion, or what we in Australia would call professional or technical colleges. The main
reasons found for the negative effect living arrangements had on first-year students
were the challenges these students faced dealing with fitting in with other students, as
they were all there independently.

7. Student age
Adult students or mature aged students are often juggling competing demands on their
time from study, family, work and other commitments (Wonacott, 2002). Adults are
often affected by situational factors out of their control, and likewise dispositional
factors such as expectations, self-esteem, level of family support, and past educational
experience can be barriers to participation (Wonacott, 2002). For domestic, first-year
students, the factors that seem to be of central importance to retention are student pre-
paredness, compatibility of course choice to their career outcomes, and time of exit
from the university in question (that is, before it is too late to get a second chance). In
contrast, this same study found that mature aged students are often forced into non-
completion due to external circumstances, such as work and family commitments (Ozga
& Sukhnandan, 1998). As a result, mature aged students were a lot more likely, through
external factors, to withdraw from university than younger students.

8. Student gender
Gender has often been mentioned as a factor that could contribute to the withdrawal of
tertiary students in the US (Bonham & Luckie, 1993; Tinto, 1975). Most of the initial
research into the area of student retention showed that being female was the factor that
more often contributed to withdrawal (Astin, 1971; Tinto, 1975). Nowadays, there is
more and more evidence that the tables have been turned. Being a female is no longer
a factor that contributes to withdrawal, as recent research has begun to show male attri-
tion rates are much higher than those for females (Henry, 2007). In fact, recent research
found that women are better at staying in their courses of study than men and interna-
tional female students had the lowest attrition rates of any university students, including
undergraduates, postgraduates, and domestic students (Olsen, 2008). In some cases,
the dominance of female tertiary students has even begun to be seen as problem, as
male students simply do not continue their studies to the same extent females do. There
are four studies in particular, conducted at tertiary institutions in the US, the UK and
New Zealand, that look into gender as a factor contributing to the withdrawal of students.
Research by Bonham and Luckie (1993), Scott (2005), Gabb and Cao (2006) and Bid-
good, Saebi, and May (2006) shows that gender, although not such a prevailing factor,
is still an important one when considering student attrition. Although initially gender
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was viewed as a negative factor towards women’s retention, the trend in tertiary educa-
tion has now made it a factor mostly influencing men.

9. Work and issues with employment
Employment has often come to the surface as an issue which influences the retention
of students at university. It is well known that students who have long working hours
cannot dedicate as much time to their studies as those who do not work as many hours
or at all (Barrett, 2000). Many researchers mention work and issues related to employ-
ment as a factor affecting student retention (Blanchard & Mascetti, 2000; Bonham &
Luckie, 1993; Bradburn, 2002; Johnston, 1997; Lee, 1996; Long, Ferrier, & Heagney,
2006; Scoggin & Styron, 2006). Their research studies, carried out in the US, the UK
and Australia, show that students who withdrew from university felt that work contrib-
uted to their withdrawal. Full-time employment seems to influence students more than
part-time employment. In addition, studies pointed out that the predicament of combining
work and study seems more prevalent to older students with families for whom work
is not optional (Long et al., 2006). These students often report that their employment
is a main source of income; understandably they cannot stop work in order to study and
therefore may require some form of government support to continue studying (Long et
al., 2006). Broadbridge and Swanson (2005) researched the impact of part-time work
on students’ adjustment to university life in the UK. They found that currently, increasing
numbers of students are likely to combine study with term-time employment (that is,
employment during the academic semester). They believe that an understanding of
students’ work patterns, in relation to characteristics of individual students, may help
reduce attrition rates. This understanding could be beneficial to students, higher education
establishments and employers in the long-term (Broadbrige & Swanson, 2005), because
this information could aid higher education policy makers in improving course organ-
isation, and as an outcome, help students to continue studying in these courses due to
the flexibility made available.

