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Abstract

Graduate education leads students to follow a career in their expertise fields. In this respect, graduate
education is attractive to students. However, in graduate education, there are several factors affecting the
students’ degree completion. This study aims to check the student attrition rates for master’s and doctoral
education and to investigate the role of organizational factors on the degree non-completion in graduate
education. This study was designed as a correlational study using secondary data. The non-completion
rate was the criterion variable, while the university type, the students per faculty member, and the articles
published per faculty member were the predictors. Descriptive statistics and Simultaneous Multiple
Regression Analysis were performed to achieve the purpose of the study. The findings of the current
study showed that the student attrition rates for master’s education were higher than those for doctoral
education. Furthermore, the articles per faculty member predicted the non-completion both in master’s
and doctoral degree, while the university type predicted only the non-completion in master’s degree. It
was recommended that the performance of the academic staff should be taken into consideration to
increase the degree completion rates.
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Tiirkiye’de Lisansiistii Egitimde Ogrenciyi Okulda Tutma: Orgiitsel Faktérlerin Lisansiistii

Egitim Mezuniyetindeki Rolii

Oz

Lisansiistii egitim, kendi uzmanlk alanlarinda bir kariyer takip etmeleri dogrultusunda oGgrencileri
yonlendirir. Bu baglamda, lisansiistii egitim Ogrenciler igin cezbedici olmaktadir. Fakat &grencilerin
lisansiistii egitimi tamamlamamalarina sebep olan belli etkenler vardir. Bu ¢aligma, yiiksek lisans ve
doktora egitimlerinde &grencilerin mezuniyet durumlarini kontrol etmeyi ve lisansiistii egitimde
mezuniyet oranlarma etki eden orgiitsel faktorleri arastirmay! amaglamaktadir. Calisma deseni iliskisel
tarama olup ikincil veri analizi yapilmigtir. Derece tamamlayamama orani bagimli degisken iken
universite tiirli, 6gretim {iyesi basina diisen 6grenci sayisi ve 6gretim iiyesi basina diisen makale sayisi
bagimsiz degiskenlerdir. Caliymanin amacim gergeklestirmek igin betimleyici istatistik ve es zamanl
coklu regresyon analizi kullanilmigtir. Caligma bulgular yiiksek lisans 6grenci kaybinin doktora 6grenci
kaybindan yiiksek oldugunu gostermistir. Ayrica, 6gretim iiyesi basma diisen makale sayist hem yiiksek
lisans hem doktora tamamlamama oranini yordarken tniversite tiirii ise sadece yiiksek lisans
tamamlamama oranini yordamistir. Tamamlama oranlarinin artirilmasi igin akademik personelin
performansmin hesaba katilmasi 6nerilmektedir.
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Genisletilmis Tiirkce Ozet
Giris

Tiirkiye yiiksekdgretim sistemi, yiiksekdgretimin amacim iiglii bir sacayagina oturtmaktadir. Ogrencilerin bircok
boyutta gelistirilmesi, devlete ve topluma katkilar sunulmasi ve bilimsel ¢aligmalar yiiriitilmesi genel amaglar
olarak siralanabilir. Yiiksekogretim kurumlari genel olarak mesleki egitime dayali iki y1l siiresi olan 6n lisans
programlari, siiresi en az dort yil olan lisans programlar1 ve lisans sonrasi lisansiistii egitim programlari ile bu
amac1 gergeklestirmeye hizmet etmektedir.

Yiiksekogretimin en iist basamagi olan lisansustii egitim yiiksek lisans ve doktora asamalarini baridirmaktadir.
Yiiksekogretim Kurulunun (Council of Higher Education [CoHE] (2019) 2018-2019 veri setine gore Tirkiye’de
394174 yiiksek lisans, 96199 doktora 6grencisi kayith durumdadir. Bu 6grencilerin bir kismi egitimlerini
tamamlayarak bir lisansiistii derece edinirken dgrencilerin bir kismi ise egitimlerine devam etmemekte ve mezun
olamamaktadir. Lisansiistli egitimdeki bu gizli problem 6grenci kaybina neden olmakta ve mezuniyet oranlari
diismektedir.

Ogrenci kayb1 uluslararasi alan yazinda énemli bir yer tutmakta iken (Lovitts, 2001) Tiirkiye alan yazininda son
yillarda belirgin hale gelmeye baslamistir. Onceki yillardaki calismalar daha ¢ok alt okul diizeylerindeki okul
terkine (Biilbiil, 2012; Ozbas, 2010; Simsek, 2011), devamsizlik, altyap: problemi, burs sorunlari, akademisyen
yetersizligi ve aile sorumluluklar1 gibi lisansiistii egitimdeki tek boyutlu problemlere (Coruk, Cagatay ve Oztiirk,
2016; Nayir, 2001; Seving, 2011) yogunlagmistir. Bu ¢alisma, yiksek lisans ve doktora egitimlerinde derece
tamamlamama oranlarini kontrol etmeyi ve lisansiistii egitimde derece tamamlamama oranlarina etki eden
orgiitsel faktorleri aragtirmay1 amaglamaktadir.

Problem durumu ve alan yazindaki ¢aligmalar dikkate alindiginda lisansiistii egitimi tamamlamama durumunun
incelenmesi arastirma boyutunda alan yazina 6nemli katkilar sunacaktir. Yiiksekogretim yonetimi ile ilgili olarak
ogrenci kayb1 konusunun orgiitsel faktorlerle iliskilendirilmesi hem politika yapicilara hem de yiiksekdgretim
kurumlar1 yoneticilerine stratejik planlarinda 1sik olabilecektir. Calisma kuramsal agidan degerlendirildiginde
Tinto (1975) ile baslayan orgiit odakli siireclerin giinlimiizde hangi formlar1 igerdiginin tartisilmasi iizerine
katkilar sunacaktir.

Lovitts (2011) kisisel karakterlerden iiniversitelerin yapisal niteligine kadar bircok etkenden soz etmektedir.
Universitenin devlet ya da vakif {iniversitesi olmasi (Chaney ve Farris, 1991), kurumun destek saglamasi ya da
saglamamasi (DesJardins, Ahlburg ve McCall, 2002) ve béliim (Gardner, 2009) orgiitsel etkenlere 6rnek olarak
gosterilebilir. Diger taraftan, cinsiyet (Ferreira, 2003), akademik beceri ( Kahn ve Nauta, 2001) ve psikolojik iyi-
olus (Napoli ve Wortman, 1998) kisisel etkenler olarak siralanabilir.

