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…Trying to understand what really happened with our students by a close examination of attrition statistics is like trying to diagnose a roof leak by a close inspection of the puddle on the floor…

Over the past eighteen months, Curtin University of Technology has been actively developing a student Retention Plan.  In setting retention goals, it is important to understand whether we could have made any difference to the students who ended up being counted amongst the attrition statistics - those who formally withdraw those who fail to re-enrol and those whose enrolment is terminated for academic reasons by the University.  Curtin has had very little data in the past on the reasons why these students did not persist with their studies.  This paper will contrast the value of formal attrition data with data derived from a recent intensive qualitative study, and how these data may be used to inform the further development of a Retention Plan.  

Session Outline

The session will begin with a broad overview of what is known about our retention statistics.  There are substantial amounts of quantitative data which have contributed to the current state of our Retention Plan.  In this context, there will be a brief overview of the Retention Plan.  The session will then address the gaps in knowledge – what we don’t know about our student attrition.  In particular, we know little of the qualitative story of the students we have lost.  Previous attempts to gather data have focused only on students who actively withdraw, and have not been successful in gathering a great deal of information.  We have had little information about the large numbers of students who leave more or less “passively” by simply not re-enrolling; and we know little about those who are required to leave because of academic failure.  The session will then present an overview of the qualitative project carried out December 2007 – May 2008 which sought to gather rich data from a large sample of these former students.  How these data inform the further development of our Retention Plan to maximise the impact of our interventions will then be discussed.

Introduction

Immediately after attending the 2006 FYE conference held in Toronto, I returned to Perth, Western Australia to take on the task of developing my institution’s Retention Plan.  To my great relief, Teresa Farnum had presented a paper at that conference which outlined a process for developing such a plan.  The structure which she suggested has been extremely useful and is gratefully acknowledged.  A Retention Plan Steering Group was formed with key stakeholders drawn from across the entire university – including student representation.  The Steering Group set itself five tasks.
Task One: Overview the University’s Retention data in context of wider theoretical understanding of student retention:
· What characteristics are shown in our retention data? 

· What do these data suggest for key target areas for retention planning? 

Task Two: Review of the resources and programs that Curtin already has in place to address retention

Task Three: Identification of critical gaps in retention resources and programs

Task Four: Development of Draft Retention Plan with potential strategies ranked on three criteria:

· Potential Impact - whether the proposed retention strategy would make a significant difference to retention.  This will generally mean a quantitative difference to retention statistics, but there are also qualitative arguments in favour of interventions that do not necessarily affect large numbers of students 
· Difficulty in Implementation - the complexity of the strategy/intervention and the level of resources required.
· Urgency - how soon the University should make a start on implementing the proposed retention strategy.
Task Five: Production of a final plan with key goals for implementation 2008-2010

At the time of writing, the process is in its final stage.  This paper will focus on stages one and three.

Making sense of attrition and retention statistics

The University’s Strategy and Planning Office was able to provide a bewilderingly large amount of figures related to attrition and retention – once the Steering Group had resolved what we actually meant by these terms.  The Australian government’s Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations uses the following definition of student attrition.  “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.”  Students who switch courses within the same institution are regarded as having been retained. Those students who leave university without completing their course, but who return later to the same university, are also counted as part of attrition.  In some discussions, the term “retention” may be used to refer to students who are retained in the same course of study rather than the more general meaning of retained by the University.  In this discussion, the terms “retention” and “attrition” are used only in the context of students remaining enrolled at the University.

Those numbered amongst the attrition statistics fall broadly into three categories.  These are:

· Students who withdraw from their total enrolment during a study period

· Students who do not re-enrol at the end of a study period, and subsequently are categorised as Absence Without Official Leave - AWOL (including students whose Leave of Absence has lapsed)

· Students who are terminated from their studies by the University, usually on the grounds of academic failure

From the perspective of addressing a somewhat wider view of retention, there is a further group of interest:

· Students who accept an offer of a place, defer their enrolment and subsequently do not take up their place – this group differs from the above categories in that they do not have an experience of being a student at Curtin.

Statistics were provided which showed attrition/retention rates broken down by a range of variables across faculties of enrolment.  These included:
· International student versus domestic student

· Attendance mode – internal or external

· Gender

· Age grouping – under 20, 20-29 or 30 and over

· New student versus continuing student

· Standard high school entrance qualification versus other entrance qualification

· Students admitted with significant recognition of prior learning versus those entering with none

· Rural home address versus metropolitan home address

· Full-time versus part-time

· Academic standing – Good Standing, Conditional or Terminated

These data were informative up to a point. A summary of what was learned indicates:
· Overall retention rate is a little worse for Domestic than International students - but the attrition occurs in different areas. 