10. Financial concerns
Financial concerns have for a long time been a worrying factor for university students
and there is no denying that many students do suffer from serious financial hardship
while attending university. Generally, non-traditional students have greater financial
obligations than younger students, although all students can potentially be affected by
financial issues (Jeffreys, 2004). The term non-traditional students, or mature aged
students as is more often used in Australia, refers to students between the ages of 25
and 60, working in a part- or full-time capacity, and attending a university facility to
undertake a part-time or full-time study program (Wylie, 2005).
In Australia, gender, socio-economic status, Aboriginality, and ethnicity/culture are
common grouping categories for disadvantage (Leder & Forgasz, 2004). It is important
to point out that mature age, however, is not a recognised category of disadvantage,
even though the lives and responsibilities of these students are often more complex
than those of their younger peers (Leder & Forgasz, 2004). Since 1993, many studies
on student retention have identified that financial issues and concerns are a major influ-
ence on the retention of tertiary students (Bidgood, Saebi, & May, 2006; Blanchard &
Mascetti, 2000; Bonham & Luckie, 1993; Bradburn, 2002; Elliott, 1997; Glogowska,
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Young, & Lockyer, 2007; Glossop, 2002; Hoyt, 1999; Johnston, 1997; Lee, 1996; Long
et al., 2006; Scoggin & Styron, 2006; Wilcox, Winn, & Fyvie-Gauld, 2005; Yorke,
2000). These studies pointed out that financial issues are detrimental to students’ progress
at university and that the outcome of financial problems for students is often university
withdrawal. Therefore, this is one of the major factors contributing to attrition.

11. Student lack of preparation for university life and study
The relationship between preparedness and student withdrawal has been previously
documented by Yorke (2000), who describes six elements contributing most to the in-
ability of students in the UK to cope with the demands of the university they enrolled
in, due to their lack of preparation for university life and study. These elements are
stress-related issues, difficulties in integrating, too heavy workload, lack of study skills,
lack of personal support from fellow students, and insufficient academic progress. As
a result, the lack of student preparation for university life means that these factors can
all directly contribute to student withdrawal (Yorke, 2000). Previous studies conducted
in Australia, the UK and the US (Elliott, 1997; Hoyt, 1999; Long et al., 2006; Wilcox
et al., 2005) have shown that students do withdraw from university due to a lack of
preparation. However, research by Goodman and Pascarella’s suggests that first-year
seminars provide positive benefits to all categories of students and that these seminars
are a good all-purpose intervention to increase persistence from first to second year.
Academically, students who participate in first-year seminars have more positive per-
ceptions of themselves as learners (Goodman & Pascarella, 2006). Therefore, induction
programmes to universities can help student retention. Interestingly, in the UK, Yorke
and Longden (2006) also recently found that the more students know about their insti-
tutions and courses before enrolling, the less likely they will withdraw: 40% of those
with little to no prior knowledge of their program considered withdrawing, to be com-
pared with only 25% of better informed peers.

12. Family responsibilities and obligations
Family obligations have often been the reason why some students decide to withdraw
from their studies. Mature age students, in particular, seem to have an array of family
responsibilities when commencing university. Many of these responsibilities could
impact on their ability to dedicate the appropriate amount of time to their studies.
Overall, research on retention factors affecting students found that family obligations
were a serious issue. Several researchers (Blanchard & Mascetti, 2000; Bonham &
Luckie, 1993; Bradburn, 2000; Glossop, 2002; Hoyt, 1999; Long et al., 2006) mentioned
family obligations as important factors contributing to the withdrawal of students in
the US and the UK. Family responsibilities and obligations can vary. However, they
generally involve taking care of children and/or elderly parents (Bonham & Luckie,
1993).

13. Dissatisfaction with the university
Several studies from the US and the UK have pointed out “university dissatisfaction”
as a factor that led students to withdraw (Bidgood et al., 2006; Bradburn, 2002; Lee,
1996; Long et al., 2006; Yorke, 2000). Dissatisfaction with the university in question
has recently become a serious issue for tertiary institutions. The correlation between
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student dissatisfaction and student expectations is becoming more visible and both are
extremely important and relevant to student retention (Lowe & Cook, 2003). Unfortu-
nately, most of the research into the factors concerning student attrition has not invest-
igated in depth the individual reasons that result in student dissatisfaction. As a con-
sequence, this often transmits the message that the students are dissatisfied with the
university as a whole, which may not be the case. Therefore, more research is needed
into this area.

