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Introduction: Victoria University and the Postcompulsory Education Centre

Victoria University is a multi-sector, multi-campus institution located in Melbourne, Australia.  Australian multi-sector tertiary institutions are educational facilities which offer higher education (HE) courses leading to bachelor degrees and above and Technical and Further Education (TAFE) courses leading to certificates and diplomas and often some combination of the two.
  Our student body is highly diverse, with a broad mix of ‘non-traditional’ students.  It encompasses higher than average proportions of students from Language Backgrounds Other Than English (LBOTE), low SES backgrounds, students who are ‘first in the family’ university entrants, and who come from a rich variety of cultural backgrounds.  Our institutional mission statement includes a commitment to serving Melbourne’s Western suburbs, whose residents command relatively low levels of social capital (ABS, 2003). 
The Postcompulsory Education centre (PEC) is a small research unit, which is nested within Victoria University’s Teaching and Learning Support portfolio (TLS).
  TLS is responsible for building and improving learning and teaching experiences for students and staff, including the provision of student learning support services.  PEC was established in January 2005 to provide a University-wide focus for educational research.  We conduct largely internal research with staff and students of the university into various aspects of postcompulsory education.  The unit also supports practitioner-led research with the aim of developing the scholarship of learning and teaching across the University.  We work collaboratively with our colleagues from other TLS centres and/or faculty staff.  PEC’s research contributes to the development of educational policies that are informed by targeted institutional research.

This paper aims to demonstrate the usefulness of a research informed model of student learning support.  To this end, the research findings of a cluster of studies that PEC has conducted on the transition to university at our institution and on local patterns of student attrition are synthesised. The benefits of developing this stock of local knowledge are then briefly described.  A second aim of this paper is to demonstrate the wider relevance of this institutionally based research.  In order to do so, these findings are employed to comment on some issues within the wider literature on the transition to first year and student attrition.  It is suggested that historically dominant approaches to these intertwined issues cannot adequately encompass some of the recent developments within the Australian tertiary education scene.  The Australian federal government view of attrition is also questioned in the light of our own and other research.  
PEC Research Projects

Before any general points arising from PEC’s research can be discussed, the aims, purposes and methods of the five projects considered in this paper must be outlined.  Our research has been grouped into several interrelated thematic strands.  This paper concentrates on research falling within our ‘attrition and transition’ stream.  That cluster of studies was informed and motivated by a consensus in the research on attrition from HE that students tend to leave courses in their first year of study, or due to their experiences during this transitionary period (Tinto, 1993; McMillan, 2005; Nora, Barlow and Crisp, 2005). The projects had differing purposes, but they all captured aspects of the First Year Experience (FYE) at Victoria University. 

The ‘Patterns of Progress and Attrition in Commencing HE Students’ project was a large scale, statistical study.  Commencing students were defined for this project as domestic students, who were new to higher education, and who had commenced in a bachelor degree program.  Student academic progress through degree studies was assessed by calculating student progress rate (SPR).
  Attrition rates were calculated using a standard government measure of attrition, which was adapted to suit the specificities of our multi-sector institution.  
In Australia, SPRs and student attrition rates are used by the Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST) to allocate federal government funding to universities.  Victoria University did not perform well on these two indicators in the first round of allocations from this new funding pool.  The study thus aimed to examine the factors that contribute to both progress and attrition in our HE sector.  A better understanding of these factors was sought to inform the design of effective approaches to improving student progress and to reducing first year student attrition.
 
Three cohorts of domestic undergraduate students who had commenced their degree studies over three consecutive years were included in the study.  The cohorts consisted of 4,405, 4,414 and 3,684 students respectively.  SPRs for each cohort were computed.  These rates were computed as an individual value for each student, which had the advantage of allowing for multivariate statistical analysis using the student as the unit of analysis. 
  In applying this indicator for a group of students, it was calculated as the mean of the individual pass rates for the members of that group. Attrition rates for each cohort were also calculated.  Attrition was defined as the proportion of students lost from the HE sector of our institution from one year to the next year (commencing students who neither re-enrol nor graduate in the year after their commencing year).  This definition was able to capture students who ‘transfer’ into the second or third year of a degree course from a TAFE course, who are in their ‘first year’ of HE.  Linear regression analysis was used to identify the influence of selected variables on SPRs, and logistic regression analysis was used to identify the influence of selected variables on student attrition rates.

