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Abstract

This paper reports the results of an analysis of students who commenced, but failed, to complete a Master of International Business (MIB) degree at an Australian university within the time period 2001 to 2007. Compared to the overall number of graduates of 725 from the MIB program in that time period, the sample of students who dropped out of their degree program is small at 57 (7.9%). Nonetheless, this drop out sample provides a solid base for a systematic data analysis, while at the same time allowing detection of individual cases of interest for more detailed investigation.
INTRODUCTION
The empirical analysis of student data includes the demographic variables of age at drop out, gender, origin (international or local) as well as personal characteristics such as academic background (business or non-business education), English language proficiency, failure rate, length of enrolment and GPA. This analysis is an extension of similar work completed by the authors
 that profiled successful students. In this extension study, we examine unsuccessful students.


All students who commence a degree program expect to finish. So why do some discontinue, either voluntarily or have their candidature terminated by the university? While there is likely to be many explanations, the purpose of this research is to detect patterns that might permit university administrators to identify which students are at risk of dropping out. This would allow the university to develop suitable intervention strategies to minimize the drop out rate. 

Completion of a degree program benefits both the student and the university. Students incur personal and financial costs when undertaking postgraduate study. Recovery of these costs can be achieved through degree completion and realization of expected enhanced career earnings. Failure to complete a degree program reduces opportunities to recover costs, and may be viewed as a personal failure. Therefore, the decision to drop out is serious and not made lightly by students.

The data analysis of this study starts from the premise that the reasons for dropping out are likely to change at different stages within the degree program. For example, a student who completes one unit of study and then drops out is likely to be different to a student who stays enrolled for several semesters, fails several units, nearly completes their program and then drops out. We have both extremes represented in the sample of 57, as well as students who drop out mid way through their program (as can be seen in Table 1).

University administrators expect, and want, all students to succeed. In purely financial terms, a university forgoes tuition fee revenue when a student discontinues. Also, a university’s reputation can be harmed by having dissatisfied ex-students, thereby causing additional indirect costs (although a beneficial perception that a university has high standards may be created by having a substantial drop out rate, provided it is not too high, making it a ‘tough’ program).

What can be done to minimize the drop out rate? Again, intervention strategies are likely to vary according to where a student is placed within the degree program. An unhappy early- stage student needs university support that differs from a student who is motivated but fails and is ultimately caught by university rules that prescribe a minimum rate of progression. Indeed, in the sample of 57 student drop outs, there were 16 students who were terminated by the university, making them forced drop outs (46 dropped out voluntarily; see Table 1). How can a university prevent both outcomes? Are drop outs an inevitable casualty of a degree program? What strategies can be developed to minimize the termination rate? These are all issues addressed in this study.
Results and Discussion

The key findings of this study are summarized in Table 1. The drop out student sample is fairly representative of the overall sample of MIB students in terms of a student’s origin: 72% of the drop out students are international, while 80% of the overall student body is international. As Table 1 shows, 41 of the drop out students were international and 16 were local students. This suggests that studying in a foreign country still represents a major challenge given the different language, culture, and study and living environments. There seems, however, to be no major differences between the drop out rates of males and females. Table 1 also shows that there are no substantial differences in terms of age at exit for drop out students (range 24 – 33 years).
The study investigated whether students with a prior formal business education background were more prone to drop out. The results of this study showed (from Table 1) that 48 drop out students indeed had a prior formal business education background, and nonetheless still dropped out of the postgraduate business program. On the other hand, only 9 drop out students had to undertake the business preparation program providing them with a basic overview into business and economics prior to commencing business studies at the postgraduate level. It therefore appears that this preparation program is effective, since there were not more students from this stream that have dropped out at the subsequent postgraduate level (although this group initially did not have a formal business background). Out of the 57 drop out students, 41 were granted direct entry into the program without prior language preparation: 25 of those were international students with sufficient English levels to be granted direct entry, while 16 were local students where no English testing was required (see Table 1). Sixteen drop out students first attended a language school to improve their English prior to commencing postgraduate course work. In other words 41 drop out students’ mother tongue was not English, providing support for previous research by the same authors that has identified ‘language’ as a determining factor of academic performance. Poor English language skills put students at risk of poor marks and potential failure.

There are ethical issues to consider as well. At the point of student entry, it is not possible to discern those who will eventually drop out. All students are qualified and commence with a high probability of success. It would be unethical of a university to admit students on any other basis. As a student proceeds through a program of study, warning signs of failure to complete may emerge. The results of this study provide observable factors to preempt problems and act in a proactive way to support students through to successful completion of their degree program. In our view, it is the responsibility of the university to offer support sufficient for students to achieve their degree goal. To admit students, take their fees, then let a proportion struggle and silently disappear, is not acting responsibly and, indeed, probably illegally in view of recent legislation (e.g. ESOS Act
) aimed at protecting the rights of students, especially international students.

	Table 1

Master of International Business - Discontinued Students 2001-2007 (N=57)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Units
	Exit
	Age at
	Credit Pts
	Semesters
	No of 
	Exit Path
	Origin
	Gender
	Academic Path
	English Path

	Attempted
	GPA
	Exit
	Completed
	Enrolled
	Fails
	Drop out
	Terminate
	Int'nat
	Local
	Male
	Female
	Direct
	PP
	Direct
	English
	Weeks

	 
	(Mean)
	(Mean)
	(Mean)
	(Mean)
	(Mean)
	 
	 
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	(Mean)

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 

	1
	2.40
	24.80
	3.20
	1.00
	0.00
	5
	0
	2
	3
	1
	4
	3
	2
	5
	0
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 

	2
	0.13
	32.50
	1.00
	1.00
	1.75
	4
	0
	3
	1
	3
	1
	4
	0
	3
	1
	5

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 

	3
	0.47
	28.80
	3.20
	1.00
	2.20
	4
	1
	5
	0
	1
	4
	3
	2
	1
	4
	11.25

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 

	4
	1.87
	28.69
	10.77
	1.77
	1.15
	11
	2
	8
	5
	9
	4
	11
	2
	12
	1
	40

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 

	5
	1.00
	27.00
	10.00
	3.50
	2.50
	2
	0
	0
	2
	2
	0
	2
	0
	2
	0
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 

	6
	1.67
	25.60
	16.00
	2.60
	2.00
	4
	1
	2
	3
	2
	3
	5
	0
	4
	1
	10

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 

	7
	1.19
	26.08
	14.67
	2.17
	3.08
	4
	8
	11
	1
	5
	7
	11
	1
	6
	6
	14.33

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 

	8
	1.46
	27.22
	18.22
	2.11
	3.22
	7
	2
	8
	1
	7
	2
	7
	2
	6
	3
	14.67

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 

	9
	1.11
	28.00
	24.00
	3.00
	3.00
	0
	1
	1
	0
	1
	0
	1
	0
	1
	0
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	 

	10
	1.60
	25.00
	28.00
	4.00
	3.00
	0
	1
	1
	0
	1
	0
	1
	0
	1
	0
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Total
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	41
	16
	41
	16
	32
	25
	48
	9
	41
	16
	 


PP = Business Preparation Program required        English = English preparation program required (weeks indicate length of this program)
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