Yontem

Bu ¢aligma iliskisel bir arastirmadir. iliskisel calismalarda en ez iki degisken arasindaki iliskiler incelenmekte
olup galismada yordayici degiskenlerin bagimli degiskenle olan iligkisi arastirilacaktir. Yordayict degiskenler
iiniversite tiirli, 0gretim iiyesi bagina diisen 0grenci sayist ve dgretim iiyesi basina diisen makale sayisi iken
bagimli degisken ise tamamlamama oranidir. Bu ¢alismada ikincil veri kullanilmigtir. Veri, Yiiksek6gretim
Kurulundan (resmi yazi ile), Yiiksekogretim Kurulunun agik erisimli web sitesinden ve Universitelerin
Akademik Performanslarina Gore Siralamasinin (University Ranking by Academic Performance [URAP]) acik
erisimli web sitesinden elde edilmistir. Ogrenci kayip oranlar1 tablolama ydntemi ile betimsel olarak, drgiitsel
faktorler (iniversite tiirti, 6@retim tiyesi basina diisen 6grenci sayis1 ve 6gretim liyesi basina diisen makale sayisi)
ve tamamlamama oranlar1 arasindaki iliski ise ¢oklu regresyon analizi ile ¢ikarimsal olarak incelenmistir.

Bulgular

Arastirma sonuglarina gore Yiiksek lisans 6grenci kayip oranlar1 (% 23.72, % 28.77, % 36.80, % 32.50 ve %
22.42) ve doktora 6grenci kayip oranlar1 (% 12.30, % 15.07, % 18.36, % 17.23 ve % 11.11) son {i¢ doneme
kadar artig egiliminde iken son yillarda diisiis egilimine girmistir. Her bir donem igin yiiksek lisans 6grenci kayip
oranlar1 doktora 6grenci kayip oranlarinin neredeyse iki kati diizeydedir. Coklu regresyon analizi sonuglari
Ogretim iiyesi basina diisen makale sayisinin hem yiiksek lisans hem doktora tamamlamama oranini yordadigini
gbstermistir. Universite tiirii ise sadece yiiksek lisans tamamlamama oranini1 yordamustir. Ogretim iiyesi basina
diisen 6grenci sayist ise anlamli sonuglar vermemistir.
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Tartisma ve Sonu¢

Son bes yilin oranlar1 dikkate alindiginda yiiksek lisans ve doktora 6grenci kayiplarinin sirasiyla ortalama % 28
ve % 14 oldugu soylenebilir. Bu oranlar bilhassa Amerika Birlesik Devletleri yiiksekogretimi ile kiyaslandiginda
diigiik gibi goriinse de yiiksek lisansta dort 6grenciden birinin, doktorada ise yedi 6grenciden birinin kayip
edilmesi yiiksekogretimin kalitesi i¢cin dnemli bir sorundur. Son bes yilin 6grenci kayip oranlar1 incelendiginde
hem artis hem de azalis egiliminin oldugu goriilmektedir. Ogrenci kayip oranlar1 2016-2017 yilinda zirveyi
goriirken bu dénem itibariyle diisiise ge¢mistir. Ogrenci kayip oranlarindaki yiikselisin sebepleri daha ¢ok iilke
kosullar ile ilgilidir. Yiiksek issizlik oranlari, sosyolojik etkiler ve askerlik goérevini erteleme hakki yiiksek
lisanstaki yiiksek Ogrenci kaybiyla iligkili olabilir. Ayrica uluslararasi alan yazinin da dikkat ¢ektigi ilk yil
deneyimleri ile orgiitsel baglilik durumlari da 6grenci kayip oranlarimi yiikseltiyor olabilir. 2016-2017 yili
itibariyle diisiisiin baglamasi ise CoHE’nin 2016°da lisansiistii egitimden atilmay1 geri getirmesi ile agiklanabilir.
Ogrenci kaybinin yiiksek lisansta doktoraya gore daha yiiksek olmasi ise dgrencilerin lisans mezuniyet sonraki
psikolojik halleri, doktora prestiji ve yiiksek lisans bagvuru kosullarindaki esneklik ile iligkili olabilir.

Calismanin ¢ikarimsal istatistik ile ilgili en dnemli sonucu &gretim iiyesi basina diisen makale sayisinin hem
yiiksek lisanstaki hem de doktoradaki tamamlamama oranlarinda belirleyici olmasidir. Bu sonug,
tiniversitelerdeki akademik personelin performansi ile yakindan ilgili olup alan yazinla paralel konumdadir.
Yorke ve Thomas (2003) 6gretim etkililigi, akademik destek ve kurumsal goriiniisiin 6grenci kaliciliginda rolii
oldugunu bulmustur. Benzer sekilde Shelton’un (2003) caligmasi da fakiilte desteginin 6grenci sebatini
artirdigim1 - gostermigtir.  Diger Onemli bir sonug ise Yiksek lisans tamamlamama oranlarmin devlet
tiniversitelerinde daha yiiksek oldugudur. Uluslararasi alan yazinla uyumlu goriinen bu durumun nedeni Tiirk
hiikiimetinin 2012 yilinda tiniversite 6grenim harglarim1 kaldirmig olmasi olabilir. Vakif iiniversiteleri ise yiiksek
kayit {icretleri talep ettiginden Ggrencilerin paralarini yakmayip donem uzatmamalar i¢in egitime daha siki
tutuldugu séylenebilir.