The ‘Making Articulation Work’ project was a qualitative, longitudinal study of TAFE to HE articulation at VU.  In Australia, the term articulation is used to refer to a process akin to ‘transfer’ - from a course in a community college to a university course - in North America.  In this study, articulating students were defined as students who moved from a departure course in our TAFE sector to a destination course in our HE sector.  TAFE students who are articulating can progress through one of Victoria University’s standard pathways, which are negotiated by sectoral stakeholders, or undertake a dual sector award.  The term ‘pathway’ refers to a formally acknowledged link between qualifications in the TAFE and HE sectors which may, or may not, entitle students to advanced standing in a degree course.  General recognition of TAFE studies as a basis for allocating credit in HE courses also allows students to construct ‘informal’ pathways from TAFE to HE.
This study aimed to consider how well these pathways from TAFE to HE ‘work’, from a student perspective.  The university had developed new policies that aimed, in part, to ensure greater consistency and equity in the treatment of students in selection and admissions processes.  The project explored the extent to which these equity aims were being achieved.  It also deepened our understanding of student transitions, by mapping the experiences of a large sample of TAFE articulators, and their success in their early degree studies.  The literature had suggested that TAFE articulating students may face both issues in accessing HE places and specific difficulties in transitioning from TAFE to degree level studies.
In 2005, eight TAFE courses that act as the starting point for formal and informal ‘pathways’ to HE were chosen from a range of broad fields of study.  We conducted interviews with twenty TAFE teachers and one hundred and fourteen students from these courses.  In 2006 we conducted follow up interviews with most of these students, many of whom had enrolled in degree courses, and with twenty nine of their HE lecturers.  The interviews focused on student destinations in 2006, their access to HE places, and their transition to university experiences.
The ‘Why Does First Year Have to be So Hard’ project was a small exploratory study of the transition issues experienced by two cohorts of commencing undergraduate bachelors students at Victoria University.  One group was articulating from an internal TAFE course into a degree course and the other group consisted of those entering directly from high school.  The purpose of the study was to develop discussion questions and identify research areas that PEC could further investigate.  The study was based on three student focus groups, one with school leavers and two with TAFE articulators. These were intended to identify and explore the critical incidents, both positive and negative, experienced by students in their first six months in HE.  Six course coordinators from courses with both large numbers of TAFE articulators and school leavers were interviewed to obtain their perspectives on the issues facing students in transition.

The findings from this study informed the design of a follow up study, the ‘Transition to University at Victoria University’ project, conducted in 2006.  That study was a small, multi-method study that explored a random sample of first year student views of the FYE.  The project aimed to deepen our understanding of the early transition experiences of students entering first year at Victoria University, in terms of factors that commonly mediate attrition risk amongst first year students.  It was also intended to inform the planning of new student support initiatives being developed at Victoria University, and thus to contribute to ongoing efforts to reduce attrition rates through better management of the transition to first year.

The study was based on one hundred and fifty eight first year student responses to an online survey, interviews with sixteen of those students, and on participant observation at orientation events.  The results of the study were compared with responses from a cohort of one hundred and seventy seven first year Victoria University students who had participated in the national First Year Experience Survey, which is conducted by a research unit based at the University of Melbourne (See Krause, Hartley, James and McInnis, 2005).  The PEC study was conducted two years after the 2004 national survey, over a period when Victoria University has focused on reducing attrition rates.  It allowed for some appraisal of changes and continuities in the FYE at Victoria University over time, as well as a ‘snapshot’ at a single time point. 

The final study included in this synthesis of results is the ‘Problem Based Learning in First Year Engineering’ project.  This study was conducted in collaboration with staff involved in introducing the Problem Based Learning (PBL) approach into first year engineering courses at Victoria University.  The project aimed to evaluate this initiative and to explore the experiences of students adjusting to a PBL approach, as well as those of the academic and support staff involved.  This study provided feedback for staff on how best to support students during the shift to a more collaborative style of learning. It gave some indication of the impact that this teaching initiative may have had in improving students learning outcomes and reducing first year attrition rates.
 
