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Abstract
A large body of international research focuses on identifying reasons why students do
not ‘persist’ (Tinto 2007) within higher education. Little research has focused on students
whose leaving is non-voluntary and where narratives of ‘persistence’ are therefore not as
pertinent. This article seeks to refocus some of the attention onto the distinct group of
students who do not elect to leave their studies but who are, instead, required to
withdraw; in English higher education, such students leave under ‘Academic Fail’ and
‘Exclusion’ categories. More specifically, it explores the relationship between student
leavers’ ethnicity and their likelihood of being required to withdraw. Utilising a large
dataset comprising UK-domiciled undergraduate students enrolled to take a degree
within an English HEI in 2010-11, it finds that most groups of Black and Minority
Ethnic (BME) students are more likely to be required to withdraw than White students.
Ethnicity exerts an independent impact on a student’s likelihood of being required to
withdraw, when other background and on-course characteristics are controlled for, but
this impact varies by disciplinary area. It is suggested that these findings implicate factors
within the HE sector itself as key drivers in the process that leads to students being

required to withdraw. Lessons are drawn out for those tasked with managing the student
experience within higher education.
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Introduction and background
A growing body of international research indicates that students from diverse
backgrounds participate, persist and attain in Higher Education (HE) at different rates,
and that such differences can be explained with reference to a range of students’
background characteristics, as well as practices within HE itself. Several background and
on-course characteristics have been identified as heightening the general vulnerability of
students to not completing their courses. These include being: a man; from a lower
socio-economic class; a mature student; a part-time student; a student attending a more
local higher education institution (HEI); being from a Black and Minority Ethnic (BME)
background (Hofman & van den Berg 2003; Christie, Munro & Fisher 2004; Scott &
Smart 2005; Carter 2006; Engle & Tinto 2008; Tinto 2007; ECU/HEA 2008; Tumen,
Shulruf & Hattie 2008; Severiens & Wolff 2008; Meeuwisse, Severiens & Born 2010;
HEA 2011; Richardson 2008, 2015; Stevenson 2012; Thomas 2012; Woodfield 2014).

Tinto’s corpus on student retention, based largely on the US system and data, has made a
very significant contribution to academic and policy debates. It has also, however, led to
the development of a dominant focus on student ‘persistence’ (Tinto 2007). Very little
research has focused on students whose leaving is non-voluntary and where the narrative
of ‘persistence’ is therefore not as pertinent as it is in relation to other categories of
leaving. This article seeks to address this gap in the literature. It is based upon analysis of
a dataset comprising all UK-domiciled students registered to study for a single-

discipline 1, undergraduate degree within any English 2 higher education institution in the
years 2010/11, and centres on the question of which factors predict the likelihood that
student leavers will be required to withdraw rather than withdraw voluntarily, and
whether, in particular, the ethnic background of leavers plays a part in influencing their
likelihood of being required to withdraw rather than withdrawing voluntarily.

While the overwhelming majority (94% - see Woodfield 2014) of undergraduate students
in England go on to complete their courses, and receive their degree qualification, a
minority of them does not. When students withdraw, the event is reported to a central
register by their institutions, and, where known, a ‘reason for leaving’ category is assigned
to their case for monitoring and reporting purposes. Students most commonly withdraw
under the reason categories of ‘Academic fail/Progress disallowed’ and ‘Other Personal’.
The former category accounts for the largest group of non-voluntary withdrawals. A
smaller group of non-voluntary leavers are withdrawn under the ‘Exclusion’ category.
Together, ‘Academic fail/Progress disallowed’, and ‘Exclusion’ account for all students
whose withdrawal can be categorised as explicitly non-voluntary, and, for the purposes of
this article, comprise a sub-group of leavers who are ‘required to withdraw’. While
students who are required to withdraw account for approximately only 2% per annum of
all students within English HEIs, a case is nonetheless made here for more careful
examination of this comparatively unusual, yet non-trivial, phenomenon.
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Students who undertook joint degrees (approximately 15%) were excluded or the purposes of analysis
because the data provided no indication of the primary discipline that such students were aligned to, and
‘housed’ within; in the context of this article such information was required in order to explore the
disciplinary differences that can occur in relation to non-voluntary withdrawal patterns.
2
Although ethnicity data are available on all UK students, only English students were included in this
analysis as the percentages of BME students within Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales remain
comparatively small; for example, 97% of students reporting as ‘Black’, were studying in English
universities. English students account for approximately 84% of UK higher education students (XXX).

This is the first academic article to focus upon those students who are required to
withdraw, and the first to explore the relationship between ethnicity and the likelihood of
being required to withdraw. The focus upon student ethnicity in relation to nonvoluntary withdrawal emerges from the context of national evidence linking ethnic
minority status to a greater likelihood of non-voluntary withdrawal from primary and
secondary education, and from international evidence linking ethnic minority status to a
greater general likelihood of withdrawal from HE.

National evidence from primary and secondary education levels indicates that some
BME groups are significantly more likely to be excluded from school than White pupils
(Runnymede Trust 2002; EHRC 2010, 2015; DofE 2012; Office of the Children’s
Commissioner 2012); part of the rationale for this exploration, therefore, was to assess
whether the same observable trend can be identified within tertiary education.

The role played by ethnicity in HE is perhaps among the least understood nationally and
internationally, despite the burgeoning literature on student progress. It is important to
note that the available international evidence should not be treated as homogenous due
to the contingent nature of ethnicity category definitions across geographical regions
(Morning 2008). It is also the case that there is wide variation in practice across countries
specifically in relation to the collection of student data related to ethnic identification
(Richardson 2008), with many countries collecting no data on students’ ethnicity
(Meeuwisse et al. 2010; European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice 2014). It is
nevertheless the case, however, that, where international evidence does exist relating to
the relationship between ethnicity and withdrawal from HE studies, the majority of such
evidence suggests that ethnic minority status is associated with a greater likelihood of
withdrawal. This finding has, for instance, been identified in the US (Eimers & Pike

1997; Hobson-Horton & Owens 2004; Carter 2006; Engle & Tinto 2008), New Zealand
(Scott & Smart 2005; Ministry of Education, New Zealand 2015), the Netherlands
(Hofman & van den Berg 2003; Wolff & Pasztor 2008; Meeuwisse, Severiens & Born
2010) and the UK (ECU/HEA 2008; Stevenson 2012; Thomas 2012; Richardson 2008,
2015; Woodfield 2014).

