
University of Hawai’i at Mānoa 

Yang Zhang, IR Director &  Yao Hill, Assessment Specialist
University of Hawai’i at Mānoa 

Understanding Why Students Leave—
Using Thematic Analysis to Analyze 

Open‐Ended Question Data 



University of Hawai’i at Mānoa 

Overview

1
• Introduce research question and data collection

2
• Introduce thematic analysis method

3
• Findings and use of results
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University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa
• Flagship Campus 
• Research University of International Standing
• Offers Professional Degrees in Fields of Law, 

Medicine, Education, Architecture, and Nursing
• Student Population of Over 20,000 
• Alumni Population of Over 130,000 Across All 50 

States and in 126 Countries
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MĀNOA CAMPUS TODAYMĀNOA CAMPUS TODAY
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Research Question

“Why students chose to leave the institution?”
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Data Collection
• Leavers’ Study (2012)
• Participants (N = 600): 

• Students who enrolled in academic year 2011 but did not 
return in fall 2012 semester

• Online and phone surveys
• Open-ended question

• “Major reasons that you are leaving other than reasons listed 
above”.

• 274 valid responses
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Thematic Analysis
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1: Careful Reading1: Careful Reading

2: Unitization2: Unitization

3: Categorization3: Categorization

4: Coding4: Coding

5: Finding patterns and trends5: Finding patterns and trends

6: Reporting and Using6: Reporting and Using
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Step 1Step 1 Careful Reading



University of Hawai’i at Mānoa 

• Break responses into thought units/units of meaning
• Each unit communicates only one idea
• Can be several sentences, one sentence, text chunks, or one word.

Step 2Step 2 Unitization: Break it Apart

How about:  , “?” or “…”
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Example

Cost of tuition and parking.

Tuition

Parking
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• How much material to use?
• All if possible. If not, try a balanced random sub‐sample

• How to go about it?
• Deductive‐inductive procedure
• Skip difficult ones first
• Select a sample (30) and check your code against your colleagues’.

• How detailed should it be? 
• Balance between verifiability and consistency

• Aggregate or break it done?
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Categories for inductive approach

• Theory
• Previous research
• Accreditation standards
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Example: Generating categories

Health

Family / Friends

Employment

Move / Deployed

Personal
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Compare for Consistence and Difference
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Create Code Book
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• Label or code response with the indicators 
•Check your work 

• with another colleague (reproducibility)
• against yourself at a different time (stability)

• Modify the code book if necessary
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Example: Coding
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Exercise

Code ten open‐ended responses using the code book
1. Apply the indicators to each response
2. One response may be coded with more than one indicator
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SPSS Syntax Transformation
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Frequency of Themes
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• Make the obvious obvious
• Make the obvious dubious
• Making the hidden obvious 
(Schlechty & Noblit, 1982)

Step 5Step 5 Identify the Patterns & Trends
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Step 6Step 6 Use – To Facilitate Improvement Discussions

Finding:
Students mentioned the 
difficulty of finding classes 
fit their work schedule. 

Diagnose 1: 
Not enough evening 

classes

Strategy 1: 
Increase evening classes

Diagnose 2: 
Classes with flexible 

schedule

Strategy 2: 
Online classes
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Exploratory to confirmatory
What were your main reasons to leave the university?
 Academic
 Financial
 Personal
 Student support services
 Social interactions with others
 Student support services
 …
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Step 6Step 6 Use – To Improve the Instrument
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Questions? 
Yang Zhang: yz6@hawaii.edu
Yao Hill: yao.hill@hawaii.edu
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