Arastirmacilar ve uygulayicilar i¢in bu ¢alismadan ¢ikartilabilecek belirli 6neriler vardir. Bu galisma ikincil veri
kullandig1 i¢in sonuglar ikincil veri ile sinirlidir. Dolayistyla arastirmacilarin yeni galismalart birincil veri ile
yiiriitmeleri tavsiye edilmektedir. Ayrica, bu ¢alismanin yordayicilart bagimli degiskende az veya orta diizeyde
bir degisimi agikladig1 icin benzer calismalar farkli orgiitsel degiskenler ve kisisel degiskenlerle yapilabilir.
Ornegin; baghlik, iklim ve destek gibi orgiitsel degiskenler ile 6z saygi, aile ve not ortalamasi gibi kisisel
degiskenler kullanilabilir. Uygulayicilar ise bu ¢alismanin sonuglarini 6grenci kaybi ve tamamlamama oranlarint
minimize etmek i¢in kullanabilir. Lisansiistii egitim problemleri ile miicadele etmek ve lisansiistii egitimin
kalitesinin artirilmasi i¢in siirdiiriilebilir stratejiler ortaya koyulabilir. Hi¢ kuskusuz ki bu stratejilerin basinda
akademisyenlerin performansini artirmak gelmektedir. Bu baglamda akademisyen yetistirme ve akademik
yiikseltme siireglerinde reformlar yapilabilir. Ayrica, akademisyenlerin daha fazla yayin iiretmesi dogrultusunda
tesvik edilmesi gerekmektedir. Diger taraftan 6grencilerin se¢imi ile ilgili diizenlemeler yapmak da hem yiiksek
lisans hem de doktora igin 6grenci kaybini azaltabilir. Devlet ve vakif iiniversitelerinin dinamikleri incelenerek
farkliliklar ve benzerlikler iyi tespit edilmeli ve bu karakterler yiiksekdgretimin kalitesinin artirilmasi konusunda
ornek alinabilmelidir. Son olarak, yiiksekdgretim kurumlari ile hiikkimet kuruluglar: lisansiistii egitimin saglikli
yiirlimesi i¢in es glidiim i¢inde ¢aligmalidir.
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Introduction

The Turkish higher education system bases the purpose of higher education on three pillars. As the Council of
Higher Education in Turkey (CoHE)) stated, the aim of higher education is to improve students’ capability in
many dimensions, to contribute to the state, and to conduct scientific studies. Definitely, the primary purpose
focuses on training and improving students. The Turkish higher education system mainly consists of two-year
vocational higher education (associate degree), 4-year vocational tertiary education, 5-year or 6-year medical
education, and graduate education.

Master of Science (MS), Master of Arts (MA), and Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) are parts of graduate education
in Turkey. The main purpose of graduate programs is to promote research activities which in the end allow
individuals to improve themselves academically, socially, and professionally. Graduate education provides the
opportunities like becoming a faculty member, following a career path, and earning more income. Kamer and
Polat (2012) found that personal growth, seniority in occupation, and desire to become an academic were the
primary reasons for the graduate education. Furthermore, the study by Erkili¢ (2007) showed that the socio-
economic reasons were more dominant on the desire for graduate education than the psycho-social reasons.
There were 394174 MS/MA students and 96199 PhD students enrolled in the Turkish higher education system
according to the 2018-2019 dataset of the CoHE. However, some of the students are the completers and hold a
degree after their graduate education whereas some of them are the non-completers because they do not persist
on completing their graduate education. They make a decision to leave and this process results in attrition,
making the number of the students holding a degree decrease. As a result, the degree non-completion or student
attrition problem has become more visible in Turkey.

Although the degree non-completion has been investigated frequently in the international literature (Lovitts,
2001), the studies in Turkey focus more on the limited contexts such as the dropout rates in grade levels (Biilbiil,
2012; Ozbas, 2010; Simsek, 2011) and the unidimensional problems such as attendance, infrastructure,
scholarship, family responsibilities, and academic problems (Coruk, Cagatay, & Oztiirk, 2016; Karakiitik &
Ozdemir, 2011; Nayir, 2001; Seving, 2011; Unver, Biimen, & Bagbay, 2010). On the other hand, there were few
studies focusing on the degree completion in a closer way. The President of Gazi University gave an interview to
Hirriyet Newspaper in 2015. He declared that Institution of Natural and Applied Sciences had 2878 active
students and 3405 passive students according to 2015 data. The attrition rate corresponds to almost 55 %
(Hirriyet, 2015). This attrition rate has given a warning to Gazi University, a popular university located in the
capital city. Furthermore, in their study, Ertem and Goékalp (2016) conducted a document analysis by examining
the attrition rates in graduate education. They found that three public universities in Ankara had the attrition rates
of 42 %, 26 %, and 1 %; although these universities were among the top 10 universities of Turkey according to
2015 dataset of URAP (University Ranking by Academic Performance). Moreover, the results showed that the
attrition rate was higher in MS and male students. Another dramatic conclusion was that the attrition rate for two
universities was in an upward trend in last five years. This variation and upward trend in student attrition rates
may be the warning signs to take a closer look at the effect of organizational factors on degree completion.

Student attrition was theorized in the second half of the 1900s. Spady (1970), Tinto (1975), and Bean (1971)
developed a causal model for student attrition by referring to the suicide propositions of Durkheim (1961).
According to the Suicide Theory of Durkheim (1961), suicide occurs when the individual cannot integrate with
the fabric of society. By making an analogy with the suicide theory, it was asserted that students leave school
when they cannot integrate with the social and academic system of college (Tinto, 1975). In Tinto’s Student
Integration Model, the interaction between the students and the social-academic systems of college influences
the students” commitment and so they either stay in the system or make the decisions of voluntary dropout. On
the other hand, Spady (1970) related the student attrition to the dropouts from higher education and concentrated
on the interaction of university dynamics and resources with the dispositions, interests, attitudes, and skills of the
students. Here, the university dynamics and resources are related to the expectations from the higher education
components such as courses, faculty members, and peers. Bean (1980) defined the student attrition as a kind of
pause in membership of student in a higher education institution. In addition, Bean (1983) linked the student
attrition to the turnover in work organizations and explained the student attrition in a sequential process: some
factors decrease the life satisfaction of the individual, this decrease increases the probability of the individual’s
intentions to leave the education, and the process results in dropout behavior.