· Domestic students: at a Faculty level, the highest levels of attrition appear in Humanities, Science and Engineering and the Centre for Aboriginal Studies (CAS). It is also a significant issue within particular schools. 

· International students: Somewhat higher levels of attrition appear in Humanities and Science and Engineering. It is also a significant issue in particular schools. 

· Internal versus external enrolment: External students generally have higher attrition. The disparity appears worst in Humanities and Curtin Business School (CBS). 

· Gender: Where there is a large disparity between male and female enrolments, the minority group appears at greater risk of attrition. Women in Science and Engineering appear a little more at risk. Men in Social Science and some Health Sciences are slightly more at risk. Otherwise, there appear to be few obvious marked gender differences. 

· Age: With some notable exceptions, older students are very clearly more at risk than younger students. This applies across all Faculties, all campuses and nearly all courses. This is the clearest variable in the retention data.  The exceptions are courses such as Social Work which specifically recruit older students.
· Commencing students versus continuing students: There is significant attrition amongst students from 2nd year onwards - demonstrating that retention is not simply a 1st year issue. Nonetheless, the 1st year is still the biggest single source of loss. 

· Entry via standard secondary school qualification versus non-standard entry: Non- standard entrance students appear at greater risk. The biggest disparity between the two entry modes is in Science and Engineering and Humanities. Interpretation of this variable is complicated by other variables.  For example, International students may present with a large variety of different entry qualifications. In addition, mature-aged students (already known to be an at-risk group) often seek entry with non-standard qualifications.
· Significant amount of recognition of prior learning (RPL): This does not seem to be an issue in itself. There has been concern that students admitted with significant RPL may miss Orientation and other transition support and not necessarily cope with academic content. This appears not to be so from attrition data. However, anecdotal evidence seems to support an opposite conclusion. 

· Rural home address versus metro home address: This does not seem to be an issue in these data. The commonly held view that rural students may be at greater risk is not shown. 

· Full-time versus part-time: The University is far more likely to lose a part-time student than a full-time student.  Part-time students are also more likely to be in an older age group.

· Academic Standing: It is not surprising that there would be a high attrition rate amongst students placed on Conditional status.  It was surprising to learn that many students who are formally terminated find a way of continuing their study – either by switching to another course or successfully appealing against the termination.

These data suggest there is no single retention issue, and therefore no single intervention that will "fix" things.  This is something we pretty much knew before we looked at any of the statistics.  The data also indicated that targeted interventions may make a difference in particular areas – such as some specific courses, students enrolled externally, and older students. 

But the data also showed that students from any demographic could be numbered in the attrition figures.

Perhaps more important that what the attrition data tell us is to consider what they do not tell us.  Attrition statistics are lagging data, measured by a fairly arbitrarily set date as a trigger point. The whole data set of attrition bundles all the “lost” students together as a single set – whereas their stories may differ entirely. Let us look at each “lost” group to illustrate the point.

Students who withdraw from their total enrolment during a study period may do so without financial penalty up to a cut-off date in each semester, without academic penalty up to a slightly later cut-off date – and may apply for permission to withdraw after the final cut-off date if there are extenuating circumstances.  When we obtain a set of data of the students who withdrew totally during the academic year, we are getting a very mixed group.  Those who withdrew very early may have had an early realisation that the course did not suit them.  Those who withdrew late may have experienced changed personal circumstances.  Even when we obtain a data set that shows when each individual withdrew, we still know nothing of any individual’s reasons for doing so.
Students who officially withdraw have taken an active administrative step to formalise their enrolment status, and we know exactly when they completed that administrative step.  We do not know anything much about how long it might have taken the student to get to that point.  The University does have some minimal data from a period several years ago when there was a not very successful attempt at asking students to complete a brief written survey when they withdrew.  Few students bothered to complete this form (if anyone had indeed remembered to give it to them).  With the more recent introduction of on-line withdrawal processes, there has been no organized attempt to collect exit data.

