Look before we leap: investigation before implementation when addressing student drop out.

Janice Catterall, Betty Gill, Ros Martins and Edda Simeoni

University of Western Sydney

Faced with designing and providing a support solution to a high student attrition rate in one undergraduate course, lecturers from UWS’s Bachelor of Health and from the Student Services Division collaborated in a research project to explore retention strategies and their effectiveness. Focusing on first year, the study used a variety of data collection methods: discussion groups, questionnaire, focus groups and telephone interviews, over a period of a year.

The general expectation was that dissatisfaction with the course and poor academic skills among students would be central factors. To our surprise, this was overturned by the findings. Prior to initiating an academic support program to aid transition, therefore, it seems that investigation can bring to light more complex factors for which conventional solutions  are not necessarily the answer.

The project "Exploration of retention strategies and their effectiveness" was a collaborative project between staff from the Bachelor of Health course and the Student Services Division. This paper draws on the unpublished report for that project (Alexander, Catterall, Gill, Mabin, Martins and Simeoni, 1999).   The initial rationale for the project was the desire of the Student Services Division to investigate ways in which it could contribute to the UWS Macarthur strategic plan and add value to the university's operation. An overall attrition rate of 20 % with some courses as high as 40% (Executive Information Services 1996) warranted further investigation particularly in a national environment where much lower attrition rates were of serious concern. A mean annual student failure rate of 11% represents a $360 million financial drain on the tertiary system (Iling cited in Zeegers and Martin, 2001).   High attrition rates were perceived by the project team as having both a direct financial cost to the university and an indirect cost in that high attrition rates could reflect problems with the quality of the student experience, in turn affecting reputation in Sydney’s greater West and future enrolments. 

It was tempting, as it often is for busy practitioners, to leap straight into the implementation stage. The Bachelor of Health course had an attrition rate of 38.5% and we knew that it often attracted students at the lower end of the university entrance range.  In our early discussions about the causes of this attrition, academic failure, by insufficiently prepared students, emerged as the chief suspect. We had access to many examples of strategies that had been successfully implemented both overseas and in Australia (for example Stokell, 1998) and team members from the Learning Centre were adept at implementing interventions that targeted academic failure, transition and adjustment.  If we had not received a small grant to conduct exploratory research our first step may have been to implement a contextualised  academic development program. 

Initial investigation of the literature did show that withdrawal from university programs was a complex process about which accurate data was difficult to collect. In common with surveys in general, the survey used in that study had a response rate of less than 40% (Grierson, 1994).  In addition it was thought that there might be a natural tendency for students to rationalize what might be seen as failure. Indeed, one study from Griffith University noted that students had, in their survey responses, most commonly cited financial reasons for withdrawal but had changed in personal interviews to “not coping academically” (Hall and Harper cited in Grierson, 1994). As a result of this complexity it was agreed that a variety of research methods would need to be employed in order to gain accurate local information about student withdrawal in this course. It was decided that initial discussion groups with first year students would be followed by an in-class questionnaire, focus groups and telephone interviews. This multi faceted approach turned out to be one of the great strengths of the project.

Other early decisions that the project team had to make concerned the nature of the target cohort and the definition that would be applied to withdrawal.  It was decided that the target group would be first year since this appeared to be the year, not only when most attrition occurs but also which would significantly affect student progress through subsequent years. According to McInnes (cited in Noone and Cartwright, 1998, p.1) "Negative experiences in the first year during the initial transition process, are easily underestimated since they are often revealed as discontinuation or failure in later years". In the keynote address at the Pacific Rim conference, Professor McInnes reported on a heightened awareness among senior administration and academics about the importance of the first year. He commented that institutional competition to recruit and retain students and the increasing use of performance indicators to measure retention, satisfaction and student performance have led, in many cases, to efforts in improving transition, moving "from the marginal to the mainstream" (Mcinnes, 1998, p.3). It became apparent that student satisfaction in the first year was being widely used as a tool to gain information about the attrition process. 

The project team also discussed whether withdrawal for positive reasons, such as entry into a more desirable course, would be considered ‘withdrawal’ for the purposes of the project. The Student Service members of the team felt that their brief required more concern for those students who were suffering negative effects from withdrawing from university. However the project members from the Bachelor of Health were also concerned for the long term future of their course. Hence it was decided to follow Tinto (cited in Eagle, McDonald and Sylvester, 1998) who argues that for management purposes all withdrawals should be considered significant since each withdrawal creates a vacancy which may otherwise have been filled by a student who may have persisted until graduation.  Thus “each withdrawal represents not only the loss of a potential graduate, but also of substantial funds” (p.4). 

