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Overview of Retention issues – with particular relevance to the first year

During the last decade, government policy has included twin objectives: focussing on widening participation to include more non-traditional students in higher education, as well as improving student retention. Not surprisingly then, there is a vast literature on the topic of student retention in HE. Ranging from: 

i. national studies, in the UK (Yorke, 1999) Davies & Elias (2003), in the US (Tinto, 1993) Pascarella & Terenzini (e.g. Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991); and in Australia (Krause, Hartley, James, & McInnis, 2005); 

ii. to research carried out by university academics and support staff in their own institutions; Trotter (2006) and UAL (2004)
iii. the most recent report surveying student retention rates conducted by the National Audit Office: Staying the course: The retention of student in higher education. (NAO, 2007)

Two measures of retention 

Two main measures of retention are used in the report (NAO, 2007)

· The ‘completion indicator’ – the proportion of starters in a year who continue their studies until they obtain their qualification, with no more than one consecutive year out of higher education. 
· The ‘non-continuation indicator’, a more immediate measure of retention, is the proportion of an institution’s intake which is enrolled in higher education in the year following their first entry to higher education. 

Definitional issues associated with the term withdrawal

Leys (1999) (citing Coutts 1994) noted nine definitions associated with dropout or withdrawal, (e.g. ‘withdrawal’, ‘drop-out’, ‘departure’, ‘unsuccessful’, ‘failed’, etc.). Some examples are the differences between:

· HEI departure and HE departure

· Course departure and HEI departure

· Transfer from different modes of programmes: e.g. PT to FT transfer and vice versa

· Forced (through failing examinations) and unforced departure, noting that some students will withdraw before being asked to leave; 

· Negative (failing a course) and positive reasons (perception of better prospects elsewhere or starting a career)

· FT and sandwich course transfer

· .Attendance and graduation

· Graduation with less than desired results, and

· Graduating with predicted results.

Progression from one stage of higher education to the next is the benchmark measure taken, by official government agencies, perhaps because it is the most easily quantifiable. In order to include as broad a review of the literature as possible, however, ‘retention’ will be used to refer to any aspect of ‘completion of studies’ and ‘attrition’ or ‘withdrawal’ and different theories or models of ‘non-completion of studies’. 

Some policy reasons as to why retention is an important issue

Intertwined as it with widening participation the government views retention in the higher education sector as an important issue for a number of reasons: 

· less certainty that students will benefit from investing in their education due to the expansion of the system in the 1990s; 

· higher numbers and increased staff to student ratios have meant less ‘productivity’ (if that ‘productivity’ is measured by numbers participating);

· the perceived social cost of students from less traditional backgrounds who have often done less well: a reduction in retention rates amongst such groups will decrease the social cost of withdrawal from HEIs; 

· an emphasis on ‘lifelong learning’, which has made study and learning patterns much more flexible; 

· real or perceived poor experiences may lead students to make the decision to withdraw from HE on a permanent basis;

· increasing non-completion rates may put off potential students from HE, causing institutional instability as those HEIs not meeting their benchmarks may gain a poor reputation and could be penalised by HEFCE, which has the power to penalise universities for poor retention rates.

HEFCE classification system for enabling HEIs to support and retain students from non-traditional backgrounds. 

	
	Young 
	Mature 

	Low risk
	A levels or Highers with at least 17 points, degree or higher level qualifications

Weighted 0
	A levels or Highers with at least 27 points, degree or higher level qualifications

Weighted 0

	Medium risk
	A levels or Highers with 9 – 16 points, foundation courses; Baccalaureate

Weighted 1
	A levels or Highers with less than 27 points; foundation courses; access courses

Weighted 1.5

	High risk
	Less than 9 A level points, access level, BTEC, GNVQ level 3; none; others unknown, Weighted 1.5
	BTEC, GNVQ level 3; Baccalaureate; none; others unknown

Weighted 2.5


Table 1: HEFCE ‘at risk’ funding classifications Source: HEFCE (2003): Improving Retention Funding Allocations 2003-4 http://www.hefce.ac.uk/widen/fund/attain.asp

Some categories of students less likely to finish their courses

Analysis in the NAO (2007) report highlights when all other factors are held constant full-time students are much more likely to continue on their course than part time students. The report also found substantial differences in the effect that other factors have on the continuation rates of these two groups.