Students who do not re-enrol at the end of a study period, and subsequently are categorised as AWOL (including students whose Leave of Absence has lapsed) are in a different category.  They have maintained an official enrolment until the end of the study period, but we are unable to say anything much about whether they were continuing to participate in their course.  Inspecting their end-of-semester results will give some indication whether the person was attempting to complete the course, but it is certainly not definitive information.  The act of “not enrolling” is a difficult thing to put a boundary around.  How long does it take to not enrol?  Is it an active choice? Perhaps it is the result of inertia and missing deadlines?  
It takes the administrative system some time to categorise a student who has not re-enrolled as AWOL.  The earliest point to collect the data is the closing date for enrolling in a course in the following semester – which is approximately a week into that semester.  The student may have ceased participating in the course at any point up to eight months earlier.  Students who take an official Leave of Absence will not be classified as AWOL until that leave has lapsed.  They may not have participated in their studies for well over a year.  
Collecting any exit data from these students has been logistically very difficult.  By the time a student has been categorised as AWOL, his/her contact details may be inaccurate.  For example, a mailed survey in 2007 to a data set of over 600 Australian resident AWOL students yielded a response of less than 10 individuals.  Many envelopes were returned as incorrectly addressed.  (There was no attempt to survey International students who were AWOL as there was no accurate database of postal addresses.) We know nothing about the stories of our AWOL students.  Why did they enrol and not persist?  What happened, and when?  Could we have made any difference?
Being terminated from an academic program is no great honour. Students who are terminated from their studies by the University on the grounds of academic failure take some time to get there.  Students are never terminated on the basis of a single semester’s results.  It takes at least a year. In at least the previous semester to being terminated, the student will have been placed on a probationary status which this University labels as Conditional status.  Being placed on Conditional status carries the implication of a warning to improve academic results – and there may in fact be actual conditions of enrolment attached.  By the time a student proceeds to being terminated, it is no surprise to anyone as academic progress has been problematical for quite some time.
A student who is terminated on the grounds of academic failure will be advised of this when end of semester results are released. In the case of end-of-year results, this occurs in mid-December.  Any such student has the right to appeal, and at least half of them typically do so.  The appeals process may not be finalized for another three months – perhaps even longer if the student makes any allegation of being treated unfairly.  That is, there is no single easily determined date upon which a student can be regarded as finally terminated.

In the case of terminated students, we have a little anecdotal information about some of their cases.  The university provides a series of sessions for these students to advise them of their position and their options.  It has been learned informally that approximately 80 per cent of the students who attend the information sessions have never accessed any of the university’s sources of help – despite having demonstrated academic failure over at least two semesters.  Students who submit a formal written appeal are required to explain the reasons behind their academic failure and the steps they will take to ensure the problem does not recur.  These many appeals contain a great deal of qualitative data – but there has been no formal analysis of them.  The University’s Counselling Service and the Student Guild offer a service to advise terminated students whether their appeals have addressed their case as well as possible.  Anecdotal information from these services indicates that many of these appeals demonstrate wishful thinking amongst students experiencing failure.  That is, the reasons students give for not dealing with academic issues at an earlier date show a misguided hope that their problems would simply disappear.  But this is just anecdotal information from the relatively small numbers who submit their appeals to a check before submitting them. The University also knows nothing about those terminated students who do not appeal.
University-wide statistics can give us the “Big Picture” of the demographics and other variables associated with student retention. A common response amongst some administrators and academic staff is the wish to have more statistics about their own area. Many enrolling areas seek to drill down further to learn exactly what is happening with retention in their own course.  At this level, we begin to meet a problem with sample sizes.  The more detailed the examination is at course level, the fewer students are included in each sample.  Retention rates can vary five, ten or more percentage points from one year to the next in some courses on the basis of the movements of a handful of students.  The number of variables affecting retention can become bigger than the sample of students under examination.  Developing retention interventions on the basis of figures at this level can lead to misplaced efforts.
So – in summary – we have the numbers and the demographics – but nothing much of the story.  Each of the individuals in the groups lost to the University has a complex story potentially played out over a lengthy time period.  As noted at the beginning of this paper, trying to understand what really happened with our students by a close examination of attrition statistics is like trying to diagnose a roof leak by a close inspection of the puddle on the floor. When, how and why do things start going wrong?  Is there anything the University could have done that might have made a difference?  The only way to find out is to ask these students.
A Qualitative Response
Given all the reservations expressed above, it was decided to seek data from a significant sample of each of our “lost” groups via phone interviews.  With the experience of previous attempts to contact former students, it was decided to restrict the sample to Australian undergraduates.  We believed that it would be extremely difficult to contact former International students, in that almost none would have remained in Australia.  The most feasible goal was to contact Australian students via the most recent telephone number on their student record.
The data set provided by the University in mid January 2008 showed 1609 AWOL students, 295 withdrawn students, and 491 terminated students. The AWOL students had largely had some enrolment up until mid-2007 (although there were some older records in the system); the withdrawn students were those who had withdrawn from their total enrolment at any point during 2007; and the terminated students were those placed on that status in December 2007. It was planned to telephone a representative sample of approximately 200 of these students.  A guiding set of interview questions was constructed, loosely based on the previous exit surveys referred to above.  
The research officer met with an immediate methodological difficulty.  First, many of the telephone numbers on the University’s record system were no longer operational – particularly the AWOL students.  In such cases, the former students could not be contacted at all.  Second, initial attempts to phone the sample were carried out during office hours.  In many cases, former students were unable to participate in a telephone interview because the timing of the call did not suit there circumstances (for example - they were at work, socializing or driving).  Because of these difficulties, obtaining data from AWOL students became a very protracted process which ultimately precluded proceeding on to gather data from withdrawn students and terminated students.  As a result, the interim findings pertain only to AWOL students.
These methodological problems indirectly contribute to the first major finding of the project.  Once a student has been categorized as AWOL, withdrawn or terminated, it is too late for the University to intervene with any great prospect of success.  Nonetheless, a quarter of the students surveyed indicated they would like some advice and assistance to return to study, and some have already been provided with this help.  This small success in itself justified the costs associated with the project, but given that we were unable to even make contact with most of the former students it seems reasonable to assume that an earlier intervention would be more successful.
What do our AWOL students tell us?