The Project

A combination of data collection methods were used to achieve in-depth understanding, from the students’ perspective, of why some left the course, as well as to learn more about students’ total university experience. These methods included the use of:

(i) Focus groups when students had been in the course for two and half months; 

(ii) A questionnaire (developed by McInnes and James 1995) at eight months into the course;

(iii)  Focus groups at end of 1st year; 

(iv) A telephone interview in March of the following year, of students who had left the course. 

Staff from the Students Services Division, who were part of this project, were responsible for administering activities and collecting the data. The two faculty academics involved in the project and who also had teaching involvement with the course did not take part in any these events so as to reduce any possible bias in student responses. Permission to use the First Year Experience Questionnaire was obtained from the authors and the project was approved by the University of Western Sydney Ethics Committee. 

First Focus Groups 

The focus groups were conducted at the end of two tutorial sessions. The major questions put forward for discussion were: Why do students withdraw from their university course?’ Coming to the end of your first semester, do you feel that health is still the field you want to pursue? If you were going to withdraw, what would underlie such a decision?

Students’ responses to these questions were varied, showing difference in expectations and experiences. Mature students tended to be satisfied with their experience thus far and clearly articulated their expectations and desired career path after graduation. Others, however, especially for those for whom the course had not been a first preference, were less clear on where the degree would take them. One student possibly captured the essence of what this meant for some: “most of us” she stated “are here because it was our last option”. Having “missed out” on a preferred course, such as Osteopathy, Arts, Physical Education, Naturopathy, and Sports Studies, these students were hoping to transfer at the end of semester, under the UWS Guaranteed Transfer Scheme (available to any student able to achieve a credit point average or better) or by other means.  Students coming straight from school in particular, revealed they did not have clear vision of possible identifiable career paths to which the course was perceived to be leading: “no-one knows what can be done with this course…” said one student  “I go through this each week… you don’t know what you’re doing this for”. 

Other significant issues that impacted on the students experience included studying at university, which some found to be “too much to handle”, difficulty in gaining access to lecturers at convenient times and stressful financial circumstances. Spending more time on campus was revealed not to be an option for many, especially for those who had heavy outside work commitments and/or travelled long distances. One student indicated that coming to university involved a five hour round trip on public transport. The use of public transport also raised concerns about personal safety, delays and irregularities. 

The First Year Experience Questionnaire

Forty-three students were surveyed using a self-administered questionnaire developed and validated by McInnes and James (1995), and modified to suit the profile of the particular cohort. The data were analysed using SPSS computer package. Descriptive analysis (see Table 1) showed the sample to be relatively young, ranging in age from 19 to 39 years. Consequently, most of the sample had no dependents. Although the majority were Australian born females, a substantial proportion (40%) spoke a language other than English. This is consistent with the large migrant population found in the South Western Sydney region (eg the Liverpool and Fairfield Local Government Areas).

Table 1. Description of sample and students responses

	Descriptor
	n
	Percentage (%)
	

	Male

Female
	16

27
	37.2

62.8
	

	Australian born
	36
	86
	

	Spoke language other than English
	17
	40
	

	No dependent
	39
	91
	

	Wishing to change after one year

Yes

No
	17

25
	40

59
	

	Course encourages independent learning* 
	28
	67
	When ‘average’ response include 98% cumulative score achieved

	Overall I am really satisfied with the university experience*
	22
	51
	

	Parents supportive of study*
	21
	63
	

	Overall I am really enjoying my course
	16
	37
	

	Course intellectually stimulating*


	14


	33
	When ‘average’ response included 81% cumulative response was achieved

	I have a clear idea of where the course is going*
	11
	27
	


* Results include responses 1 = strongly agree  and 2 = agree on a Likert scale (1-5). For clarity the percentage response when the neutral rating of 3 is included, as these students were not indicating a clear disagreement with the statements (4 = disagree; 5 = strongly disagree.
As with focus groups conducted earlier in the year, the questionnaire results indicated that at eight months into the course many students did not have a clear vision of what the degree could offer. Only around one quarter (27%) were unambiguous about the course. One third (33%) found the course stimulating, and less than half (37%) indicated they were really enjoying the course. Seventeen students (40%) persisted with a desire to change their course.