14. Academic difficulties
Academic difficulties have long been a concern for university scholars and administrat-
ors, as research has shown that a lack of academic integration can lead to student attrition
(Bean, 1983; Tinto, 1975, 1987, 1993, 1997). Academic difficulties are also a difficult
factor to investigate for universities, as research shows students do not always like to
admit to having difficulties with their studies (Scoggin & Styron, 2006). Often, the label
“academic difficulties” is perceived as carrying negative connotations and students
simply may not want to suggest that they are academically incapable of remaining at
university (Scoggin & Styron, 2006). According to a study by Gifford, Perriot-Briceño,
and Mianzo (2006), the overall Grade Point Average (GPA) of a student is an important
predictor of retention. In their study, they found that students who obtained higher
GPAs were a lot more likely to continue at university than those who obtained a lower
score. Recent research has shown that academic aid improves the university completion
rates of students, especially females (Glenn, 2007). In fact, Glenn reports in the context
of a Canadian University that when combined with financial aid, academic aid and tuition
not only improves the retention rates of the students, but it also improves their overall
success at university. Other studies, from the US, UK and Australia (Bradburn, 2002;
Elliott, 1997; Gifford et al., 2006; Glogowska et al., 2007; Glossop, 2002; Hoyt, 1999;
Johnston, 1997; Long et al., 2006; Wilcox et al., 2005; Yorke, 2000), also show that
academic difficulties are an important factor contributing to student retention.

15. Health and personal reasons
Health issues are a big concern for students because health problems often contribute
to the withdrawal of students from university. Although they can take on many different
variables, health problems can sometimes lead to a lack of academic integration, leading
in turn to academic difficulties. Research in this area (Glogowska et al., 2007; Glossop,
2002; John- ston, 1997; Long et al., 2006; Scoggin & Styron, 2006) shows that students
who are suffering from health problems normally withdraw from university due to this
factor. Many researchers (Bradburn, 2002; Elliott, 1997; Glogowska et al., 2007;
Johnston, 1997; Wilcox et al., 2005) have found that personal reasons often affect student
retention. Therefore, by recognising that students have identified personal and health
problems as leading reasons for their withdrawal, both the counselling and health services
at the university could play an important role in assisting students to manage these
problems. In order to do this however, there is a need to find out about the student and
any relevant events affecting them.
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16. Course or Programme unsuitability
Several researchers (Bidgood et al., 2006; Elliott, 1997; Johnston, 1997; Wilcox et al.,
2005; Yorke, 2001; N. Zepke, Leach, & Prebble, 2006) found that students believed
that the course not “suiting” them led to their withdrawal. Students may often start de-
grees and courses thinking that they are prepared and willing to take on the challenges
and requirements of each. However, this can often be discarded when students begin
the courses and discover that they are far removed from what they expected, or that
they do not like the content or other aspects of the course, or they simply change their
mind. Although there are many reasons a course may not have suited a student, in all
the research found in this area, the reasons why the students thought that the course did
not suit them were not documented. This makes it difficult to determine the exact causes
for lack of compatibility between a student and the course they are studying.

17. Learning anxiety (in particular, foreign language learning anxiety).
The 17th factor needs particular mention. Learning anxiety has previously been identified
as a problem that students studying mathematics, statistics and science have faced
(Ashcraft & Kirk, 2001; Ma & Xu, 2003). Mathematics anxiety, possibly the most
documented of the three, refers to the feelings of tension and anxiety that interfere with
the manipulation of numbers and the solving of mathematical problems in a wide variety
of ordinary life and academic situations (Sherman & Wither, (2003). In the same vein,
statistics anxiety is experienced by college students who have a limited background in
quantitative research and statistics and who are enrolled in a course that requires that
they analyse data utilizing statistical concepts and techniques, whereas science anxiety
is believed to affect science students during science classes and particularly during ex-
ams, even if they are calm and productive in non-science classes, including mathematics
(Collins & Onwuegbuzie, 2006; Mintzes & Leonard, 2006). However, since the late
1980s, literature in the area of second language (L2) learning has discussed what is re-
ferred to as “foreign language learning anxiety” and how this problem could affect the
retention levels of students studying in language classes (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope,
1986). This factor is the only one on the list that is directly related to the retention of
students studying in language classes.

