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ABSTRACT 

Failure to complete courses through correspondence has been a problem since the 

late 19th century. While milHons of people enroll in correspondence courses each year, 

very few actually complete. In fact, as many as 80% of students enrolling in 

correspondence courses never complete. This study examined possible predictors of non-

completion rates in correspondence courses. Personality, demographic, and environmental 

variables were used to assess differences between subjects who completed and subjects 

who did not complete the courses. Another criterion of final course grade was also 

assessed using personality, demographic, and, environmental variables. 

Three hundred randomly selected students who had enrolled in correspondence 

courses through Texas Tech University in the summer of 1994, were contacted by the 

researcher to obtain feedback on the courses. The subjects were asked if they would 

complete a survey which included two personality instruments (the Myers Briggs Type 

Indicator and the Stanford Time Perspective Inventory) and a demographic instrument 

developed by the researcher. A return rate of 34% (a total of 101 subjects) was used as 

the sample population. 

Discriminant analysis was used to assess differences between completers and non-

completers, and multiple regression was used to predict final course grade. Results 

revealed significant diflferences on five ofthe 21 predictor variables on the criterion of 

course completion. The significant predictor variables indicated that completers received 

more feedback fi^om the instructor, enrolled in less difficult courses, received more 

interaction with the instructor, had higher scores on the Sensing scale, and were closer to 

vui 



graduating than were non-completers. Nine predictor variables were included in the 

prediction equation which indicated that completers were younger, female, received more 

feedback, enrolled in less difficult courses, were closer to graduating, had previously 

completed a correspondence course, had higher scores on the Sensing and Extraversion 

scales, and lower scores on the Perceiving scale ofthe MBTI than the non-completers. 

The prediction equation correctly classified subjects into their respective groups of 

completers or non-completers 78.5% ofthe time, while chance correctly classified subjects 

only 52% ofthe time. 

Multiple regression on final course grades revealed significant diflferences on 5 of 

the 21 predictor variables and a model equation was formulated using the 5 significant 

variables. The five significant variables indicated that higher grades were made by subjects 

who were older, Anglo, received less student/instructor interaction, enrolled in less 

difficult courses, and lived fi"om farther fi^om campus than those receiving lower grades. 

The most significant finding in this study involved the variables of amount of 

feedback received fi"om the instructor and the amount of interaction between 

student/instructor. The amount of feedback received fi^om the instructor was found to be 

important both quantitatively and qualitatively. Students who received more feedback 

fi-om the instructors were more likely to complete and they rated the course more 

positively. Having a positive experience with the course was determined qualitatively 

through the phone interview. The amount of student/instructor interaction was also 

important. This finding was determined qualitatively and quantitatively and 

student/instructor interaction influenced final course grade, completion rates and course 

experience. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Educators have always been interested in predictors of academic success. 

Being able to understand the reasons why some students fail or fail to complete a 

course and why others succeed remains of interest to many. When research provides 

us with information about academic success or failure, intervention strategies can be 

identified that will help facilitate the learning process. Courses taken through 

correspondence are a popular option for college students and are used by millions 

each year. However, academic success in these courses is not what it should be. 

Many students who enroll in correspondence courses never complete their courses. 

Attrition rates in correspondence courses can be as high as 70% (Billings, 1988; 

Burgeson, 1993; Sewart, 1981). 

Correspondence courses offer a comparable education to traditional classroom 

instruction at less cost to the consumer and less cost to the institution (Mocker, 1981). 

Instruction through correspondence is available for people fi-om all walks of life. People 

choose to take a course by correspondence for a variety of reasons. The most common 

reason people choose correspondence course work is to fiilfill requirements for their 

undergraduate programs. Correspondence education has been defined by UNESCO as: 

Education conducted by the postal services without face-to-face contact between teacher 

and learner. Progress is monitored through written exercises to the teacher who corrects 



them and returns them to the learner with criticisms and advice (Keegan, 1990). This 

definition was documented by UNESCO in 1979. Since then some things have changed 

concerning correspondence instruction Current technology allows the student/teacher to 

correspond via mail, electronic mail, interactive computer, interactive television, radio, 

and telephone. However, this study investigates correspondence instruction through the 

traditional method of mail. 

Distance education has been in existence for more than a century. William Rainey 

Harper is reknown for his efforts in making the University of Chicago the first institution 

to become accredited to offer courses by mail in 1892 (Burgeson, 1993). In 1969, more 

than 5 million people were enrolled in correspondence courses nationwide (Marshall, 

1970). These numbers have increased by 10 to 15% each year (Watson, 1982). Often 

the students taking correspondence courses are near graduation and they are taking 

classes that are required to meet graduation requirements. However, there are a number 

of other reasons why students enroll in correspondence courses. Distance for some 

people can cause real problems when trying to pursue course work in a traditional 

classroom setting. Individuals training for employment seek correspondence courses. 

Students with diverse educational backgrounds can enroll in correspondence courses to 

help them with their vocational training programs (Glaister, 1971). Some people take 

correspondence courses because they prefer to study at home while others are trying to 

save time and money by enrolling in correspondence courses. 



Theoretical Basis for Correspondence Course Attrition 

It has been hypothesized that a lack of interaction between students and their 

teacher will resuh in a weaker connection between students and their institution creating 

a greater potential for student dropout (Keegan, 1990). Tinto (1975) suggested that 

students are less likely to dropout when they are socially and academically involved 

within an institution. Social and academic involvement by students taking 

correspondence courses is usually not feasible; therefore (according to Tinto's model), 

these students are already at a disadvantage. Brindley (1988) adapted a model of 

attrition in distance education for students which proposes that a withdrawal decision 

fi-om a student is based on several factors. These factors include a student's background 

and demographic attributes, academic factors, environmental variables, and psychological 

outcomes. These theories presented in the works of Brindley (1988), Keegan (1990), 

and Tinto (1975) provide support for the current research The problems, purpose, 

contributions and limitations ofthe study will be discussed. 

Statement ofthe Problem 

The problem this study addresses is the discrepancy between the number of people 

who enroll in correspondence courses and the number of people who complete them. 

Research has indicated that as many as 50 to 70 % of students enrolled in correspondence 

courses never complete their courses (Billings, 1988; Burgeson, 1993; Feasley, 1982; 

Mann, 1966; Sewart, 1981; Watson, 1982). Non-completion of courses offered through 



correspondence has been a perplexing problem for as long as distance education has been 

in existence; therefore, this study will attempt to determine why students are not 

completing. The focus of this study is to identify variables associated with non-

completers that could be used to predict success or non-success in correspondence 

courses. 

Another problem is the limited research addressing the issue of 

non-completion rates of correspondence courses. Little has been done to try to identify 

problems concerning why students do not complete these courses. This study will 

examine whether personality factors and time-orientation (i.e., the way a person reacts to 

the world based on a future, past, or present time perspective) attribute to the attrition 

rates found in correspondence courses. A comprehensive review ofthe literature reveals 

that no previous study has been conducted on the relationship of success in a 

correspondence course and a person's orientation to time. While research has been 

conducted on time-orientation and academic achievement (DeVolder & Lens, 1982; 

Gjesme, 1983; Teahan, 1957), none of these researchers have investigated the academic 

performance of college students. Several researchers have indicated the need for 

personality types obtained fi-om the Myers Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) to be 

considered as predictor variables in correspondence course completion rates (Atman, 

1988; Ehrman, 1990; Lawrence, 1984). Only one study (Garland, 1993) has actually 

investigated the relationship of MBTI type to completion rates of correspondence 

students. Garland's (1993) study had 55 subjects and the data analysis mdicated 