What happens in class has surprisingly little impact

The qualitative data allow us to dismiss some variables that were suspected of being significant.  There was little associated with the classroom that was problematical.  Most AWOL students expressed very positive views on the quality of teaching.  Whilst there were occasional negative comments about individual lecturing staff (especially the occasional scathing comment about staff merely reading lecture material to them), these were not implicated in the decision not to persist.  In a related matter, assessment issues were also not important.  There were very few concerns expressed about the nature of assessment or the timing of feedback, or anything else to do with assessment – and certainly no aspects of assessment were implicated in attrition.  Neither was class attendance an issue.  The drop in attendance generally occurred after a student had decided to leave, and was thus a consequence of other issues.
Variables with impact

There are five overlapping and interacting themes in the data that impact on the loss of these students.

1. They did not talk to anyone – they just left

Many of the former students commented negatively on staff accessibility.  They often found that their teachers were not easily available to talk to them.  Some also commented negatively on how approachable they perceived staff to be.  That is, the lecturers may well have been available to students, but somehow the students conceived a view that they were not welcome to bring their concerns to these staff.  There were a few examples of students being treated in a relatively dismissive manner, but in most cases the AWOL students simply did not make contact.  
At the same time, these students also perceived that there were significant administrative complexities in dealing with individual needs.  They were likely to assume their situation was too hard for the system to address, and therefore unlikely to seek accommodations such as revised submission dates, rescheduled examinations, timetable revisions and the like.  Indeed, may were not even aware that such options were even possible. Few sought any clarification or advice from support services such as counsellors.  They were also likely either to have not participated in orientation programs or to report that orientation programs had made little impact on them.
2. The study-employment-money triangle
Very few domestic Australian students have the luxury of not having to work whilst a student.  For many, there were simply not enough hours in the week to fulfill the demands of the role of student as well as generate the income they either needed or desired.  That is, the significance given to the job was entirely money related.  For some of these individuals, the need or desire for an income made it difficult for them to avoid working hours that were compatible with study.   In other cases, the role of employee took priority over the role of student as something which was a more important activity in that individual’s life for reasons other than money.  Ultimately, these students would reach a decision that “something has to give” – and that something would be their entire course.  They rarely sought advice on whether there was any way they could persist with both study and employment.
3. Campus life was not seen as very satisfactory
Many of these students commented negatively on the structure of their timetables.  In particular, younger students, especially those at the beginning of their course, did not like timetables that included large gaps between scheduled classes.  They perceived there was little flexibility to alter their own timetable (which might well be true) to suit their own needs.  At the same time, they complained that there was little to do in the long gaps between classes.  It was seen as boring and aversive to have to hang around on campus. (And alas, spending these hours productively on study did not appear to be an option). In this context, some also complained of what may be termed “culture shock” – that is, coping with the nature of a large and diverse campus.  The perceived lack of things to do may be a consequence of being confused by the demands of a new and complicated environment, compounded by a feeling of social isolation.  It is suspected that spending hours on campus would be less aversive if these new students had been able to form worthwhile social connections earlier in their student career.
4. The course was the wrong career choice
This is scarcely a surprising finding, and was especially so for the younger students in the sample.  Students who had proceeded directly from secondary school (or had taken a gap year or two) were more likely to have entered a course on fairly superficial grounds.  Some had experienced little in the way of useful vocational guidance at school; others has chosen a course on flimsy grounds such as having the required entrance score or seeking high salaries; still others were inappropriately influenced by key people in their lives.  Mature-aged students were far less affected by this factor, and had typically made a more considered career choice.
The nature of the courses at Curtin unfortunately contributes to the problems associated with this variable.  As a university of technology, many degree programs are highly vocationally specific.  Students who were not committed to the associated career path were very likely to perceive that there was little flexibility to switch to a different course.  