A series of surveys were administered to students at various time points and student focus groups were also conducted.  The initial survey aimed to assess student knowledge of and expectations of PBL at the point of entry into their courses. Later surveys explored student experiences during their first semester of PBL.  A staff survey was also conducted to collect feedback on the process of introducing PBL into these courses.
That concludes the overview of PEC’s ‘first year’ research projects.  These studies used a range of methodologies, and engaged a variety of student populations.  They nonetheless yielded some common analytical themes.  The specific experiences of certain student cohorts were also better illuminated through this work.  The patterns of student attrition and progress identified in the large statistical analysis of three cohorts of first year intakes are employed to inform interpretations of some of the findings of the smaller, more targeted studies throughout the following discussion.
Teaching and Learning 

National research on the FYE has consistently found that students report adjusting to the requirements of a new teaching and learning environment to be one of the hardest aspects of the transition to university (Scanlon, Rowling and Weber 2007; Katanis, 2001).  Improving the social and academic support available for first year students’ who are making this adjustment, in particular through engaging them in active, collaborative learning, is consistently associated with reductions in student attrition (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005; Krause et. al., 2005; Tinto, 1997).  Our research affirmed most of the more well known findings documented in this wider literature.  
Academic under-preparation for tertiary studies is consistently associated with risk of attrition (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005; McMillan, 2005).  Most of our student research participants reported feeling academically prepared for tertiary study.  This was equally true of students from a variety of backgrounds (TAFE, High-School, mature age students) and of various equity statuses (language background other than English and low socio-economic status students).  Yet fears about being under-prepared for some elements of degree level studies, along with student’s lack of knowledge as to what exactly might be expected of them, also routinely surfaced.  A substantial minority of the student participants also reported difficulties in ‘keeping up’ with their coursework and/or assessment tasks in practice. 
Despite this general sense of ‘being prepared’ a great deal of our research accorded with the published research, in indicating that first year students desire a far more explicit introduction to the specifics of university level teaching and learning (Scanlon et. al., 2007; Tinto, 1999; Katanis, 2001).  They generally understood that degree studies were likely to be challenging, and to require high workloads.  They were also aware of expectations that they be responsible for their own ‘independent learning’ at university. Yet what ‘independent learning’ actually entails was often unclear to them.  In particular they sought more clarity from their lecturers about the ‘nuts and bolts’ of how university teaching and learning ‘works’ and what is expected of them as learners.  
Perceptions of good teaching and supportive relationships with teaching staff generally foster retention and ease student transitions (Krause, et. al., 2005; Zepke and Leach, 2005; Cuseo, 2003).  Our research consistently highlighted student’s uncertainty as to what support they could reasonably expect from lecturers, and in some cases expectations of receiving little support.  Most of our student participants did at least expect to receive less support from lecturers than they had from their teachers in High-School or at TAFE.  Student uncertainty around the support they might call on from staff was further illuminated by findings of wide variation in the levels of support academic staff had reportedly offered to students.  The appreciation voiced by students who had been supported by teaching staff affirms the beneficial effects of encouraging the growth of consistently supportive teaching environments.
 