There is a huge gap between the completers and non-completers in graduate education. The literature on student
attrition shows that commitment and intention to leave are two of the most significant determinants of the
student attrition in higher education (Bean, 1982; Davidson, Beck, & Milligan, 2009; Litalien & Guay, 2015;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980; Tinto, 1975). Organizational commitment can be defined “as the extent to which
employees are dedicated to their employing organizations and are willing to work on their behalf, and the
likelihood that they will maintain membership” (Jex & Britt, 2008, p. 153). Mallette and Cabrera (1991)
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examined the determinants of the decisions to withdrawal from institutions of higher education and found that
the final institutional commitment differentiated the persistent students from the drop-outs while both final
institutional commitment and goal commitment were found significant in explaining the differentiation between
the persistent students and the transfers to other higher education institutions. In another study, Bennett (2003)
investigated the factors affecting the undergraduate student dropout rates in a business department and found that
the financial hardship had a direct effect on the dropout decisions and a moderating effect on the relationship
between dropout and commitment. The study also showed that commitment was the predictor of staying in
institution or quitting education. Davidson et al. (2009) investigated the factors predicting the student attrition
and found that the institutional commitment was the best predictor.

The studies focusing on the student attrition relate the “intention to leave” to the student attrition. Cooke, Sims,
and Peyrefitte (1999) conducted a research to examine the relationships among commitment, intention to leave,
and student attrition in graduate education. It was found that the affective commitment (the term including
university and goal commitment) and the intent to remain were predictors of attrition. Moreover, Cabrera, Nora,
and Castaneda (1993) investigated the college persistence by testing a structural equation model about retention
and found that the persistence intention had the strongest direct effect on the actual persistence. The study also
revealed that the institutional commitment was the strongest predictor of the intention to persist. Furthermore,
Bean (1982) developed a causal model for analyzing the student attrition and its predictors. The model showed
that the intent to leave was the strongest predictor of dropout. Deriving from the cornerstone studies (Bentler &
Speckart, 1981; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1974) which assumed a one-way causal sequence of attitude, intention, and
behavior; all of these studies have proved empirically that there is a close link between the dropout behavior and
the intention to leave.

Student attrition has certain causes which can be divided to two groups. Lovitts (2001) categorized them as the
personal factors and the organizational factors. The first group includes the personal factors like demographic
variables, individual characteristics, and psychosocial features. To name a few, gender (Ferreira, 2003),
academic ability (Kahn & Nauta, 2001), and psychological well-being (Napoli & Wortman, 1998) are the
personal factors linked to student attrition. On the other hand, there are some organizational factors causing
student attrition. Focusing on the type of organization, Chaney and Farris (1991) calculated and compared the
attrition rates for public and private universities. They found that the attrition rate of public universities was
higher than that of the private ones. Also, Elgar (2003) found that the doctoral attrition rates were low for the
natural & applied and life sciences whereas they were high for the arts & humanities and social sciences. It is
possible to give more examples for the organizational causes. For instance, admission process (Ishitani, 2006),
organizational support (DesJardins, Ahlburg, & McCall, 2002), department (Araque, Roldan, & Salguaero,
2009; Gardner, 2009; Golde, 2000) and attitudes of faculty (Lundquist, Spalding, & Landrum, 2002) are some
other organizational factors. In addition to the causes, there are some negative consequences of student attrition.
Xu (2014) emphasized the economic, social, and emotional costs of student attrition. Lovitts (2001) put
emphasis on both personal and labor market consequences of PhD attrition. Personal consequences are related to
the emotional and psychological reactions of the students. The students who leave PhD may face some self-
esteem problems. The labor market consequences are related to the economic conditions including job
acquisition, occupational and salary attainment, and career advancement.

Student attrition has been investigated frequently in the international literature. The studies in USA context
(Crede & Borrego, 2014; Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011; Geisinger & Raman, 2013; Lovitts, 2001)
focused on historical development, attrition rates, causes and consequences of attrition, ways to improve student
retention, and demographics considerations (especially the race). In a more current report (American
Psychological Association [APA], 2016), it was found that social science had an attrition rate of 18 % in
master’s degree in 2013, while the neuropsychology/biology subfield had an attrition rate of more than 12 % in
doctorate. The studies in European context (Di Pietro & Cutillo, 2008; Smith & Naylor, 2001; Yorke &
Longden, 2008) showed that the personal factors were more dominant on student attrition than the institutional
factors. The Australian context (Adams, Banks, Davis, & Dickson, 2010; Grebennikov & Shah, 2012; Radloff,
Coates, James, & Krause, 2011) were mostly related to the first-year experiences and designed to elaborate the
reasons for attrition and to recommend retention strategies. The studies in Africa and Middle East (Aljohani,
2016; Herman, 2012) drew attention to the personal factors and the contextual factors like health, crime, and
quality policies. On the other hand, the student attrition studies in Turkey are limited to some problems like the
shortage in the number of academicians (Karakiitik & Ozdemir, 2011), the deficiency in number of PhD
graduates (Cetinsaya, 2015), and the overgrowth of higher education population (Celik & Giir, 2014). Also,
these problems are the examples of some organizational factors affecting the Turkish higher education system
negatively. In addition to these common problems, the graduate student-thesis advisor relations have an impact
on student retention. Celik (2013) listed the advisors’ contribution to students as personal, intellectual, academic,
and professional contributions. Similarly, the study by Unver (2005) revealed that the expectations of the
students from their advisors were as follows: subject choice, research methods, and human relations. Tonbul
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(2014) also noted the significance of advisory in terms of the quality of graduate education. Another institutional
aspect may be the role of graduate schools on the quality of graduate education. Tonbul (2017) investigated the
role of Graduate School of Social Sciences on the quality in graduate education and found that the students’
expectations were related to the diversity in courses, protection of student rights, and career management; while
the faculty members’ expectations were related to the selecting the qualified candidates for the programs,
supporting the students financially, and reorganizing the process of selecting an advisor. To sum up, it can be
asserted that these types of organizational factors may be the determinants of student attrition.