The available evidence suggests that, even in regions where students’ ethnicity
information is collected, as is the case in the UK, the extent to which it is analysed and
effectively utilised by institutions to help them understand and manage trends in
retention and attainment of students from BME backgrounds, varies significantly (Van
Dyke & Gunaratnam 2000; Jacobs, Owen, Sergeant & Schostak 2007; ECU/HEA 2008;
Richardson 2008; Meeuwisse et al. 2010). It is hoped that the findings of this article serve
to highlight important issues for HEI staff and managers relating to the nature of the
‘student experience’ offered to students, and whether this is as inclusive as it might be.

Literature Review
The overwhelming majority of research focusing on retention in HE concentrates on
students whose withdrawal is formally defined as ‘voluntary’, or at the very least has a
tendency to conflate students whose withdrawal is non-voluntary within a general
category of those who do not ‘persist’ (Tinto 2007; see also Berger & Braxton 1998;
Wilcox, Winn & Fyvie-Gauld 2005; Bozik 2007; Severiens & Wolff 2008; Roberts 2012;
Thomas 2012). Such research draws out the extent to which ‘voluntary’ withdrawal may
nonetheless result from a range of pressures that act as significant push and pull factors
in relation to student decision-making about staying on, or leaving, their course; these

include debt, employment and family commitments. It is also undoubtedly the case that
many students withdrawing ‘voluntarily’ under some ‘reason for leaving’ categories, such
as ‘Other personal’ or ‘Other’, may in fact be withdrawing for reasons that are partially or
primarily associated with difficulties with their studies; they may be struggling
academically or experiencing challenges engaging with staff and fellow students.
Notwithstanding these riders, it is suggested here that students who do leave under the
categories associated with ‘voluntary’ withdrawal – e.g. ‘Finance’; ‘Other personal’; ‘Left
for employment’ – are qualitatively different from those whose withdrawal is more
explicitly ‘non-voluntary’; those whose withdrawal is assigned to the ‘reason for leaving’
categories of ‘Academic fail/Progress disallowed’ or ‘Exclusion’.

Although there is a striking lack of research focusing directly on students who are
required to withdraw due to academic failure, some groups of students have been
identified as being more likely to experience academic difficulties in relation to their
studies and/or less likely to achieve a ‘Good degree’ 3. These notably include students
from the more disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds and students belonging to
particular minority ethnic groups (Broecke and Nicholls 2007; Jacobs et al. 2007;
ECU/HEA 2008; Richardson 2008; Thiele et al. 2014; Thomas 2012; Cotton 2015). The
trend for students from BME backgrounds to achieve lower degrees is a consistently
identified one in the literature and much of this evidence has an obvious pertinence for
exploring the relationship between ethnicity and the requirement to withdraw due to
academic failure. It has, for instance, been noted that ethnic minority status often
intersects with, and is mediated by, other background and on-course characteristics to
3 The term ‘Good degree’, also referred to as an ‘Upper degree’, is used within academic and policy
literature to indicate a UK degree classified within the top two classifications: either ‘Upper Second’
(normally associated with an overall achievement of a mean mark between 60-69%) or ‘First’ (normally
associated with an overall achievement of a mean mark of 70% or above).

produce academic vulnerability; these characteristics include level of ‘preparedness’,
gender, age, socio-economic background, parental educational background, university
type, and mode of study i.e. whether a student is registered part-time or full-time (Smith
& Naylor 2001; Christie et al. 2004; Richardson 2008; Thomas 2012; Theile, Singleton,
Pope & Stanistreet 2015). It has been further noted that variation in academic outcomes
for different ethnic groups exists underneath the broad, umbrella category of ‘BME’
students, with Black students, in particular, being highlighted as vulnerable to academic
challenges in research focused on the UK (Fielding et al. 2008; Richardson 2008).

Historically, the analytical discussion of the vulnerability of BME students to academic
challenge has tended to veer between approaches giving primary emphasis to deficits
within the BME student groups themselves, and those primarily emphasising sector-side
explanations. ‘Deficit models’ explain the attainment gap with primary reference to prior
qualification deficits and student academic and social engagement deficits (see, for
example, interview material from HE staff cited in Jacobs et al. 2007). Sector-side
explanations (see, for example: Jacobs et al. 2007; Stephenson 2012) emphasise the role
of HE itself, its systems, staff and processes, in producing a context within which BME
students have more negative experiences than White students, leading to their relative
under-achievement.

In more recent years the emphasis within the most effective research focused on
explaining both retention and attainment gaps generally, has turned decisively away from
what Tinto has referred to in the US context as ‘blaming the victim’ (2007: 2), and
towards advancing a more holistic assessment of identifiable gaps. In terms of the
ethnicity attainment gap, research has most recently endeavoured to develop a more
detailed understanding of what it is about the HE context that can produce

comparatively negative academic experiences and outcomes for some groups of BME
students (Jacobs et al. 2007; Stephenson 2012; Cotton et al. 2015; Runnymede 2015). Key
research, in particular by Richardson (2004; 2008; 2015), however, has been critical in
drawing attention to two related and important points in relation to this project. First,
our relative lack of knowledge, and, secondly, the contingent nature of attainment gaps
that have been identified as aligned to different student characteristics. His research
points to variations that occur across the same groups of students when they are in
different HE contexts, or at different times (see also Woodfield & Earl-Novell 2006). As
Richardson has suggested, such fluidity points to the ‘intrinsically social’ nature of
attainment gaps generally (Richardson, 2004, p. 324). Most recently, and specifically
regarding observed ethnic attainment gaps, he concluded:

They are only partly explained by ethnic differences in entry qualifications. They vary from one
institution to another and from one subject area to another. This suggests that they result in part
from teaching and assessment practices in different institutions and subjects. We do not really
know whether ethnic differences in attainment are reflected in variations in the student
experience. (2015: 278)

There is a similarly striking lack of research focusing on students who are excluded from
HE for non-academic reasons, and none that focuses specifically on the relationship
between ethnicity and non-academic exclusion. In relation to evidence from the
secondary and tertiary educational sectors, where the greater likelihood of exclusion for
some BME groups has been clearly demonstrated (Runnymede 2002; EHRC 2010,
2015), explanations have also tended to emphasise ‘in-school factors’, such as low
teacher expectations and poor teacher-pupil interactions, the cultural privileging of
majority student knowledge and ‘institutional racism’, and ‘out-of-school factors’, such as
BME students’ lack of prior attainment and ‘anti-academic’ attitudes (Stamou, Edward,

Daniels and Ferguson 2014: 7; see also Runnymede 2002: 3). The ‘in-school’ phenomena
identified here find echoes in research specifically claiming that BME students experience
marginalisation from key areas and opportunities within HE, producing a number of
outcomes, ranging from less access to university places, especially to places in higher
ranked institutions, through to exclusion from the majority-centric customs, cultures and
practices within HE learning environments, and lower levels of quality engagement
between BME students and HE staff (Shiner & Modood 2002; Christie et al. 2004;
ECU/HEA 2008; Reay, Crozier & Clayton 2009; Singh 2011; ECU 2012; Arc Network
2013; Boliver 2014; Mirza 2015; Crozier, Burke & Archer 2016). Recent, qualitative,
research has highlighted the passive and active ‘othering’ of BME students that can take
place within the Academy, partly through the maintenance of ‘White norms’ (Crozier et
al., 2016); this work suggests that BME students have less access to the mainstream
experience of HE and to its core cultures and practices. BME students themselves have
also been active in articulating experiences of this process of ‘othering’ (see, for instance,
the ‘I, too, am Oxford’ initiative, 2014)

In both the literature relevant to academic failure, and that relevant to exclusion, the role
played by the disciplinary context within which a student studies for an undergraduate
degree remains a neglected area and one requiring further attention and research
(Woodfield & Earl-Novell 2006; Smith & White 2015). Variability in the outcomes of
students from different socio-demographic groups across disciplines, suggests the way
we organize broad knowledge fields within HE, contributes to differentiated outcome
patterns. This article seeks also to address the impact of disciplinary context as a
mediating factor in the relationship between ethnicity and the requirement to withdraw.
In addressing the latter issue, it seeks to further explore the contingent and fluid nature
of student outcome patterns.

Methodology

Data: participants, definitions, analytical approach
The data that the analysis underpinning this article is based upon comprises a bespoke
set supplied by the Higher Education Statistical Agency (HESA)4. It includes all
undergraduate students enrolled to take a degree in an English HEI in the academic year
2010-11, and in a single, identifiable discipline.

Ethnicity
Students domiciled in the UK are required to report their ethnic origin before they
register to study in an English HEI. Students domiciled outside the UK are not required
to report their ethnic origin when they attend an English HEI, and so were removed
from the dataset prior to analysis. UK-domiciled students reporting their ethnic origin
select from the following categories: Black or Black British – Caribbean; Black or Black
British – African; Other Black background; Asian or Asian British – Indian; Asian or
Asian British – Pakistani; Asian or Asian British – Bangladeshi; Chinese; Other Asian
background; Other Mixed background; White. Students refusing to supply this
information or reporting their ethnicity as ‘Unknown’ were excluded for the purposes of
analysis.

Continuation/non-continuation status
In terms of the broad ‘continuation’ marker that HESA deploys, students are either
identified as a continuing with their studies or not continuing. Those in the latter
category include students who have successfully completed their degree and these
students, along with continuing students, were removed from the dataset after a

4 Bespoke data-set: 34843. Please note that HESA cannot accept responsibility for any inferences or
conclusions derived from the data by third parties.

preliminary analysis of student withdrawal by ethnicity was undertaken (see Table 1
below). The remaining dataset therefore comprises all students who left their courses
without collecting their award i.e. all leavers, and the subsequent analysis was undertaken
only on leavers. The full list of categories that leavers are assigned to is as follows:
‘Successful completion of a course (result unknown)’; ‘Transferred to another
institution’; ‘Health reasons’; ‘Death’; ‘Financial reasons’; ‘Other personal & dropped
out’; ‘Written off after lapse of time’; ‘Gone into employment’; ‘Other’; ‘Unknown’;
‘Academic Failure/not permitted to progress’; ‘Exclusion’. Students recorded under
‘transferred to another institution’ and ‘Successful completion of a course (result
unknown)’ were removed for the purposes of analysis, as there remains uncertainty
within these categories about their future progress on degree-conferring courses.
Students recorded under ‘Death’ and ‘Unknown’ and also were removed from the
dataset. Students leaving for all reasons except ‘Academic Failure/not permitted to
progress’ (abbreviated here to ‘Academic Failure’) and ‘Exclusion’ are deemed to have
withdrawn voluntarily, while students falling into these latter two categories are deemed
to have been ‘required to withdraw’. Students leaving due to ‘Academic Failure’ are
defined by HESA as failing assessment at any stage. Students leaving under the
‘Exclusion’ category do so because they have been deemed to have broken institutional
rules, either behavioural or financial (HESA 2011).