Giving students adequate and timely feedback on their early academic work and progress is considered to be a particularly important means of easing the adjustment to university level teaching and learning and of enhancing retention (Trotter and Roberts, 2006:375; Lawrence, 2003; Katanis, 2001).  Despite Victoria University’s adoption of policies which stress the need for students to receive this kind of academic support, first year students consistently reported a desire for more feedback on their early assessment tasks and academic progress.  This was in fact one of the strongest points of agreement across the various projects, and similar results have surfaced in student surveys conducted by other units within the university. 
Some of the consistencies in first year student’s feedback on orientation processes at Victoria University serve to reinforce the foregoing points.  Students often expressed preferences for a more comprehensive approach to their orientation as new students.  In particular, they sought greater clarity from lecturers regarding academic expectations of them as learners.  Equally common was interest in students being provided with more opportunity to ‘make friends’ early in their first semester.  Perhaps this informed their approval of orientation activities which occur at the course or unit level rather than of larger ‘generic’ activities.  It was certainly the case that friends were named as the key support that first year students had relied on during their transition to university, which is in keeping with the published research (Trotter and Roberts, 2006; Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005:615). 
Together these findings suggest that Victoria University should expand and further embed the use of collaborative learning approaches in first year courses.  On the basis of this research, PEC has made recommendations to that effect.  These findings underline the worth of adopting pedagogical approaches that provide strong initial learning support for new students.  It is generally accepted that collaborative learning practices; enhance relationships between students and their peers; and between students and their teachers; and improve learning outcomes (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005; Lawrence, 2003; Tinto, 1997). This last aspect of the transition to first year may be particular important at our university, given that PEC’s statistical study of patterns of attrition found that students with lower progress rates in first year were more likely to leave than those with higher progress rates. That said, this is unlikely to be a ‘panacea’ for easing all first year transitions to HE (Pargetter, McInnis, James, Evans, Peel and Dobson, 1998). 
Furthermore, some of our findings indicated that where collaborative learning is already being employed, steps must be taken to ensure that this approach is used to best effect. Comments from some of the first year students who were engaged in collaborative learning suggest that, although they valued this approach for making friends, they would prefer more guidance from lecturers, particularly on how to manage the challenges of team work. Concerns about the assessment of group work inadequately reflecting individual contributions were also raised.  This suggests some attention to providing teaching staff with professional development which clarifies their role in a collaborative learning setting. 
‘Juggling’ University Studies and Paid Work
Australian studies of the FYE have devoted some attention of late to changing patterns of participation in paid work and study across successive cohorts of first year students.  Much of this research has focused on full-time student’s greater participation in paid work and any related impact on academic performance or risk of attrition (Bradley, 2006; McInnis and Hartley, 2002).  Greater difficulty in ‘engaging’ new students is considered symptomatic of the emergence of new patterns of concurrent work and study amongst them (McInnis, 2001; Krause et. al., 2005).  Similarly, many of the students involved in our research reported feeling somewhat time pressured. They had some concerns about their ability to manage their paid work and study commitments, as well as the long daily travel times such commitments entailed in some cases.
Our first year students communicated concerns around their ability to manage their commitments to both paid work and to study.  The majority of students involved in the various projects were in some form of paid work, most usually on a part-time or casual basis.  One comparative study suggested that students at Victoria University may work longer hours than is the norm for other Australian university students, and that they may do so to meet basic financial needs.  Some students also reported that long daily travel times had affected their studies, while for others this was not a concern.  Student feedback gathered in other research indicated that students would like their teachers to be more understanding of the impact of various personal troubles on their university studies. 

Disturbingly, there was also some evidence of first year students being disengaged with their own learning, at least outside of the classroom.  The time that students reported spending in private study outside of class in one survey was lower than the reported norm for other Australia first year students.  PEC’s research generally confirmed that first year students spend little time socialising on campus.  However, there were some indications that many of our students are highly engaged in their classroom learning, particularly when this occurs in a collaborative setting.  Given the limited time that students reported spending on campus, this again suggests that further embedding of collaborative learning approaches in first year courses may be an effective means of increasing the support that we can offer new students. 
 

Interestingly, the large scale statistical study of patterns of student attrition and academic progress in first year found that participation in paid employment had mixed effects on progress rates and attrition.  Full-time employment was associated with attrition risk, but students who were employed part-time had lower attrition rates than those not in any paid employment.  Unemployed students also had the lowest progress rates, but there was no consistent relationship between full or part-time paid employment and student progress rates.  Generally, these results imply that more flexible learning options should be adopted in Victoria University’s first year courses to better accommodate and support first year students with outside commitments. 
 
Institution-Wide Service Provision 
The issue of the general level of service which universities provide for first year students has received little attention in the published literature until recently (But see Zepke and Leach, 2005, Darlaston-Jones, Pike, Cohen, Young, Haunold and Drew, 2003).  Yet many commencing students indicated their dissatisfaction with the general level of service provided at Victoria University.  The findings just discussed suggest that students who are increasingly ‘time pressured’ may well have little patience for spending their time on campus negotiating administrative hurdles, or for negotiating a lack of organisation in aspects of their coursework.  Furthermore, many students sought additional ‘pastoral’ support than what they had received from university staff. 
Across PEC’s research, there was evidence of a lack of coordination and consistency in the level of service the university delivers.  ‘Patchiness’ in the level of support provided by teachers has already been noted. This also seems to be the case with some administrative services.  The studies indicated that this has a particularly negative effect on the ‘first impressions’ of new students, in some cases leading them to question the decision to enrol at the university.  Students complained of unsatisfactory experiences with enrolment procedures, at orientation events, in signing up for tutorials, and about disorganisation in their courses. Difficulties securing accurate and timely information were also mentioned.  The administration of academic credit for articulating students was a particular bone of contention.  This appears to be in part a product of instances of poor coordination between our TAFE and HE sectors.
The small comparative study suggested that Victoria University first year students may be less sure about which post-school pathways to take than are other Australian university students.  If this is generally the case, it perhaps helps to make sense of many students interest in receiving greater guidance and advice about career and academic choices, as reported in several of the studies.  The role of academic advising has been formalised and embedded in the North American HE setting for some time, even if it is sometimes the ‘weak link’ in student services (Habley, 2000).  This is less often the case in Australia.  On the basis of this research, PEC has advocated for the appointment of staff with specific responsibility for providing guidance and advice regarding courses and careers for all beginning students.
Course and University Preferences, Location and ‘Prestige’