Student attrition has been examined with different perspectives and terminologies. To name a few, college
dropout (Tinto, 1975), student attrition (Bean, 1980), intentions to leave (Bean, 1982), college withdrawal
(Pascarella & Chapman, 1983), degree non-completion (Johnes & Taylor, 1989), departure (Lovitts, 2001), and
absenteeism (Moore, Armstrong, & Pearson, 2008) are the commonly used terms related to student attrition or
degree non-completion. However, these terms are not synonymous; rather, they are closely related to each other.
For example, the student attrition is based on the behavior output, whereas the intention to leave is not an actual
behavior. Furthermore, the college dropout is related to the academic dismissal; but, the departure is mostly
related to an individual decision to give up education. On the other hand, the student attrition rate is calculated in
order to show that the student attrition is a serious problem. Moreover, the trend in student attrition rate may give
a clue about the responsible parties for student attrition. Lovitts (2001) claimed that if the student attrition rate is
in an upward trend, then the organization should be responsible for the student attrition problem, rather than the
students. Apart from the student attrition rate, the studies examined the perceptions of university stakeholders
about the causes of student attrition and asserted that the liability of student attrition may be attributed to either
organizations or students (Gardner, 2009; Lovitts, 1996). In conclusion, there are different perspectives and
approaches on student attrition.

The current study examined the degree non-completion from the lenses of Bio Ecological Theory of
Bronfenbrenner (1977, 1986) and Attribution Theory (Weiner, 1972). The bio ecological theory emphasizes the
interactions between person and environment. These interactions have a role in increasing the academic
achievement, decreasing the psychological problems, and improving the social relations of individuals. The
personal factors coming from the biological side of humans and the organizational factors coming from the
ecological side of environment may have a role on degree completion. With respect to student attrition, the
interaction between graduate student and organization may have an impact on the student persistence or the
degree non-completion. This theory has five layers: microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and
chronosystem. Exosystem and chronosystem are coherent with the aim of the current study. The third layer is the
exosystem which focuses on the societal conditions such as parental conditions, media, organizational issues,
and policies. When this layer is considered within the context of higher education, it can be asserted that the
degree non-completion in higher education is affected by the higher education policies or organizational factors.
The fifth and the last layer is the chronosystem which is related to the changes over time. The increases or
decreases in the student attrition rates year by year may be both an example for this layer and an indicator for the
sustainable higher education policies. On the other hand, the attribution theory focuses on the perceptions of
individuals or institutions about how they bring causal explanations for their behaviors and actions. For the
higher education process, the degree non-completion may be examined in terms of the differentiation between
the individual and institutional causes. In other words, some people may attribute the non-completion to the
individual factors like the lack of skill, whereas others to the institutional factors like the lack of qualified
academic staff. In conclusion, the exosystem and chronosystem layers of the bio ecological theory and the
institutional perspective of the attribution theory match up with the purpose of the current study.

The current study has a significance in terms of research, practice, and theory. In terms of research, the current
study was the first attempt to investigate the graduate completion in a large scale in Turkey. Although the school
drop-out was examined in the primary, middle, secondary, and post-secondary school levels; there were no
studies on the graduate education. Therefore, this study is an important step to fill the literature gap in the
graduate student attrition in the Turkish context. On the other hand, the current study can be evaluated as a
springboard to investigate the degree-completion in graduate schools and programs.

In terms of practice, the results of the current study inform the educators and policy makers about the process
and structure of graduate education. Therefore, they may develop strategies to reduce the student attrition and
degree non-completion. If the attrition or non-completion decreases, then the quality may be increased in PhD
education. Recently, PhD education has gained more importance. For example, the CoHE has put into effect the
project 100/2000 PhD Scholarship, a scholarship program for the PhD students, in order to increase the number
of the students holding a PhD degree in certain fields. Furthermore, the CoHE has announced that the graduate
students will be supported by the scholarship if they participate in the scientific research projects of universities
(CoHE, 2017). Additionally, there is a plan to classify the universities as research university, teaching university,
and regional development-oriented university. Sara¢ (2016), the head of CoHE, stated that the universities must
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become different in terms of their mission and they must be specialized in their fields such as research, teaching,
and regional development. A year later, in the opening ceremony of higher education, the President of Republic
of Turkey declared the research universities as follows: Ankara University, Bogazi¢i University, Erciyes
University, Gazi University, Gebze Technical University, Hacettepe University, Istanbul University, Istanbul
Technical University, Izmir Institute of Technology, and Middle East Technical University. In this respect,
because the research universities focus on graduate education, the student attrition may be evaluated as an
indicator and feedback mechanism for the research universities.

Finally, in terms of theory, the current study makes a contribution to the theories related to student attrition by
underlining the role of organizational factors on degree completion. As Tinto (1975) emphasized the importance
of institutional commitments, the current study showed that the organizational factors might be the determinants
of degree non-completion. Moreover, Bio Ecological Theory asserts that development of an individual is
affected by some factors which are stratified in layers like microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem,
and chronosystem. The organizational factors and the changes over time in higher education are related to the
exosystem and chronosystem, respectively.

The degree non-completion in the context of Turkey has been mostly investigated in a descriptive way and from
personal perspectives. Therefore, there is a need for studies approaching the degree non-completion from an
organizational perspective and in a multidimensional way. In this respect, the current study aims to check the
non-completion rates in graduate education and examine the role of organizational factors on the graduate non-
completion. More specifically, this study seeks answers for the following research questions.

» What are the student attrition rates for graduate education?

* How well do the number of students per faculty member, university type (public or private), and
number of articles per faculty member predict the degree non-completion?

Method

Design of the Study

This research was designed as a correlational study. According to Gall, Gall, and Borg (2003), the purpose of a
correlational study is to explore the relationships among variables. The predictor variables are the number of
students per faculty member, university type (public or private), and number of articles per faculty member. The
reason why these variables were selected is related to the dynamics of higher education. The number of students
per faculty member and the number of articles per faculty member are evaluated as the quality indicators for
higher education, while the university type is generally used a differentiation variable in the literature. The
criterion variable of the current study is the non-completion rate in graduate education. The data related to the
predictor variables were taken from archival data, while the data related to the criterion variable were calculated
by using the archival data.

Data Collection Procedure

In the current study, secondary data were used. By considering the 2018-2019 ranking of the universities, 157
higher education institutions, which were ranked by URAP, were included in the study. These universities were
classified as private and public. 109 of them were public universities, while the remaining 48 were private
universities.