Socio-demographic and on-course characteristics
As well as information relating to a student’s ethnicity, the dataset included a number of
items relating to students’ other socio-demographic background characteristics that were
pertinent to this analysis 5, and a number of items related to on-course characteristics; in

Another possible predictor variable - students’ Tariff point total from pre-university qualifications –
could not be included in the model as it was missing from approximately 80% of cases.

5

both cases these had been identified as likely predictors of withdrawal from initial
analyses and from previous research highlighting vulnerability characteristics associated
with withdrawal. In terms of socio-demographic background characteristics, the
following were included in the analysis: gender; socio-economic class; whether a parent
had an HE qualification or not; age 6. In terms of on-course characteristics, the following
variables were included in the analysis: mode of study; HEI type attended; Distance
between pre-HE home address and HE home address.

Gender
Students identified themselves as ‘female’, ‘male’, or of an indeterminate gender. Three
students who identified as of indeterminate gender were removed for the purposes of
analysis and for confidentiality reasons.

Socio-economic class
Students provided information on socio-economic class using an occupation-based
system 7. For applicants prior to 2008-09, this classification was based on the socioeconomic background/occupation of students aged 21 and over at the start of their
course, or for students under 21 the socio-economic background of their parent, stepparent or guardian who earned the most. For applicants for 2008-09 entry only, this
classification was based on the socio-economic background/occupation of the student if
they were not in full-time education, or for students in full-time education, the socioeconomic background of their parent, step-parent or guardian.

1 = Higher managerial and professional occupations; 2 = Lower managerial and professional
occupations; 3 = Intermediate occupations; 4 = Small employers and own account workers; 5 = Lower
supervisory and technical occupations; 6 = Semi-routine occupations; 7 = Routine occupations; 8 = Never
worked and long-term unemployed; 9 = Not classified.

7

Parental education
This measure recorded whether a student’s parents had attained a higher education
qualification or not.

Age
Students were identified as of ‘traditional’ age, defined as under 21 at the start of their
degree, or as of ‘mature’ age, defined as over 21 at the start of the their degree.

Mode of study
Students were defined as full-time or part-time. Full-time students were those normally
required to attend an institution for periods amounting to at least 24 weeks within the
year of study. Part-time students were those recorded as studying part-time, or studying
full-time on courses lasting less than 24 weeks, on block release, or studying during the
evenings only.

Higher Education Institution type
The higher education institutions that students were registered for their degrees with
were categorised as either ‘Russell Group’ or ‘Other’. ‘Russell Group’ HEIs are a selfselected group of 24 comparatively large public universities, 20 of which are institutions
located within England, and which are associated with a concentration of post-graduate
research activity, research funding, and research defined as ‘world-leading’ in the UK’s
Research Excellence Framework’. Although the distinctive quality and status claims of
this group of universities is contested (see, for example: Boliver 2015), such institutions
are usually highly-ranked within national and international league tables.

Distance between pre-HE home address and HE home address
HESA collects data, where available 8, on the distance between a student’s pre-HE home
address and the HE home address. A binary variable was subsequently created to
distinguish between students who were studying at a nearby HEI and those who were
studying at an HEI further afield. BME students, mature students, and students from
lower socio-economic classes are more likely to study at a university that is within 30
miles of their pre-HE home address. Students attending an HEI within 30 miles of their
pre-HE home address are also more likely to withdraw from their studies without
attaining their degree and are less likely to obtain a ‘good degree’ (Woodfield 2014).

Discipline
Disciplinary boundaries were constructed to reflect subject groupings as defined by the
UK’s Higher Education Academy (HEA) (see Woodfield 2014).

Analytical strategy
Initial analyses comprised the production of frequencies. First, the whole final data-set
(n=1375054) was examined to explore the relationship between students’ ethnic
grouping and the incidence of them leaving their course without their degree (see Table 1
below), and to provide contextual information about selected disciplines (See Table 3).
Frequencies were also produced from the ‘leavers only’ data-set (n=77289 9) to examine
the relationship between students’ ethnicity and their reasons for leaving their degree,
and in relation to the provision of contextual information for subsequent disciplinary
analyses (see Tables 2 and 4).

It should be noted that data relating to distance from HEI was missing in approximately 30% of cases.
Varying numbers in subsequent tables reflect the exclusions made from this ‘Leavers only’ dataset, as
outlined above.
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Required to withdraw rates within paired disciplines
To further explore the relative validity of ‘deficit model’ and ‘sector-side’ explanatory
approaches (including the mediating effect of disciplinary studied), for particular groups’
lower attainment and retention rates within HE, a further stage of analysis was
undertaken. It is generally the case that different disciplines require students to withdraw
at different rates, with some disciplines in the UK, for instance Veterinary Science,
reporting no Exclusions and others, for instance History, reporting that 10% of their
leavers are excluded (Woodfield 2014). The further stage of analysis was undertaken in
relation to the leavers within two, paired Social Science disciplines (Business and
Management and Education), and two, paired Science disciplines (Biological Science and
Psychology). By exploring the role played by ethnicity in these two sets of paired
disciplines, this further stage of analysis supported exploration of the extent to which the
impact of ethnic background varies across the sector, and even across cognate
disciplines. A series of four, binary logistic regressions were performed, each individuallynested within one of the selected disciplines. This enabled the assessment of the impact
of a number of background and on-course factors on the likelihood that leavers were
required to withdraw, and allowed the assessment of the impact of each variable
independently, while others were held constant.

The models contained seven predictor variables 10: gender (Female/Male); age
(Traditional age/Mature); Socio-economic class (1&2/3-9); Parent with HE qualification
(Yes/No); Mode of study (Full-time/Part-time); Institutional type (Russell
Group/Other); Distance between pre-HE address and HEI address (Over 30
miles/Under 30 miles); and Ethnicity (White/Black/Asian/Other Mixed). In each case
A check for inter-correlations among predictor variables was undertaken using collinearity diagnostics in
SPSS. All tolerance levels lay between .737 and .996, indicating low multicollinearity.
10

the reference category and first category was that category previously identified as being
associated with a reduced risk of withdrawal from studies. The dependent variable was
‘required to withdraw’/‘withdrew voluntarily’. The full range of ethnicity categories was
collapsed into 4 broader categories at this stage of the analyses to ensure that a sufficient
number of students were associated with each ethnic group. It should be acknowledged
that this process nevertheless aggregates ethnic subgroups whose overall pattern in terms
of voluntary/non-voluntary withdrawal is more nuanced (see Table 2).