Students identified developing talents and creative ability as strong factors for going to university (70%), as was training for specific jobs (93%). The findings also indicated that students had a high desire to do well (82%) – although only 26% indicated they had read suggested material in preparation for classes. The expectations of parents and friends were identified as an important factor by just over a quarter of students (28%). The results also indicated that, almost at the end of their first year, just over one  third (35%) of students got together with other students to discuss the subjects they were studying, and only five (12%) had made close friends at university. Only seven participants (16%) indicated that they were just marking time at university.

Analysis by cross tabulation showed that distance affected students’ choice of university. Of the 15 students who had the Bachelor of Health as first preference 73.3% (n=11) lived less than 30 minutes from campus. Of those who had the course listed as second or lower preference (n=16), 66.7% lived 30 minutes or more from the university. This finding was statistically significant ((2 = 5.912, df,=1,p<.05). Cross tabulation of the two preference variables (1st preference vs. all other preferences) with whether the student wished to change their course (change or stay) showed that of the 15 students who had the course as 1st preference, 80% (n=12) indicated they did not wish to change, compared with 47.8% of the 23 for whom the course had not been a first preference. This result was statistically significant ((2  = 3.934, df=1, p<.05). When “wishing to change” and “travel time’ were examined the length of time travelled was significantly associated with a decision to stay (((2 = 5.433, df=1, p<.05) with those requiring less travel being more inclined to state a preference to remain in their current course.

Whilst recognising the constraints imposed on the data by the small sample size, these results do suggest an association between the students’ initial preference for the course and the travel time involved, in conjunction with the students’ desire to continue with their course of study.

Second Focus Groups
Students who took part in the second focus groups were those who had previously given their names on the questionnaire to be involved in this activity.  The focus groups were conducted in the last two weeks of the students’ first academic year. Questions that were asked included why they chose to do the course, how satisfied they were with their studies and with the university environment, as well as any changes they would like to see made. Generally students indicated they were happy with the course, and provided specific examples of subjects that they valued highly, as well as those they valued less. Although there was some discussion about the lack of a clear career pathway, the use of guest speakers, who were working in the fields for which the course prepared students, was seen as beneficial in assisting students in this regard. Most said that they had chosen to do the course because they were interested in health as a field of study. Emphasising the connection between the content studied and actual work practices was highlighted as a way forward for making difficult subjects easier.

Students found the timetabling of their course over three days very useful because it allowed them more flexibility in their work environments. This was highlighted as an important issue because of their need to work. All students seem to take for granted that paid work was an essential part of their life. This was despite the fact that they were all full-time students. For those who lived some distance from the campus the travelling time required was an issue of concern. 

In contrast to the questionnaire findings (see above) all students who took part in this activity said they had made friends, enjoyed working in groups and indicated “the right” environment had been fostered in class. Interestingly the group did not have much to say about the university environment, and there was no sense of being part of the institution as whole.

Follow-up Interview

Fifteen telephone interviews were conducted at the end of March of the following year. This represented nearly all students who withdrew from the course by the end of 1st year.  All students that were contacted were happy to answer our questions. Eleven of the 15 students were studying in other courses. Of this group, the Bachelor of Health course, had been the first choice for only one – this student had transferred to a similar course closer to home, at Wollongong University.  Most of the other students had moved to courses which they had originally ranked higher in preference.

Of the four students who were not studying, one had gone into a family business, one had deferred and two were working in relatively unskilled jobs. Two were planning to resume tertiary studies but in a different field. The student who had deferred was the only one to say s/he was dissatisfied with UWS because of an administrative mix up over fees. All students said they had coped well with the academic workload. Five of the 15 disliked the travelling involved, with one student claiming this was the major cause of withdrawal.

When asked about the level of satisfaction with the course and the class atmosphere the group pointed out that they were overwhelmingly satisfied. Even those who said the course was not for them, commented favourably on the high standard of teaching and the “good social vibes” that existed. Although not directly asked, four students said that these factors were of a higher quality than in their new course. A number of reasons were put forward to account for this satisfaction. One student who had moved to another university said that she now appreciated in retrospect the fact that subjects such as sociology were offered with a health perspective rather than being “lumped in” with hundreds of students from other Faculties. Several students commented favourably on the availability of lecturing staff and their willingness to give time outside of classes. Five students commented on the social cohesion of the group and mentioned barbeques or other social events which had been organised by senior students and the course coordinator.