There were three main data sources in the current study. The first data source was the database of CoHE which
was not open to public access. This dataset presents the statistics related to the institutions, units, students, and
academicians. It is updated for each academic year. The number of active and passive students in graduate
education was requested through a formal permission process. The CoHE sent the archival data of all universities
for three academic terms. The active student refers to the registered students, whereas the passive student refers
to those who do not renew their registration. The student attrition rate was calculated by dividing the number of
the passive students by the total number of active and passive students. By using these figures, the first research
question was answered. However, the students may not go on their education due to appointment or health
problems even though they are enrolled in semester, and this should be considered as a limitation.

The second data source was the database of the CoHE which was open to public access. The data for the number
of new entrants and graduates by semester and program level in graduate education were taken from the website
of CoHE. Table 1 summarizes the number of students.
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Table 1
Number of Students by Program and Semester”
Condition Program 2016-2017 2017-2018 2018-2019
Number of new entrants MS/MA 115423 131228 119956
PhD 12458 16773 20262
Number of araduates MS/MA 48683 67067 NA
g PhD 6045 7332 NA
MS/MA 480215 454673 394174
Total number of students PhD 91267 95100 96199

* The Council of Higher Education (2019)
NA: Non-available

The non-completion rate was calculated by using the formula reported by Johnes and Taylor (1989). The formula
was adapted by considering the maximum education duration in Turkey, and the non-completion rates for
MS/MA and the non-completion rates for PhD were calculated using the formulas below:

number of graduate entrants in year t—number of students who graduated by year t+3

=non-completion rate for MS/MA

number of graduate entrants in year t

number of graduate entrants in year t—number of students who grauated by year t+6

- =non-completion rate for PhD
number of graduate entrants in yeart

In the calculation of student attrition rate, the number of passive students was used. On the other hand, the non-
completion rate was based on the number of non-completer students. The passive student was defined as the
student who did not reregister for the semester, while the non-completer student was defined as the student who
could not complete the graduate education before the maximum duration expired and could not get a degree. The
maximum duration is three years for MS/MA, while it is six years for PhD In this regard, 2015 was chosen as the
base year for the entrants to master’s education; so, the graduation year was 2018. On the other hand, 2012 was
chosen as the base year for the entrants to doctoral education; so, the graduation year was 2018. All the
calculations for the degree non-completion were made by considering these entrance and graduation years.

The third data source was URAP, which assesses the academic performance of universities in Turkey and shares
data based on certain criteria. URAP (2018) dataset was taken from its publicly accessible website. The number
of students per faculty member and the number of articles per faculty member in 2018 were taken from the
website of URAP. Moreover, the university type was formed by using the rankings of URAP. In order to answer
the second research question, which examined the prediction of non-completion by the number of students per
faculty member, university type (public or private), and the number of articles per faculty member, the
researchers of the current utilized website of URAP.

Data Analysis

Secondary data were entered in SPSS 24 and Simultaneous Multiple Regression Analysis was performed with its
assumptions. The reasons why this analysis method were chosen are as follows: i) the researchers believed that
all predictors had an equal contribution to the outcome variable ii) the number of variables was manageable. As
for the types of the variables, there should be a continuous variable or categorical variable with two levels (Field,
2009). The criterion variable was the graduate non-completion rate, which was a continuous variable. In
addition, the number of students per faculty member and the number of articles per faculty member were the
continuous predictor variables, while the university type was the categorical predictor variable with two levels
(public or private). For the multiple regression analysis; the assumptions of normality of residuals,
homoscedasticity, independence of errors, absence of multicollinearity, and influential observations were
considered (Field, 2009).

The common way to provide reliability and validity of the study is the cross-check of the researchers by using
triangulation. The figures were calculated using the same formulas by different researchers. These figures were
compared in order to confirm the similarities and differences. In case a difference was detected, the calculations
were repeated until similar results were found. On the other hand, the national and international reports and
databases related to higher education were analyzed in order to determine which quality indicators were used.
Moreover, the regulations and laws related to the graduate education in Turkey were investigated through
document analysis to check the variables related to quality. The same reports, studies, and documents were
analyzed by more than one researcher (different researchers). The quality indicators in university ranking were
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also checked by considering other university ranking systems like Times Higher Education (THE) and
Quacquarelli Symonds (QS).

Findings

The first research question was responded by calculating the student attrition rates. According to data from the
CoHE, the student attrition rates for master’s education were 23.72 %, 28.77 %, 36.80 %, 32.50 %, and 22.42 %
for the 2014-2015, 2015-2016, 2016-2017, 2017-2018, and 2018-2019 academic years, respectively. For the
doctoral education, the attrition rates were 12.30 %, 15.07 %, 18.36 %, 17.23 %, and 11.11 % for the 2014-2015,
2015-2016, 2016-2017, 2017-2018, and 2018-2019 academic years, respectively. The attrition rates were in an
increasing trend in both MS/MA and PhD up until 2016-2017, whereas there was a decreasing trend thereafter.
Moreover, the attrition rate in MS/MA was higher than that in PhD. Figure 1 depicts the attrition rates.

Attrition Rates (%)

40,00
36,80
35,00
32,50
30,00 28,77
25,00 23,72 22,42
20,00 18,36
15,07
15,00
12,30 1111
10,00
5,00
0,00
2014-2015 2015-2016 2016-2017 2017-2018 2018-2019
mPhD mMS

Figure 1. Attrition Rates

By considering the data on MS, the numbers of completer and non-completer students were calculated.
However, the data of some universities were excluded since the difference between the number of entrants and
graduates was smaller than zero due to the student transfer which was independent from the first entrance.
Furthermore, the higher education institutions established after 2015 were also excluded since no data were
available in that period. Ultimately, there were 132 cases and three variables. Their ratio was 44.0, which met the
criterion of Stevens (2009) who stated there should be 15 observations per predictor to continue the analysis. The
normality of residuals and homoscedasticity were checked by looking at histograms and scatterplots,
respectively. These assumptions were almost met. The independence of errors was controlled by Durbin-Watson
values. According to Durbin and Watson (1951), this value must be between 1.00 and 3.00 for the errors to be
unrelated. This study had a Durbin-Watson value of 2.12; so, the independency of errors was ensured. The
absence of multicollinearity was checked through Tolerance values and Variance Influence Factor (VIF). Myers
(1990; as cited in Field, 2009) suggested that VIF value must be lower than 10, while Tolerance values must be
larger than .10. The values calculated by SPSS 24.0 showed that while the Tolerance values ranged between .80
and .90., the VIF values ranged between 1.12 and 1.24. So, these Tolerance and VIF values confirmed the
absence of multicollinearity. The influential observations were checked through Cook’s distance. Cook and
Weisber (1982; as cited in Field, 2009) suggested that Cook’s distance (measure of the influence of case) must
be smaller than 1. The Cook’s distance in the current study ranged between 0 and .13; so, this criterion was also
met. To sum up, the required assumptions were all met.