All analyses were undertaken using SPSS (version 21).

Results
Reason for leaving, overall and by ethnicity

Approximate position of Table 1 here

As is evidenced in Table 1, with the exception of Chinese, and Asian or Asian British –
Indian students, those identifying as from a BME background were more likely to leave
their courses without attaining their degree. Black or Black British students were the

most likely to withdraw without their degree, with nine per cent or more of students in
all three Black subcategories leaving under these circumstances.

Table 2 summarises the ‘reason for leaving’ categories that student leavers were reported
under, both generally and for each ethnic group. In terms of the general picture, students
leaving because of ‘Academic Failure’ comprise the largest category of leavers (30%),
followed by those leaving for reasons categorised as ‘Other personal’ (24%), those
leaving because they had completed a course (not a degree course) (16%), and ‘Other’
(14%). Much smaller percentages of students who left were registered under ‘Health’,
‘Financial’, and ‘Employment’ reasons – these categories collectively accounted for just
7% of all leavers – while 5% of students were ‘Written Off after a time lapse’ and 5%
were excluded. Overall, students who were required to withdraw from their studies,
following Academic Failure or Exclusion, comprised 35% of leavers, with the majority of
those exiting because of Academic Failure.

Approximate position of Table 2 here

Student leavers from different ethnic backgrounds were not evenly represented within
those required to withdraw, with leavers from a White background being considerably
less likely than other groups to exit non-voluntarily. Of White leavers 29% were required
to withdraw, 24% on academic grounds while 5% were excluded. It is notable that
student leavers from a White background, when compared to the sector average, were
marginally over-represented within the reason categories of ‘Other personal’ and ‘Other’,
and ‘Left for employment’. Leavers from both a Chinese (41%) and Other Mixed
background (41%) comprised the next least likely groups to be required to withdraw; in
both cases, higher percentages of students were required to withdraw, as compared to
students from a ‘White’ background, primarily because of elevated levels of Academic
Failure.

The student leavers most likely to be required to withdraw were students from a Black or
Black British – African background (56%); these students were over twice as likely to be
excluded when compared to the sector. This group was followed by student leavers from
an Other Asian background, where 54% were required to withdraw, 49% because of
Academic Failure reasons, and Other Black British students, where 52% were required to
withdraw; it was notable that such students were nearly three times more likely than the
sector average to exit because of ‘Exclusion’. Indeed, all student leavers identifying as
from a ‘Black’ ethnic background had elevated levels of leavers under both ‘Exclusion’
and ‘Academic Failure’ categories. This pattern contrasted with other BME groups
whose over-representation within the required to withdraw categories was largely or
solely accounted for by elevated levels of Academic Failure exits. It is noteworthy that
the elevated levels of leavers that were required to withdraw amongst BME students, sat
alongside relatively depressed levels of BME students leaving for ‘Other Personal’ and
‘Other’ reasons.

Contextualising the discipline-based analyses
As can be seen form Table 3, on the Social Science side, Business and Management has a
larger percentage of students from BME backgrounds (29%) than the sector average
(21%), while Education has a lower percentage (14%). On the Science side, Biological
Science has a slightly larger percentage of BME students (22%) than the sector average,
and Psychology has a slightly smaller one (19%).

Approximate position of Table 3 here

Table 4 presents the reasons why students leave the subject without their degree across
the four selected disciplines. Of specific interest here is the balance between students
who are required to withdraw and those that withdraw voluntarily. On the Social Science

side, 41% of leavers within Business and Management are required to withdraw, which is
higher than the sector average of 35%; leavers were over-represented in both categories
of ‘Failed academically’ and ‘Exclusion’ in this discipline. By contrast, 25% of leavers
within Education were required to withdraw, which was lower than the sector average;
here the smaller percentage of those required to withdraw may be linked to the larger
than average percentages of students withdrawing for ‘Other personal’ reasons. In terms
of the Science disciplines, 35% of student leavers within Biological Science are required
to withdraw, which matches the sector average, while 32% of student leavers within
Psychology fell into this category. Of particular interest here is Psychology’s elevated
percentages – 11% against the sector average of 5% - of students excluded.

Approximate position of Table 4 here

Binary Logistic regression results
The model for Business and Management was statistically significant (X2 (10) = 114.86, p
< .001). As can be seen in Table 5, three independent variables made a unique,
statistically significant contribution to the model predicting the likelihood of student
leavers being required to withdraw from studies. Men had higher odds of being required
to withdraw (OR=1.68; 95% CI=1.28-2.22), and mature aged students (OR=.68; 95%
CI=.47-.98) were less likely to be required to withdraw than traditional aged students.
The strongest predictor of being required to withdraw was, however, ethnicity. Black
students were over 4 times more likely to be required to withdraw (OR=4.52; 95%
CI=3.03-6.74) than White students, while Asian students were over 3 times more likely
(OR=3.24; 95% CI=2.28-4.59) and students identifying as Other Mixed we twice as
likely (OR=2.03; 95% CI=1.16-3.53).

By comparison, within Education, the model did not achieve statistical significance (X2
(10) = 17.93, p = .06). Of particular note is the fact that student leavers from BME
backgrounds were not significantly more likely to be required to withdraw from their
studies.