PEC studies also highlighted some cohort specific aspects of the transition to first year at Victoria University, and some attendant patterns of attrition risk in this local setting.  There were some indications that a proportion of the school-leavers who attend Victoria University would have preferred to enrol at another institution.  In contrast to this, TAFE articulating students indicated considerable ‘loyalty’ to the university, and had frequently only applied for a place at this institution.  Attending a university which is ‘close to home’ appealed to many first year students, but not all of our students live near to the campus they attend.
Some of the studies implied that many students enrolling in degree courses at Victoria University directly after High-School may have preferred to enrol elsewhere.  That said, the research also suggested that the proportion of first year Victoria University students who are entering their preferred course has been increasing over recent years.  Yet at least some first years appear to take up offers at Victoria University because they are unsuccessful with applications to other universities, or because they consider their chance of acceptance to be high.  A minority of students in one study made clear their intentions to later transfer to another university if their academic results allowed this.  The two major reasons for doing so were hoping to attend a university ‘closer to home’ and attending a more prestigious university.
  Some students aimed instead to transfer to a more desirable course elsewhere. 

By contrast, TAFE articulating students more often voiced intentions to stay at Victoria University and had frequently entered their TAFE courses with the intention of going on to do a degree at this institution.  This is an interesting result, in that they also commonly reported some initial transition difficulties, which were linked to being given credit for the first year subjects designed to introduce students to HE.
  Our research implied that the kinds of learning experiences these students reported having in their TAFE studies, which included close relationships with peers and teachers, appears to have done much to foster the kind of institutional ‘loyalty’ that integration within learning communities and similar strategies are held to encourage (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1997).
These results from some of the smaller scale and qualitative research projects were somewhat supported in the findings of the larger statistical study of patterns of attrition in first year.  That study indicated that TAFE articulating students have relatively high retention rates compared to school-leavers.
Residential location within, or outside of, the university’s region in Melbourne’s West also bears on transition experiences and attrition at Victoria University.  Our student body includes a high proportion of students from the Western region of Melbourne, where most of our campuses are located.  However, students from other regions do attend the university and we do have campuses located in downtown Melbourne.  Furthermore, ‘Western’ students may end up attending a campus that is a long way from their home, despite the campus being located in the Western region.  That long commutes between home, work and university are an issue for some first year students has already been noted and residential location bears on this matters.  The statistical study of patterns of first year attrition at Victoria University found that students from regions outside of Western Melbourne were considerably more likely to leave than were ‘local’ students.
In sum, these findings suggest that knowledge of the intentions, circumstances and experiences of various cohorts of first year students can be useful in helping to frame institutional responses to particular transition issues and attendant attrition risks.  For example, it seems that Victoria University might have to offer a very high quality educational experience to retain some ‘reluctant’ first year students.  These findings also indicate that there may be some attrition risks over which institutions can exert little control.  The perceptions of ‘prestige’ attached to universities and the location of campuses relative to students homes are matters which are not easily addressed.  These results also call into question a necessarily negative view of all first year student attrition.  If a university has provided a first year experience that enables some students to go on to pursue their educational goals elsewhere, this should not be simply deemed a ‘failure’ by the university.
The Benefits of Institutionally Based Research 

Conducting the kind of targeted, institutional research that has been discussed in this paper provides a useful platform for action. This work has allowed for the relevance of some broad trends in the FYE at our institution to be confirmed. It provides guidance as to which of the common strategies for managing student transitions and attrition might be most helpful at Victoria University.  In particular, it has reinforced the central importance of ensuring that all first year students receive adequate and accessible learning support early in their university careers (Scanlon et. al., 2007 Tinto, 1997).  This synthesis has also highlighted the usefulness of examining the issues and circumstances that have an impact on local patterns of transition and attrition, but which may be as yet poorly recognised in the wider research (See also Pargetter et. al., 1998 Ch. 8 on this issue).