Following the assumption check, the simultaneous multiple regression analysis was performed. The model was
significant [F (3, 128) = 7.86, p = .00; R? = .16] as it was summarized in Table 2. This model explained 16.3 %
of the variance in the degree non-completion. It was a large effect size according to Cohen’s (1992) standards.
The most significant predictor was the university type (5 = -.36, p <.05). Also, the number of articles per faculty
member (# = -.30, p < .05) significantly predicted the degree non-completion. In order to check the unique
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contribution of the predictors to the outcome variable, the squared semi-partial correlation coefficient was
calculated. The university type explained 10 % of the variance in the non-completion, while the number of
articles per faculty member explained 8 % of the variance in the non-completion. In conclusion, the
simultaneous multiple regression analysis showed that the university type and the number of articles per faculty
member predicted the graduate non-completion. The public universities and the universities having a lower
number of articles per faculty member had a higher non-completion rates than the private universities and the
universities having a higher number of articles per faculty member, respectively. The results were summarized in
Table 2.

-}l?-zgllﬁtg of Multiple Regression Analysis for M.S/MA Non-Completion
Model B B t p sr? R? F
Model (constant) 81.11 7.06 .00 .163 7.86
University type -19.13 -.36 -3.83 .00 .10
Students per faculty member .00 14 1.61 .10 .00
Articles per faculty member -.002 -.30 -3.31 .00 .08

By considering the data on PhD, the numbers of completer and non-completer students were calculated.
However, the data of some universities were excluded since the difference between the number of entrants and
graduates was smaller than zero due to the student transfer which was independent from the first entrance.
Furthermore, the higher education institutions established after 2012 were not included because there were no
data in that period. Ultimately, there were 80 cases and three variables. Their ratio was 26.66 which was larger
than 15 and met the criterion of Stevens (2009). The normality of residuals and homoscedasticity were checked
by looking at histograms and scatterplots. These assumptions were almost met. The independence of errors was
controlled by Durbin-Watson values. This study had a Durbin-Watson value of 1.88; so, the independency of
errors was assumed since it was between 1.00 and 3.00 (Durbin & Watson, 1951). The absence of
multicollinearity was checked through Tolerance values and Variance Influence Factor (VIF). The values
calculated by SPSS 24.0 showed that while the Tolerance values ranged between .83 and .88, the VIF values
ranged between 1.13 and 1.20. Therefore, these Tolerance and VIF values confirmed the absence of
multicollinearity. The influential observations were checked through Cook’s distance that had values between
.00 and .21. Since the values were lower than 1.00, this criterion was also met. To sum up, the required
assumptions were all met.

Following the assumption check, the simultaneous multiple regression analysis was performed. The model was
not significant [F (3, 76) = 2.01, p = .12]. However, only the number of articles per faculty member (5 = -.27, p
< .05) explained a significant variance in the graduate non-completion. In order to check unique contribution of
predictor, the squared semi-partial correlation coefficient was calculated and found as .06. Hence, the variable
explained 6 % of the variance in the non-completion. According to Cohen’s standards, this was a small effect
size. In conclusion, the simultaneous multiple regression analysis showed that the number of articles per faculty
member predicted the non-completion rate. In other words, the higher education institutions having a lower
number of articles per faculty member had higher non-completion rates than those having a higher number of
articles per faculty member. The results were summarized in Table 3.

gzzlﬁtf of Multiple Regression Analysis for PhD Non-Completion
Model B B t p sr R? F
Model (constant) 65.39 4.79 .00 .075 2.01
University type -2.43 -.06 -.46 .65 .00
Students per faculty member -.00 -.07 -.56 .58 .00
Articles per faculty member -.00 -.27 -2.21 .03 .06

Conclusion and Discussion

The results of the study showed that the attrition rate in master’s education was higher than that in PhD
education. The student attrition rates were about 28 % and 14 % for MS and PhD, respectively. This means that
the student attrition in the master’s education was twice as much as the student attrition in the doctoral education.
These findings are compatible with the studies in the literature. Ertem and Gokalp (2016) investigated the
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student attrition rates in the universities in Ankara and found that one of the universities had the attrition rates of
29.41 % and 17.32 % in MS and PhD, respectively. Furthermore, in his doctoral dissertation, Ertem (2018)
examined the role of personal and organizational factors on the student attrition from graduate education and
found that the research universities had the attrition rates of 30.28 % and 14.55 % on average in MS and PhD,
respectively. The literature presents a similar picture with the findings of the current study.

An attrition rate of 15% in doctoral education may not be seen as problematic when it is compared to the U.S.
where the universities have more serious attrition rates. Bair and Haworth (2004) carried out a meta-synthesis of
doctoral dropouts and found that the attrition rates ranged between 31.4 % and 82 %. These high values
underline the importance of the student attrition in doctoral education in the US. Therefore, this finding special
to the Turkish context diverges from the US context. The difference between MS and PhD student attritions in
Turkey may be explained by some contextual factors. The common contextual factor is related to the cultural
structure. Turkish society is aware of social mobility within education; so, this makes people more persistent.
The other factor is unemployment. The unemployment rate for the age group of 15-24 was 25.2 % (Turkish
Statistical Association [TUIK], 2019). The students who cannot become a member of labor force may tend
towards master of science. This situation reveals itself in two results. Firstly, the students do not persist on
education and do not attend courses in spite of enrolment or registration. Secondly, the students get an MS
degree and begin the PhD education with more motivation. However, the students in undergraduate level are not
informed about MS education. Apart from the contextual factors, the admission processes in graduate education
might have created this differentiation between MS and PhD In Turkey, the acceptance conditions for MS are
more flexible and easier than those for PhD Moreover, the student quota for MS is higher than that for PhD
These differences may increase the student attrition rate in MS On the other hand, some behaviors or attitudes
like the organizational commitment and the academic and social integration may be the reasons for the low
student attrition rate in PhD As the time passes, these positive attitudes toward education may increase. There are
some studies indicating positive effect of commitment on school dropout (Bean, 1980; Biilbiil, 2012).
Furthermore, Lassibille and Gomez (2008) related the higher school dropout rates in the first years to the
academic and social integration.