The model for Biological Science was statistically significant (X2 (10) = 88.96, p < .001).
As can be seen from Table 6, three independent variables made a unique statistically
significant contribution to the model predicting the likelihood of leavers being required
to withdraw. As with Business and Management, leavers from all three broad BME
backgrounds were more likely to be required to withdraw from their studies than White
student leavers. Black students were nearly four times more likely (OR = 3.88; 95%
CI=2.06-7.30), while Asian student leavers were over five times more likely (OR = 5.11;
95% CI=3.05-8.57) and leavers from an Other Mixed background were over twice as

likely to be required to withdraw (OR – 2.76; 95% CI=1.10-7.00). Additionally, leavers
from non-Russell Group HEIs were over three times more likely to be required to
withdraw from their studies (OR = 3.34; 95% CI=1.46-7.63), and leavers whose preuniversity address was less than 30 miles away from the HEI they were studying at, were
also more likely to be required to withdraw (OR = 1.73; 95% CI=1.14-2.64).

The model for the second Science discipline, Psychology, was also statistically significant
(X2 (10) = 42.73, p < .001). Of most interest here is the fact that, although three
independent variables made a unique statistically significant contribution to predicting
the likelihood of student leavers being required to withdraw - gender, mode of study and
distance between pre-university address and HEI – ethnicity did not.

Approximate position of Tables 5 & 6 here

Discussion and conclusion
Students from most BME backgrounds were more likely to withdraw from their studies
than White students. Amongst leavers, all groups of BME students were more likely to
be required to withdraw than White students. In the cases of Black or Black British –
African, Other Black British, and Other Asian leavers, the majority of the students were
required to withdraw rather than withdrawing voluntarily. Furthermore, Black students
here were found to be those particularly over-represented in the Exclusion category of
those required to withdraw suggesting a continuation of the trend wherein such students
have elevated levels of exclusion at primary and secondary educational levels
(Runnymede Trust 2002; EHRC 2010, 2015; DofE 2012).

Of interest is the fact that the elevated levels of BME leavers required to withdraw sat
alongside comparatively depressed levels of students withdrawing for ‘Other Personal’
and ‘Other’ reasons, and this finding may well reflect less positive engagement between
some groups of BME students and HEI staff (ECU/HEA 2008; ECU 2012). If students
are engaging with academic and professional services staff often and fruitfully, then it
seems reasonable to assume that they are more likely to enter into a dialogue in relation
to any problems they may be experiencing, which, in turn, may impact positively on
withdrawal rates overall, or, at the very least, on the rates at which leavers’ withdrawals
are categorised as voluntary.

The results from the discipline-specific, Logistic Regression analyses were of particular
interest, specifically for two reasons. First, it was confirmed that, in one Social Science
discipline (Business and Management), and one Science discipline (Biological Science),
being a leaver from a Black, Asian or Other Mixed background was a significant
predictor of being required to withdraw. This was when other factors that may be

associated with increased vulnerability to withdrawal, were controlled for, confirming
that ethnicity is playing an independent role in student outcomes within HE (Richardson
2008, 2015). Following on from other research focusing on UK students (e.g.
ECU/HEA 2008; Fielding et al. 2008; Richardson 2008), Black and Asian students seem
to be particularly vulnerable to negative outcomes within HE.

Secondly, the discipline-specific analyses confirmed that this pattern was not universal
across the sector, for in cognate Social Science (Education) and Science (Psychology)
disciplines, ethnicity was not a predictor of whether leavers were required to withdraw or
not. The contextual information relating to the selected disciplines makes clear this
variation is not related to the density of BME students within a particular discipline; for
instance, in Business and Management, there is a larger percentage of BME students than
in Education, and yet it is in the former that we see ethnicity emerge as a predictor of
being required to withdraw. It is the case, that within Business and Management, a higher
percentage of students are required to withdraw overall; however, this cannot explain the
independent role of ethnicity as a predictor of being required to withdraw. In Biological
Science, where the required to withdraw rate is the same as the sector average, ethnicity
remains a significant predictor.

These findings, therefore, suggests that the composition of the required to withdraw
category is, to some extent, a determination of disciplinary cultures, customs and
practices rather than characteristics of the students themselves, although they offer no
further insight into the precise nature and role of such cultures. They support
Richardson’s work in echoing his conclusion that we lack collective knowledge about
why ethnicity has an independent impact on outcome (2015), but also that, even in the
context of this knowledge deficit, the fluidity of outcome patterns for different groups,

points to the ‘intrinsically social’ nature of factors producing outcomes (Richardson,
2004, 2008; Woodfield & Earl-Novell 2006). These findings also, therefore, concur with
Jacobs et al. (2007) and Stephenson (2012) that there is little analytical mileage in
focusing on individualistic or ‘deficit’ approaches’, which emphasise students’
characteristics when attempting to better understand differentiated student outcomes.
Rather we should focus on exploring how such characteristics may co-produce different
treatments and outcomes within institutions (see, for example: Crozier, Burke & Archer
2016). More specifically, the findings suggest that consideration of sector-side
phenomena, such as the discipline in which a student studies, should play a more central
role in future research.

There are a number of potential implications of these findings for HEIs, and specifically,
for HEI managers. They emphasise the socio-political nature of university processes and
the composition of abstract categories such as ‘reason for leaving’ categories. The
variation in practices, in terms of requiring students to withdraw across the different
disciplines, that is identified here, emphasises that outcomes are a product of densely and
complexly embedded social practices. The findings therefore raise important questions
about the nature of the ‘student experience’ offered to students, and whether this is as
inclusive, and as consistent, as it might be. The findings further support previous calls for
improved data collection practices in relation to ethnicity within the UK (Van Dyke &
Gunaratnam 2000; Jacobs, Owen, Sergeant & Schostak 2007; ECU/HEA 2008;
Richardson 2008) and elsewhere (Meeuwisse et al. 2010l European
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice 2014); this is an especially relevant message for those
countries where such data are not collected. In those geographical regions where
ethnicity data exists, these findings support the case for its better utilization, following

Richardson’s suggestion that much of what passes for ‘ethnic monitoring’ in UK HE is
often no more than ‘ethnic enumeration’ (2008: 46). Without addressing data-deficit
issues, it will be difficult to improve our collective awareness of the patterns embedded
within student progress trends and therefore will prove harder to better underpin
improvements in organisational decision-making regarding the processes that lead to
students’ withdrawal, especially their non-voluntary withdrawal.