There are a variety of practical ways in which this research has allowed PEC to contribute to efforts to improve the educational experience Victoria University offers.  It has enabled recommendations to be put forward to university decision making bodies, and thus for an influence on policy and practice.  Dissemination of this research has contributed to staff awareness of transition and attrition issues.  University staff have drawn on our studies in applying for grants to fund further research and initiatives that are designed to improve the FYE.  It is also possible to develop support materials from this kind of work, which are useful to teaching staff who want to contribute to the management of student transitions and attrition.

A Contribution to Debates in the Attrition and Transitions Literature
The work of Tinto represents the dominant theoretical tradition in student attrition research (1975, 1993, 1997).  His work stresses the paramount role of the social and academic integration of new students in fostering retention.  In this view, a high degree of ‘fit’ between student values and orientations and those of a college, along with peer group integration, enhances institutional commitment and satisfaction thus preventing ‘drop out’.  This model has been shown to have more limited applicability in non-residential college settings.  Student’s academic integration, achieved within the classroom, more directly affects retention than does social integration in such cases (Tinto, 1993; Pascarella and Wolf, 1985).
  Our research has supported some of the insights generated within this paradigm.  In particular, it affirms that strong supportive relationships with peers and with teachers, which can be fostered in classroom settings, provide better transition experiences and encourage retention. 
However, our work also supports insights from those who have challenged the ‘assimilationist’ model of retention.  Zepke and Leach argue that research which is concerned only with how institutions seek to ‘fit’ students into their existing culture overlooks the question of what ‘adaptations’ institutions might need to make to engage an increasingly heterogeneous student body (2005:46-47).  They note that there is less empirical evidence supporting ‘adaptive’ approaches to student transitions and retention as yet, but that Australian applications of ‘assimilative’ models have produced uneven results.  In part this may be because attrition is also affected by student perceptions of ‘how well their cultural attributes are valued, accommodated…and how differences…are bridged’ (Zepke and Leach, 2005:52; see also Cameron and Tesoriero, 2003).  Given that a high proportion of students at our institution are ‘non-traditional’ students, this might help to explain their considerable interest in having the practices of university level teaching and learning made explicit to them.  The difficulties experienced by LBOTE students would also seem to be better accommodated within this perspective. 
An adaptive model of easing student transitions and enhancing retention is also better able to encompass some of the fundamental changes in the Australian HE scene in recent years, the impact of which was apparent in our research.  ‘Massification’ of our tertiary sector has occurred as access to university has broadened and student populations have diversified.  Many students, for a variety of reasons, are increasingly finding university cultures, especially teaching and learning cultures, foreign and alienating (Lawrence, 2003).  Additionally, when more Australian first year students than in the past are ‘juggling’ study and a range of other commitments, it is little wonder that they increasingly expect university to ‘fit into’ their lives and pre-existing commitments rather than vice versa (McInnis, James and Hartley, 2000; McInnis, 2001).  This suggests that efforts to ease student transitions to university and to retain them which are premised on assisting students to ‘conform’ to notions of the typical, traditional undergraduate student (Lawrence, 2003; McInnis, 2001) will be of limited effectiveness. 
However, our research indicated that taking a critical perspective on the ‘assimilationist’ tradition does not mean abandoning the valid insights it has produced.  Indeed, our findings suggest that adopting a ‘whole of university’ approach, in which all staff are responsible for managing student transitions and attrition (Tinto, 1997; Terenzini and Pascarella, 2005:647) may be more critical than ever.  Shifts in student expectations of university are also linked to a political climate which increasingly positions them as educational ‘consumers’.  As such, ‘students are becoming more conscious of their customer rights and of gaps between their expectations of service delivery and the reality of that service’ (Darlaston-Jones et. al., 2003:31).  Meeting student expectations of service provision by teaching staff, facilities management staff, administrative staff and student support staff may now play a role in enhancing student retention.  Reducing the bureaucracy characteristic of university processes might be particularly effective in this regard (Heverley, 1999; Darlaston-Jones et. al., 2003).
The research presented earlier also implied that defining all attrition as a ‘failure’ on HE institutions behalves is questionable. This point is supported by recent documentation of broader patterns of student movement within the Australian HE system.  A study of attrition from first year courses in fourteen Australian universities concluded that overall rates of attrition from HE may be considerably lower than previously thought, if students who transfer between courses/institutions at some point are considered (Long, Ferrier and Heagney, 2006; See also Hillman, 2005, and McMillan, 2005).  Other studies have shown that institutional prestige counts heavily in student’s choice of university, yet they will accept less desirable university/course combinations in preference to not attending university at all (James, 2001) and that they consider their lower chances of acceptance at high prestige universities (James, Baldwin, and McInnis, 1999).  Some students thus complete first year at a less-preferred institution, hoping to gain good enough results to transfer to their most preferred institution - often due to high ‘prestige’ or proximity to their homes - in second year (Long, Ferrier and Heagney, 2006:3).  
This in turn problematises DEST’s use of attrition rates to allocate some funding streams amongst Australian universities.  Given the emerging evidence in Australia that significant rates of transfer between institutions are disguised within overall attrition rates, assumptions that high attrition rates are indicative of universities having ‘failed’ all of the students who depart them are faulty.  Long et. al. note that some of what is counted as student attrition ‘appears to be students constructing their own pathways to preferred university studies’ (2006:V).  As the Australian federal government has long encouraged ‘seamless’ student movements within the tertiary sector (Harris, Rainey and Sumner, 2006) this might rather be viewed as evidence of successful policy implementation.
Some Concluding Remarks and Research Directions 