· For full-time students, the biggest influence on likelihood of continuation is entry qualifications; 

· Part-time students, in particular, who have previously obtained a foundation degree which then offers a student part exemption from a degree course – have an improved chance of continuing on the degree course; 

· Part-time students registered with an HEI for a course which is taught in further education college are more likely to continue than those in higher education institutions, whereas the opposite s true among the full-time cohort; 

· Both full and part-time students who declare a disability are slightly more likely to continue than those without a (declared) disability when all other factors are held constant.” (pp 20)

“Around 28,000 full-time and 87,000 part-time undergraduates who commenced their studies in 

2004-05 were no longer in higher edcation in 2005-06.” (p 6)
With regard to those less likely to finish their courses the report recommends that the Higher Education Funding Council should develop performance indicators for the retention of part-time students and commission research into students' receipt of disability allowances. 

Reasons for withdrawal
Many retention studies, acknowledge a variety of personal reasons and institutional of factors affecting withdrawal from courses, most findings agree largely with Yorke (2000), (UAL 2004) Davies & Elias (2003). There have been two fairly large quantitative studies surveying full-time and sandwich students, in UK higher education, by Yorke (1999) and by Davies & Elias (2003). 

The most frequently cited influences on students’ early departure from their programmes

	Yorke (1999)
	Davies & Elias (2003)

	Wrong choice of field of study
	Wrong choice of course

	Academic difficulties
	Financial problems

	Financial problems
	Personal problems

	Poor quality of the student experience 
	Academic difficulties

	Unhappiness with the social environment 
	Wrong choice of institution

	Dissatisfaction with institutional provision
	


The National Audit report (2007) also states that students withdraw from courses for a variety of interrelated reasons and cites the common reasons for students ’ withdrawal to be:

· Personal reasons

· Lack of integration

· Dissatisfaction with course/institution

· Lack of preparedness

· Wrong choice of course

· Financial reasons

· To take up a more attractive opportunity (p 46)

The literature

There is a substantial body of literature available on the causes of student withdrawal, both from institutional bodies (NATFHE, Universities UK, etc.) and from individual researchers usually university based (e.g. Davies 1999; Martinez 2002; Tinto 1975; etc.) The most influential writers and contributors in the UK on the subject appear to be: 

· Mantz Yorke (Liverpool John Moores University);

· Paul Martinez (Policy and Development Manager, Learning and Skills Council);

· Veronique Johnston (Napier University Staff Development Unit); 

· Peter Davies (Head of Workforce Development, Learning and Skills Council, London South). 

· Thomas Liz, Jocey Quinn, Kim Slack and Lorraine Casey (2003), Student Services: Effective

· Approaches to Retaining Students in Higher Education, Full Research Report, Institute for Access Studies Staffordshire University

Explanatory Models of Retention

Modelling and theorising is mainly focussed, in the US, on social and academic integration theory. In the UK, there is more emphasis on preparedness for higher education, expectations and satisfaction with the quality of the educational experience.

The first and most commonly referred to model in the student retention/withdrawal literature is that of Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993) proposing a multivariate model of student retention in universities and colleges to explain early student departure. Tinto’s central idea is that of "integration": positing that whether a student persists or departs is quite strongly predicted by their degree of academic integration, and social integration. This model of retention probably gained support (a) because it immediately appealed to people's commonsense with its central notion of "integration"; and, (b) as it was interactional, it was not rooted in the personal deficiency of the failing student. Persistence or departure behaviour is directly influenced by two dimensions of commitment: institutional and goal commitment. Research has shown that students will persist at college if there is a high level of

congruence between the student’s values, goals, and attitudes and those of the college.

· Institutional commitment represents the degree to which an individual is motivated to graduate from a specific college or university. 

· Goal commitment, or educational goal commitment, represents the degree to which students are committed or motivated to persist in their studies and graduate.

In turn, institutional and goal external commitments and the level of academic and social integration directly influence (student) commitments. Tinto (1993) 
Tinto’s Model


Adapted by S. W. Draper from Tinto, V. (1975) "Dropout from Higher Education: A Theoretical Synthesis of Recent Research" Review of Educational Research vol. 45, pp.89-125. 