Discussion

McInnes ( 2001) points to a wealth of information that describes and evaluates strategies aimed at addressing attrition. Tempting it is, when faced with the costs of high attrition rates, to adopt a strategy with prior proven success. However, the implementation of strategies that address attrition is also costly and it is important to identify the causes of attrition in order to choose the most appropriate strategy. According to Pitkethly and Prosser (2001), there is no evidence to support the notion that the negative or positive experiences of students can be generalised across universities. The results of our research indicate that it would even be risky to generalise such experiences across courses within the same university.  In the Bachelor of Health course, 40 % of the students who enrolled in 1998 did not return in 1999. Had the project team implemented strategies at the beginning of 1998 we would have followed the literature (for example Yorke,1998) and employed such strategies as orientation programs, peer tutoring, or team teaching between Learning Centre staff and faculty staff in an attempt to address general common attrition causes such as academic failure and dissatisfaction with the quality of teaching.  However as our findings have indicated, such strategies would not have addressed the needs of at least 75% of the students who left. 

Contrary to the expectations of the project team no type of transition intervention would have made any difference to more than half of the students withdrawing from this particular course. The Bachelor of Health was not a first choice and the students concerned had always intended accepting their first choice when offered. It was therefore not surprising that these students had not made much use of the support service offered by Student Services. Yet how often do we equate the failure of students to make use of university services and who subsequently withdraw, with our own failure to either promote or provide adequate services ?   Very positive experiences in the course also made no difference to their decision to withdraw, although one student did comment that the course was originally ninth preference and had moved to second in her estimation.  In this case and several others, travel distances played an influential role in the decision of accept the first choice when offered. These interview findings were supported by the questionnaires which found that course preference was a major factor in the desire to withdraw with travelling time also an influence.

Data gained from the initial discussions and focus groups serves to remind us that the current student cohort has changed considerably from the past, particularly in the number of students for whom paid work is the norm. With more flexibility in the tertiary system there are perhaps more students who are accepting lower preference offers in the hope of transferring later but for at least some of these longer travel hours are the result.   I t is perhaps these factors that are leading in part to the phenomenon that McInnes (2001b) refers to as ‘disengagement’. However according to McInnes (2001b) our understanding of the causes of disengagement is in its infancy and he warns against ‘ad hoc solutions’ (p14).  Yet hasty interventions seem inevitable while there is inadequate research by institutions into the reasons for student attrition (Pitkenthly and Prosser, 2001). Generally we may be able to say that the greater demands on student time requires the university system to be more flexible and to provide services that are more easily accessible. Yet beyond that universities and indeed individual courses may need to look to their own research and their own tailor-made interventions. 

There are educational and cost benefits in investigating the factors that are affecting attrition in particular  courses  before implementing a full range of strategies. Certainly there are factors that are matters of general institutional quality that should be implemented widely. These may include ensuring student satisfaction with orientation programs, the quality of teaching, administrative procedures and campus facilities. It was the opinion of Learning Centre staff, for example, that the ‘lack of atmosphere’ referred to by some students was not the result of boring materials or poor teaching but the result of an inadequate teaching room. The teaching room, a place where lively discussions were supposed to occur, was L shaped, meaning that one half of the class could not see the other half.   No amount of high energy teaching could have created atmosphere in that room !  There are other strategies such as academic preparation programs, targeted provision of counselling or career services, academic language support or peer mentoring that may make an enormous difference in retention in some courses or to some students but none at all to others. 

 Research into attrition is obviously complex.  The multi-faceted research methodology used in this project was necessary to create the most complete picture possible. The initial discussion, the questionnaire, the focus group and the telephone interviews provided information that corroborated that which came before but also provided further clarification of the information and new insights. It is possible that students may unconsciously misrepresent causes of dissatisfaction if given insufficient time to reflect or through mismatched expectations.  Perhaps the most difficult information to glean was about the causes of academic failure. One student for example, whom the project team subsequently found had failed, claimed in the telephone interview to have ‘done OK’ but left because of ‘lack of interest’.  Might the student have maintained more interest if he had sought academic support and been more successful, or was the failure indeed a result of ‘lack of interest’ ?  While questions such as these remained unclear, the project team felt that the multiple forms of data collection over the extended period provided a solid foundation when discussing possible interventions.

Conclusion

In 2003 the Bachelor of Health course at UWS continues to suffer attrition rates that are above the national average. The chief identified cause of low course preference is not one that is easily resolved. This does not mean our project was a failure. Strategies related to marketing and career options would offer the course the greatest chance of reducing attrition. In addition scarce university resources that provide academic support have been concentrated in other courses where causes of high attrition are more easily identified as being related to academic failure.  There have been both cost and educational benefits in investigating attrition as a local issue defined by a particular course or demographic group.
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