The current study revealed that there was an increasing trend in the attrition rate up until the 2016-2017
academic year. This result was in line with the result of the study by Ertem and Gokalp (2016) who found that
two of the three universities in the study had an increasing student attrition rate. The increasing trend may be due
to the macro-level policies in the higher education in Turkey. For example, the amnesty laws of the Turkish
higher education system stipulate that the students who were dismissed from universities will be able to return.
Therefore, the students may think that even if they leave the education, they will have a chance to come back in
the future. Biilbiil (2012) conducted a study and found that there was a relation between Amnesty Laws and
school dropouts. Another macro-level policy, which is based on the heavy increase in the number of universities,
may have an impact on the higher student attrition rates in recent years. According to dataset of CoHE (2019),
Turkey had 70 universities in 2013, while the number of universities in Turkey has increased to 207 by 2019.
Each city and large districts in Turkey have universities. Therefore, the opportunity for student mobility among
universities might have increased the student attrition rates of universities in the last years. Moreover, the over-
graduation from undergraduate education might cause the opening of new graduate programs. New programs
without qualified advisors and academic staff may put barriers to the student retention. On the other side, there
was a decreasing trend for both master’s and doctoral education after the 2016-2017 academic year when the
student attrition rate peaked. The reason for this decline may be explained with an implementation of CoHE. The
Graduate Education and Teaching Regulation (2016) reinstated the dismissal from graduate education due to the
non-completion of courses and thesis responsibilities within the anticipated time.

For the current study, the most important finding was that the number of articles per faculty member was found
significant. This conclusion was related to the academic performance of faculty members, which means that the
universities having more faculty members with qualified published articles may keep their students in both
master’s and doctoral education. This finding is relevant to other studies in the literature. Yorke and Thomas
(2003) investigated the role of universities on the retention of students with lower socio-economic status. The
authors found that the institutional factors like teaching effectiveness, academic support, and institutional habitus
were related to the retention and persistence of the students. Similarly, the study by Gregerman, Lerner, von
Hippel, Jonides, and Nagda (1998) showed that the student-faculty partnership in terms of research had an
impact on the student retention. In another study, Shelton (2003) investigated the relationship between faculty
support and student retention and pointed out that the students who perceived more faculty support were more
likely to persist in education than those who perceived less faculty support.

The current study showed that the master’s non-completion rates were higher in the public universities. Although
it is impossible to compare the results of the current study with other studies in the Turkish literature due to the
lack of studies investigating the student attrition, this finding is consistent with the other studies in the literature
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(Ishitani, 2006; Mallette & Cabrera, 1991). The reason why the non-completion was found higher in the public
universities may be related to the fees. Turkish government waived the tuition fees for the public universities in
2012 (Turkish Official Journal, 2012). Free education may demotivate students. On the other hand, the private
universities continued to charge high amount of fees. These high fees may motivate the students to persist to get
a degree in education or else the paid money will be wasted. In addition, Turkish society has a perception that
getting a degree from private universities is easier because of money factor. Senses (2007) criticized the private
universities in that they provide a money-oriented education although they have some problems such as the lack
of academicians and the infrastructure deficiency.

The number of students per faculty member was not found to have a significant effect on the student attrition rate
although the studies conducted in Turkey (Bozan, 2012; Karakiitiik & Ozdemir, 2011; Orer, 2011) emphasized
that the lack of academician is an important problem in the higher education system of Turkey. In addition, the
number of students per faculty member is in parallel to the number of students per advisor which is more
coherent with the structure and process of graduate education. However, although these ratios were expected to
be related to the student retention, the results were not significant. The reason why these organizational factors
did not have a role on the student attrition rate may be explained with the personal reasons. The studies in
Turkish literature underlined the importance of personal conditions in the school dropouts. To name a few,
distance between school and home, having dependent children, financial problems, and family problems have an
impact on the school dropouts (Biilbiil, 2012; Coruk et al., 2016; Karakiitiik, 1989). To sum up, the personal
factors may have a stronger effect on the student attrition than the organizational factors in Turkish context.

The current study has some recommendations for both researchers and policy-makers. Since the analysis of the
study is based on secondary data, the results are limited to these data. The researchers should conduct new
studies by collecting first-hand data from non-persistent students. Furthermore, the significant predictors of the
study explained small or moderate part of the variance in the criterion variable; so, the personal factors and the
remaining organizational factors may explain a greater amount of variance in the student attrition. In other
words, the fact that a small variance was explained in this study is a limitation; therefore, it is recommended that
future research should focus on other relevant factors. For instance, researchers should consider other
organizational factors such as organizational commitment and climate and the personal factors such as family
and employment problems. On the other hand, the current study tried to show the big picture of student retention
by working on general data. Therefore, future researchers may examine student retention by using the data of
more specific units like graduate schools and programs.

Policy-makers should take precautions to prevent or minimize student attrition and degree non-completion.
Moreover, they may develop sustainable strategies to deal with graduate problems and to increase the quality of
graduate education. The core point lies in increasing the performance of academicians. Policy-makers should
reorganize the training and assignment regulations for academicians in order to increase the effectiveness of
graduate education. In addition, the administrators in higher education institutions should promote and encourage
the academicians in order to increase their number of publications. Further, the student admission procedure
should be rearranged in a way to decrease student attrition. On the other side, policy-makers should investigate
the dynamics of public and private universities and should reveal whether the differences between them are
realistic or illusional. Lastly, higher education institutions and other governmental organizations should work
together in a coordinated way to prevent misuse of graduate education.
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