The model above is deceptively simple and Tinto’s model is more complex and has been subject to criticism (Draper 2003; McCubbin 2003), e.g. some important factors are not considered (external factor e.g. student finance), the model did not relate to those students who transferred to another institution and did not explain all student withdrawal behaviour. As a result, the model was amended (Tinto 1982) to note:

· Both social and academic integration were important to all students, but at different times during their studies (social integration is more important in the first year of studies than at other times). 

· The relationships between learning, persistence, involvement and quality of effort were important, but not as clear as had initially been suggested. Programmes facilitating the development of both social and academic integration were likely to have a higher rate of retention than those not doing so. 

Mackie (1998) examined withdrawal behaviour from the perspective of reducing life stress. Applying Kurt Lewin’s (1951) model of ‘forcefield analysis’, examining three areas for personal integration (social, organisational, the external environment) and individual factors as both facilitators and inhibitors. The basic tenet of forcefield analysis is that there are factors, which can either assist or enable movement towards goals (enablers) and that there are situations, which can constrain or hinder the ability to achieve wants/needs (constraints). 

Summary of Mackie’s Model (2001)

	Factor 
	Enablers  
	Constraints 

	Social 
	Knowing others, making friends. Participating in university social life, etc
	Few close friends, little in common with other students, little identification with HEI

	organisational
	Enjoy course, confident in studies, doing well, identification with the HEI
	Dislike of course content, confused about academic process, ineffective pastoral care, HEI seen as unhelpful

	External factors 
	Finance, accommodation, feeling independent
	Problems caused by these factors

	Individual factors
	Students feeling in control, expectations are met, persistence is present.
	Homesickness, doubts about course, influence from others (e.g. parents) is important 


The importance of the first year

Most withdrawal occurs within the first year of study. (Davies 1999; Gordon et al 2002; Henderson 2003; Lloyd & Willmot 2003; Yorke 2002) The first year of study is seen as being critical. From 474 students at Strathclyde who were surveyed (Gordon et al 2002), 6% had considered dropping out in the first week, 12% had considered dropping out in the first month and more than a third had considered dropping out during the first semester. 

Davies (1999) noted a number of reasons for withdrawal, concluding that most related to features concerning teaching quality and support, all of which rated as amongst the most important to student respondents. 

Foster (2002) and Martinez (2001) disputed whether the provision of college facilities made a difference in terms of withdrawal behaviour although student confidence about using such facilities did have implications for student retention, e.g. library and ICT (Willmot & Lloyd 2002).

Factors impacting on performance and persistence
There is a large body of research on the factors that affect first-year performance and persistence in higher education. The research suggests that there is no simple relationship between integration variables and retention. Withdrawal is the result of a complex combination of student characteristics, external pressures and institution-related factors. Students’ decisions to leave are often the result of a build-up of factors. In summary UK, research findings suggest that: 

· The institutional attitudes, culture and practices (institutional habitus), which are not necessarily supportive; affect the extent to which students feel like they belong can be crucial. (Thomas 2002)
· Persistence is related to student satisfaction, which is integrally linked with preparedness for higher education and lack of realistic expectations. Choice of institution and programme of study is often crucial. (Davies 1999; National Audit Office 2002; Tresman 2002) (Goodhew 2002; Gordon et al 2002)

· Poor experiences of induction (Davies 1999)

· Working-class students have less peer support to draw on and there is some correlation between class and first-year grades and persistence, especially where family problems intervene. (Davies & Rudden 2000; Yorke 2001). Yorke studied the impact of age and class and noted that there was a strong correlation between these variables and non-completion.

· Some working class students become integrated and perform better when living in residential halls in the first year. 

· Some first generation students make assumptions about higher education, not least the support they will get, which are unmet. NATFHE 2000

· Despite performing at least as well as younger students, mature students are likely to feel more socially isolated and have financial and family concerns that impact on their first-year performance and persistence. 

· Access to teaching staff and feedback on progress are important motivators for first-year mature students. 