It is hoped that this article has also made a case for treating non-voluntary withdrawal as
a distinct category from voluntary withdrawal, and in doing so, offers an alternative focus
to that of previous research which has almost exclusively focused on voluntary
withdrawal (Berger & Braxton 1998; Wilcox et al 2005; Bozik 2007; Tinto 2007;
Severiens & Wolff 2008; Roberts 2012; Thomas 2012). In terms of future research, it is
clear that there would be value in increasing institutional efforts to access affected
groups’ qualitative accounts of the processes that led to their outcomes (ECU/HEA
2008: 4).
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Tables - Undergraduate students who are required to withdraw from university: the role of ethnicity
Table 1– Percentage 1 of students from available ethnic categories who left their course without attaining their degree, by ethnicity, England 2010-11

Black or Black British - Caribbean
Black or Black British - African
Other Black British
Asian or Asian British - Indian
Asian or Asian British - Pakistani
Asian or Asian British - Bangladeshi
Chinese
Other Asian
Other Mixed
White

1

%/number of students in each
ethnic group leaving without
degree
10 (2120)
9 (5005)
11 (485)
5 (2255)
7 (2153)
7 (813)
5 (469)
7 (1420)
7 (3369)
5 (48304)

Percentages are rounded up if they are above the 0.5 mark and down if below. Due to this rounding strategy, aggregated percentages may not equal 100%. All other numbers
reported and rounded to 2 decimal places.

%/number
leaving for
health reasons

%/number
leaving for
finance reasons

%/number
leaving for
‘Other personal’
reasons

%/number
leaving for
‘Other’ reasons

%/number
written off
after time lapse

%/number
left for
employment

%/number
who failed
academically

%/number
excluded

% Total
Required to
withdraw

All leavers
Black or
Black British Caribbean
Black or
Black British African
Other Black
British
Asian or
Asian British Indian
Asian or
Asian British Pakistani
Asian or
Asian British Bangladeshi
Chinese
Other Asian
Other Mixed
White

%/number
Completing a
course (nondegree)

Table 2: Student leavers only: reason for withdrawing from their course without their degree, by ethnicity, England, 2010-11

16 (9205)
17 (250)

3 (1400)
2 (29)

2 (1187) 24 (13367)
2 (36)
14 (210)

14 (7800)
9 (125)

5 (2723)
8 (112)

2 (1078)
1 (9)

30 (16836)
40 (586)

5 (2970)
8 (121)

35
47

15 (512)

1 (25)

2 (79)

11 (374)

8 (255)

7 (218)

0 (12)

45 (1484)

11 (359)

56

16 (52)

1 (4)

4 (12)

12 (40)

9 (31)

6 (20)

0 (1)

38 (126)

14 (46)

52

19 (319)

2 (26)

1 (21)

17 (285)

11 (178)

5 (76)

2 (24)

41 (670)

3 (50)

44

18 (300)

1 (17)

2 (30)

18 (293)

11 (174)

4 (69)

1 (15)

40 (656)

5 (83)

45

15 (90)

1 (5)

2 (13)

22 (131)

9 (54)

3 (16)

1 (4)

44 (264)

4 (21)

48

19 (65)
13 (131)
16 (377)
16 (5860)

2 (5)
1 (14)
2 (39)
3 (1114)

1 (3)
2 (17)
2 (47)
2 (731)

18 (61)
14 (140)
20 (486)
27 (9822)

13 (46)
10 (100)
13 (326)
15 (5481)

5 (16)
6 (65)
6 (150)
5 (1666)

2 (7)
1 (9)
1 (24)
3 (923)

38 (131)
49 (511)
35 (853)
24 (8702)

3 (10)
5 (50)
6 (137)
5(1854)

41
54
41
29

%/number
‘White’

%/number
‘Black or Black
British’

%/number
‘Asian or Asian
British’

%/number
‘Other Mixed’

Table 3 – Composition of student body across paired disciplines, by broad reported ethnic category – England 2010/11

Sector as a whole

79 (957865)

7 (84600)

10 (114300)

4 (48995)

Business & Management
Education

72 (56459)
86 (69239)

10 (7726)
5 (3873)

14 (10777)
6 (5111)

5 (3554)
3 (2192)

Biological Science
Psychology

77 (28581)
81 (38402)

6 (2294)
6 (3036)

12 (4557)
8 (3793)

4 (1548)
5 (2265)

Social Science
Science

%/number
cCompleting a
course (nondegree)

%/number
leaving for
health reasons

%/number
leaving for
finance reasons

%/number
leaving for
‘Other personal’
reasons

%/number
leaving for
‘Other’ reasons

%/number
written off after
time lapse

%/number left
for employment

%/number who
failed
academically

%/number
excluded

% Required to
withdraw

Table 4: Reasons for student leavers to withdraw from their studies without their degree, by paired disciplines: Business & Management Education,
Biological Science & Psychology

Sector as a
whole
Social Science
disciplines

16 (9205)

3 (1400)

2 (1187)

24 (13367)

14 (7800)

5 (2723)

2 (1078)

30 (16836)

5 (2970)

35

Business &
Management
Education

14 (622)

2 (75)

2 (89)

20 (896)

15 (704)

6 (250)

2 (85)

34 (1533)

7 (314)

41

17 (662)

4 (138)

3 (96)

29 (1118)

14 (524)

6 (238)

3 (97)

21 (805)

4 (150)

25

20 (348)

2 (34)

2 (41)

22 (374)

14 (236)

4 (64)

2 (39)