We conclude by suggesting some lines of enquiry that other institutionally based research into student transitions and attrition might usefully investigate.  The common factors which affect student’s transitions to university and their subsequent risk of attrition are reasonably well known by now.  This paper has indicated the utility of exploring how this mix of factors plays out in particular local contexts.  It has also highlighted the usefulness of considering whether there might be institutional and local conditions which are less well known, but which may also have an impact on the quality of the FYE and on local patterns of attrition.  
It has also suggested that institutionally based research might be more effective if it employs a variety of methods and perspectives.  The usefulness of our work has been enhanced by the use of both quantitative and qualitative methods to explore the transition to first year and risk of attrition.  The use of statistical methods to map patterns of transition and attrition can provide an overview of the factors which influence student outcomes locally.  The reasons why such relationships and patterns come into being can then be explicated through the use of qualitative methods to capture students own perspectives on their experiences and their decision making. 
Institutionally based research which is informed by multiple theoretical perspectives might also offer some useful practical alternatives.  Consideration of various theoretical framings of research problems in the transitions and attrition field allows for the formulation of effective institutional responses to changes in the HE landscape, and in the experiences of undergraduate students.  Some of these changes, along with recently documented patterns of student movement, may even invite critical re-engagement with the notions of attrition and transition themselves.
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Glossary 
Articulation:  Articulation is a broad brush term which refers to student movements from one course to another, or from one institution to another.  The Australian federal government has encouraged the development of formal articulation arrangements to encourage such student movements.  These include, for example institutional attention to more tightly specifying the advanced standing and/or amount of academic credit that students might expect to receive for a degree, based on their other learning at another university or other educational facility.  
Attrition:  The definition of attrition used by DEST is the proportion of students who drop out of an award course at an institution each year (DEST 2004).  First year attrition rates ‘measure the proportion of students in a particular year who neither graduate nor continue studying in an award course at the same institution in the following year’.  DEST has sometimes employed retention as a key indicator of performance rather than attrition rates.  Retention is measured by the Apparent Retention Rate (ARR).  This is the number of students who re-enrol at an institution in a given year, as a proportion of the students who were enrolled in the previous year, less those who completed their course.  It does not count as retained those who defer their study or transfer successfully to another institution.  More recently DEST has shifted reporting the ‘inverse of the attrition rate’ for institutions.  This is defined as the proportion of students who achieve a positive outcome of either completed in that year, or who were retained in the subsequent year. 
Cross-sectoral and Multi sectoral: Australia’s Education system is categorised into a number of sectors. The Higher Education sector encompasses both government funded and private institutions, which can award degree level qualifications.  The Vocational and Education and Training sector (VET) also comprises a mix of public and private educational institutions.  Technical and Further Education (TAFE) providers are a sub group of government funded institutions operating within the VET sector.  These latter institutions usually offer qualifications at the certificate, diploma and advanced diploma level.  The term cross-sectoral is used to refer to initiatives which have some basis in two or more sectors of Australia’s education system.  For example, a cross sectoral award refer to a qualification that is granted on the basis of a combination of study in an HE course and a VET course.  The term multi-sectoral refers to initiatives, including courses, ward or programs, which involve more than one educational sector. The two terms are used interchangeably.
DEST:  DEST is the acronym for the Australian Government Department of Education, Science and Training.  This department is the national level government body responsible for Australia’s education system.
EFTSL:  This acronym for Equivalent Full-time Student Load (EFTSL) refers to students coursework load. It is a measure of the student load attributable to a part of a unit of study, a unit of study or to a set of units of study. The measure indicates the notional proportion of the workload which would be applicable to a standard annual program for a student undertaking a full year of study in a particular year, of a particular program.
TAFE:  The acronym for the Australia Technical and Further Education sector. TAFE providers are government funded institutions, which offer adult education, training in vocational fields, and access to further study programs amongst other things.