5. Personal issues prevented continuing with study

Juggling other demands such as health, family and employment especially affected older students.  There were many examples of such issues as illness, disability, pregnancy, and re-location of partner’s or student’s jobs which manifestly prevented students persisting.  In some cases, the students may have been able to negotiate some solution which allowed them to continue with study on a part-time basis, or to return after a break.  However, given the observations above, many of these students never learned of the options available to them.  Many of these students were willing to consider a return to study, but again had assumed that there would be significant obstacles preventing them doing so.
Conclusion and Implications for Retention Planning

The official university statistics are not entirely without value.  They will tell us some useful demographic information – that is, who we lost.  The data assist in identifying potential problem areas – that is, where we lost them from.  The statistics will give some numbers to help set targets, and allow some comparisons with other universities.  Figures also keep senior administrators happy.
The qualitative data add a great deal more.  Above all, these data give some understanding of the processes involved for students who do not persist with their studies – that is, how we lost them.  Further, they give guidance and allow consideration of interventions that address the key aspects of those processes.

Qualitative data give credibility to the planned retention interventions.  It allows planners to state with some confidence why they have chosen particular strategies.
The qualitative data from Curtin’s AWOL students indicate a number of key questions to consider that ought to have some potential impact on the retention of these students in future.
1. How do we get students to talk to someone before leaving?

2. How do we publicize that there are flexible options to deal with issues affecting study?

3. How do we identify and reach out as early as possible to those who have ceased attending?

4. How do we deal with perceived complexities in our administrative processes?

5. What might be done about “boring campus life”? 

6. What kind of career-related interventions could we deliver? 
The current Student Retention Implementation Plan was developed before the findings of this project were available.  Many of the interventions in this plan anticipated these findings, and a significant number of active and planned programs have been developed which address these issues.  Nonetheless, these findings indicate there are several further things that might be done.  These include:
· The first and second of these questions imply that we ought to strongly encourage ambivalent students to talk to at least one representative of the University before leaving – including better targeted publicity of support services. There will also be pay-offs in addressing the problems raised by students’ negative perceptions of academic staff accessibility and approachability.  There may be strategies employing senior students in mentor roles which facilitate communication before students decide to leave.  
· Early identification of students who have ceased attending – leading to a university-initiated contact with these students.  A pilot project trialing this process has been in place in a single faculty since mid-2007.  Findings from this study clearly indicate that this should be extended on a university-wide basis as soon as possible.
· Review and clarification of administrative processes – leading to clear information being provided to students in difficulty on their options.  In particular, it appears that it would be worthwhile addressing the processes associated with course switching, taking time out from study, and flexibilities of submission dates.

· “Boring campus life” on a large commuter campus is a complex issue.  The staff and students involved in a range of activities are very well aware that there are plenty of interesting things to do and plenty of interesting people to do these things with.  But clearly the students who left the university did not engage with any of these.  This issue should lead us to consider how we may connect new students to existing campus life more effectively – and to consider whether there are significant gaps in campus life.
· Development of a program of career-related interventions early in each course should be a priority.  At the time of writing, potential programs are under discussion.
This qualitative research project has provided some extremely useful indicative data from one of the attrition groups.  A further consequence of the project has been to give impetus to gathering further data from other groups.  There are plans to gather data from terminated students in mid July 2008.  There are also active discussions to modify University business processes in order for support staff to make contact with students who withdraw from their enrolment.  This latter process will be directed at both data collection and offering advice and support to facilitate re-entry to the University.  Finally, there is also a project aimed at making proactive connections with those students who accept a place at the University and defer their enrolment before commencement.
Further information on the contents of this paper plus supporting materials are accessible at Curtin University of Technology’s Retention website at http://retention.curtin.edu.au/ 