31 (531)

4 (67)

35

16 (364)

3 (56)

2 (33)

26 (429)

11 (178)

6 (104)

2 (39)

21 (348)

11 (178)

32

Science
disciplines
Biological
Science
Psychology

Gender
Women
(reference)
Men
Socioeconomic
Class
1&2
(reference)
3-9
Parental HE
Yes
(reference)
No
Age
Traditional
(reference)

Education

Business &
Management

Table 5: Social Science disciplines – Logistic regression for predicting required to withdraw status; a comparison of Business & Management and
Education

%/number

Odds
Ratios

40 (446)

*

60 (659)

1.68

95% CI for
Odds Ratios

1.28-2.22

p-Value

.00

%/number

Odds Ratios

79 (665)

*

21 (175)

1.40

1&2 (reference)

38 (322)

*

3-9

62 (518)

1.20

Parental HE
Yes (reference)

40 (336)

*

No

60 (504)

.66

Age
Traditional
(reference)

71 (595)

*

Gender
Women
(reference)
Men

95% CI for
Odds Ratios

p-Value

.94-2.07

.10

.84-1.70

.33

.47-.94

.02

Socio-economic
Class
47 (520)

*

53 (585)

.89

48 (527)

*

52 (578)

.97

80 (883)

*

.67-1.19

.73-1.27

.44

.80

Mature
Mode of
Study
Full-time
(reference)
Part-time
HEI type
Russell
Group
(reference)
Other

20 (222)

.47-.98

.04

Mature

29 (245)

.57

78 (658)

*

22 (182)

1.32

HEI type
Russell Group
(reference)

2 (17)

*

.88

Other

98 (823)

.81

44 (370)

*

.99

Distance
Over 30 miles
(reference)
Under 30 miles

56 (470)

1.35

.36-.91

.02

.83-2.11

.24

.26-2.55

.71

.95-1.93

.10

.79-2.52
.44-1.63
.54-2.69

.24
.62
.64

Mode of Study
84 (932)

*

16 (173)

1.28

4 (42)

*

96 (1063)

.95

Distance
Over 30 miles 52 (571)
(reference)
Under 30
48 (534)
miles
Ethnicity
White
(reference)
Black
Asian
Other Mixed

.68

.87-1.89

.47-1.90

.21

*
1.00

65 (713)

*

13 (141)
17 (191)
5 (60)

4.52
3.24
2.03

.76-1.33

3.03-6.74
2.28-4.59
1.16-3.53

.00
.00
.01

Full-time
(reference)
Part-time

Ethnicity
White (reference) 79 (662)

*

Black
Asian
Other Mixed

1.41
.85
1.21

9 (73)
8(69)
4 (36)

* Reference category
Note: Business & Management: R2 = .81 (Hosmer & Lemeshow), .10 (Cox & Snell), .14 (Nagelkerke). Model X2 (10) = 114.86, p < .001
Note re. Education: R2 = .09 (Hosmer & Lemeshow), .02 (Cox & Snell), .03 (Nagelkerke). Model X2 (10) = 17.93, p = .06

Biological
Science

Psychology

Table 6: Science disciplines – Logistic regression for predicting required to withdraw status; a comparison of Biological Science and Psychology

Gender
Women
(reference)
Men
Socioeconomic
Class
1&2
(reference)
3-9
Parental HE
Yes
(reference)
No
Age
Traditional
(reference)
Mature

%/number

Odds
Ratios

53 (306)

*

43 (270)

1.36

49 (285)

*

51 (291)

.72

52 (299)

*

48 (277)

.75

85 (488)

*

15 (88)

1.55

95% CI for
Odds Ratios

.91-2.04

.46-1.11

.49-1.17

.900-2.67

p-Value

.14

Gender
Women
(reference)
Men

.14

Socioeconomic
Class
1&2
(reference)
3-9

.21

Parental HE
Yes
(reference)
No

.11

Age
Traditional
(reference)
Mature

%/number

Odds Ratios

75 (482)

*

25 (164)

1.73

45 (288)

*

55 (358)

.88

44 (285)

*

56 (361)

1.05

81 (526)

*

19 (120)

1.40

95% CI for
Odds Ratios

p-Value

1.15-2.61

.01

.59-1.30

.51

.70-1.57

.83

.88-2.24

.16

Mode of
Study
Full-time
(reference)
Part-time
HEI type
Russell Group
(reference)
Other
Distance
Over 30 miles
(reference)
Under 30
miles
Ethnicity
White
(reference)
Black
Asian
Other Mixed

91 (526)

*

9 (50)

1.87

11 (66)

*

89 (510)

3.34

62 (358)

*

38 (218)

1.73

72 (412)

*

9 (53)
15 (88)
4 (23)

3.88
5.11
2.76

.98-3.57

1.46-7.63

1.14-2.64

2.06-7.30
3.05-8.57
1.10-7.00

.06

Mode of
Study
Full-time
(reference)
Part-time

.00

HEI type
Russell Group 8 (53)
(reference)
Other
92 (593)

.01

.00
.00
.03

Distance
Over 30 miles
(reference)
Under 30
miles
Ethnicity
White
(reference)
Black
Asian
Other Mixed

92 (594)

*

8 (52)

2.99

1.64-5.47

.00

1.21

.57-2.55

.62

44 (287)

1.97

1.32-2.93

.00

78 (503)

*

9 (56)
7 (46)
6 (41)

.89
1.79
1.08

.45-1.75
.91-3.55
.51-2.30

.72
.09
.84

*

56 (359)

* Reference category
Note: Biological Science: R2 = .26 (Hosmer & Lemeshow), .14 (Cox & Snell), .21 (Nagelkerke). Model X2 (10) = 88.96, p < .001
Note re. Psychology: R2 = .75 (Hosmer & Lemeshow), .06 (Cox & Snell), .10 (Nagelkerke). Model X2 (10) = 42.73, p < .001