SPR: This is the acronym for Student Progress Rate, which is used as a performance indicator by DEST. It refers to the proportion of subject load passed by a student. Two variants of this measure are widely used. The first is the student progress ratio (also known as the student progress unit (SPU) ratio), based on the ratio of the aggregate student load (measured in EFSTL) successfully completed and the aggregate assessed student load. This ratio may be calculated at institution, faculty, school or course levels but progress rates for individual students are not calculated. The second is the mean student progress rate or the student progress unit (SPU) mean. It is defined as the proportion of subject load passed by a student in a period of time, usually a year. It is calculated as passed EFTSL divided by assessed EFTSL for each student. The unit of analysis is therefore the student rather than the EFTSL and full-time and part-time students are equally weighted. A major advantage of the student progress rate is that it provides a variable at the level of the student. As well as providing a student-centred measure, it also has some strong statistical advantages in that it can then be related to other student variables. This allows adjustment of the value using multiple regression techniques, as DEST does for attrition rates.

VET: The acronym for Vocational Education and Training (See the entry for Multi-sector above for more information).
�  TAFE courses are roughly equivalent, in North American terms, to a two year degree at a community college.  See the glossary appended to this paper for definitions of key terms and frequently used acronyms.


�  The PEC staff members who were directly involved in the research projects discussed in this paper were Professor Roger Gabb, Dr. Zhongjun Cao, Ms Shay Keating, Ms Sue Glaisher and Dr Lisa Milne. 


� SPR refers the proportion of assessed study load that a student has passed.  It does not assess grades.  


� The study also aimed to model this process of data analysis using student records, so that staff, departments and faculties could replicate this work.  We uncovered some barriers preventing staff from doing so and have advocated for improvements to our record keeping system to rectify this. 


� This means that part-time students and full-time students are equally weighted in the analysis because the value for each student is the proportion of the assessed load passed, no matter how small that is.


�  For example, the Semester 1 2006 results in one of these units show a pass rate of 89%, as compared to 50% pass rate in the traditional lecture based units of study.  A lecturer with responsibility for monitoring the introduction of PBL indicated that there has been much improvement in retention of students to the second year of the courses involved, but formal data confirming this is not yet available. 


�  While there is not space here to explore this issue further, PEC research also suggests that the difficulties that first year students experience in adjusting to university level teaching and learning might well be more pronounced amongst LBOTE students.  For example, LBOTE was associated with lower student progress rates in the statistical study of patterns of attrition.  Some of our qualitative results also indicated that for students with concerns about language difficulties, this overshadowed other common first year student concerns.


�  Victoria University students appear to fit the description of ‘commuter’ students, in that many of them report busy lives outside of their study commitments and that they use their limited time on campus for coursework related purposes rather than socialising (Braxton and Hirschy, 2005).


�  The large statistical study indicated that attendance type was the largest predictor of attrition in the cohorts studied. This had a larger impact than hours in paid work.  Unfortunately the reasons why part-time students account for a large proportion of first year attrition at Victoria University have not yet been explored from a qualitative perspective.  Yet this might also make sense of some of the time and financial pressures students report and their dissatisfaction with ‘clunky’ services.  Such difficulties may well have a greater impact on students who are juggling what can be unpredictable work commitments, part-time study, and travel between home, university and a workplace to boot.


�  Interestingly, those TAFE students that did go elsewhere to pursue degree studies generally cited the same reasons for doing so as did school leavers.


�  While this is not always the case, it is common for TAFE articulating students to be granted academic credit for part or all of the first year of a degree course.  They often commence their HE studies at the second year level, which can be a barrier to a ‘smooth’ transition to HE. 


� Bean and Metzner’s (1985) alternative model of student attrition, which was developed specifically in reference to non-traditional students, was an early forerunner in terms of approaches which cast doubt on the blanket applicability of ‘assimilation’ into a college milieu in explaining retention.
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