In light of the international literature available on the topic of student retention and attrition,
it could be surmised that there were 17 main factors that contributed to the withdrawal of
students from university courses internationally. These factors were considered general
factors that could affect students studying in any discipline. One of the major findings in the
literature review was the lack of research into the issue of student attrition in foreign language
courses. It is strongly recommended that further studies into foreign language student retention
be conducted as the number of year 12 students in Australia currently learning a language
is approximately 13% (Mueller, 2003). Which such small numbers possibly continuing their
language studies at university, it is crucial that all the students who begin learning a language
continue in the course.

It is important to mention however, that some factors, such as expectations and financial
difficulties, which have been heavily researched, may be more influential to student retention
than other factors, such as student living arrangements and mentoring, which have not been
researched and analysed in as much detail. With that in mind, it is clearly very important
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that these issues continue to be researched. History has shown that student retention is not
an issue that is going away and with different student cohorts, different problems may arise.
Putting these findings into a useful context is also very important. As we now have a clearer
idea of the factors influencing students’ decisions to withdraw there need to be steps put in
place to ensure students are receiving the information and support they need. These measures
must come quite early in the academic life of the student in order to ensure the best results.

How At-risk Students Can Be Identified and Retained
The issue of student attrition has been researched and analysed for over 40 years. During
this time many effective attrition models have been developed and theories established, all
aiming to clarify why student attrition occurs and what can be done to remedy it. However,
the real complexity associated with student attrition is the fact that it is often found to be out
of the control of the institutions that experience it. Taking this fact into consideration, it is
fundamental to ensure that students who are enrolled in a course are aware of the support
available to them when at university. Tutors, lecturers and course convenors have a respons-
ibility not only to educate the students in their courses, but also to offer additional academic
support to these students as required and encourage them to seek other forms of support
when needed. Knowing that there are 17 potential factors which can lead students to withdraw
from their studies, some of which are out of the university’s control, can make student attrition
a serious challenge. According to the international literature available on retention and attri-
tion, a number of student retention and attrition models were developed between the 1970s
and 1990s (Lobo & Poyatos Matas, 2010b). Most of those models varied in terms of elements
included, participating students, and final hypotheses. However, the models had one com-
monality: they each studied student retention and attrition from the stage the student had
left. In a sense, these models all aimed to discover the factors why students were withdrawing
from their studies and perhaps then offer ways in which to combat these withdrawal factors,
even if each model did achieve this in a different way. The most well known is the Student
Integration Model developed by Tinto in 1975 (Lobo & Poyatos Matas, 2010b). Since then,
other models have fallen mainly into two distinct categories: trying to improve Tinto’s ori-
ginal model, or trying to refute it. The literature showed the lack of retention and attrition
models that tackled the issue of student withdrawal from the beginning of the course, that
is, before students had withdrawn and as a result they were not actively retaining any students
in these courses.

In order to combat this problem an approach to language student retention has been de-
veloped. A prognostic stance that uses the First Year Student Survey (FYSS) as one of its
main instruments to identify if students are at risk before they withdraw from a language
course, is at the heart of this approach (Lobo & Poyatos Matas, 2010a). The approach uses
two tools, the First Year Student Survey and the First Year Student Support Sheet. It is dis-
tributed by the teacher of the course during the first week of classes. The aim of the survey
is to identify those students at risk of withdrawing from the foreign language course at the
very beginning of the semester. To determine which students are at risk is easy as the survey
scores showed that students who had higher scores were at a lower risk of withdrawing and
those with low scores had a higher chance of withdrawing. The trials of the prognostic ap-
proach and its implementation and evaluation in 2008, showed that the FYSS was successful
in identifying students at risk of withdrawing from a foreign language university course
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(Lobo & Poyatos Matas, 2010a). Although proving to be successful in its pilot and first im-
plementation stages, the tool still needs some refining and there is a need to also to trial the
prognostic approach with other disciplines, with other languages and with larger numbers
of students before it can be functioning on a completely accurate basis. However, putting
into action an approach that encourages students to seek support and can identify those stu-
dents at-risk of withdrawing at an early stage during the first year of a student’s tertiary
education could go a long way in achieving the aim of retaining more first-year students
overall.
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