· Although there are differences in ethnic group performance and persistence, this is not an issue of race per se. Nelson, Bickel & Post (2000)

· Students who participate in support activities benefit, the availability of student counselling services it is suggested, has some impact on institutional retention rates. Research from Middlesex University noted comparing those who had received counselling – with a withdrawal rate of 2% in 1999 – with the rate for those who had not (11.7%) and comparative figures of 5% and 14% for a follow-up study. (Egert 1999)

· Finance is not as big a factor in student persistence as is often presumed. It is rarely the only reason for withdrawal. Many students undertake paid work but there is little evidence to suggest that moderate amounts of part-time working adversely affect first-year performance. (NAO 2007)

· The beneficial effects of living on campus for social integration are ambiguous evidence as well as whether living in halls actually enhances grades. The beneficial effects of residential living seem to be dependent on the context and may be more beneficial in small institutions or where students not only live in residential settings but also study together.

· Limited evidence suggests better health leads to better academic performance and persistence in higher education. There is some evidence that health tends to deteriorate over the course of the first year. The main causes of stress appear to be study factors rather than external factors.

Support for the first-year

There is a sizeable literature on support services for first year students, much of which outlines good practice and the need for appropriate and integrated interventions. Research on support suggests that:

· Induction is important, suggesting that induction processes should avoid information overload with a strong case for a gradual process of induction.

· Learning skills development is best contextualised and embedded in the curriculum rather than being supported by stand-alone courses or workshops.

· Students need help in adapting to university life and becoming autonomous learners and that feeling positive and having a friendship group greatly aids social and emotional adjustment to higher education. Students shift emphasis from one source of support to another as they progress through the year.

· Students adjust more quickly if they learn the institutional ‘discourse’ and also feel they fit in.

· Integration through supportive interaction with teachers greatly enhances adjustment, as does access to learning resources and facilities. 

· Mature students often find adjustment difficult, especially when they are a tiny minority.

· Adjustment is a particular problem for students from local authority care, mainly due to lack of funding.

· External influences, such as family and friendship groups (outside university) can impact

· Significantly on adjustment in the first year. 

· Motivational factors such as goal orientation and self-efficacy account for the difference between those who think about leaving but persist and those who leave.

Learning and teaching
The first year is a time of considerable growth and appears to be important in developing learning behaviour. However, rigid prior conceptions about the subject area or approaches to learning can inhibit learning. Research shows that: 

· Students find conceptual development difficult and staff need to assess whether their teaching styles enable students’ conceptual thinking. Davies (1999)

· There is little correlation between learning behaviour and student achievement in the first year. First-year students tend to adopt surface learning or instrumental approaches. This does not seem to impact greatly on first-year results.

· Students may accept the principle of autonomous learning but need help in becoming autonomous learners. There is an upsurge, particularly in the US, promoting the advantages and effectiveness of first-year learning communities.

· Students prefer student-centred, active learning rather than lectures. Problem-based learning, practical projects and team working are effective provided students are well prepared.

· Student shows a preference for coursework assessment, although not the case in all settings. Peer assessment appears to be beneficial and, if carefully planned. 

· It is important that students and staff have a shared understanding of the language of assessment, the benefit of formative assessments is seen as particularly useful for those either unsure of what is required for HE studies or who are unsure of their own abilities. Poorly designed assessment is discussed by (Martinez 2001) (Willmott & Lloyd 2002; Yorke 2002). 

Conclusions

There is no single first-year experience; there is a multiplicity of first-year experiences. The research suggests that two things are special about the first-year experience.

1. The process of transition and adjustment and its associated high incidence of withdrawal.

2. The mass experience of being a first-year as opposed to the differentiated experience of later years: e.g. not being seen as individuals, being taught or instructed rather than being facilitated to learn, being perceived as a (potential) problem. 

Appendix I: Some examples of the Creation and Benefits of Social Capital within Higher Education

	Sphere
	Creation of social capital
	Benefits of social capital

	Academic
	Pre-entry preparation 

Induction – institutional knowledge

Learning skills

Inclusive curriculum

Group work

Formative assessment

Formal and informal staff/student exchanges (e.g. tutors, chats etc)
	Aware of the norms, values and practices of academia 

Networks provide opportunities to discuss learning with peers and teaching staff and so enhance/deepen learning

Increased confidence and better relationships enable students to seek assistance with difficulties and so improve subject knowledge

Increased understanding, confidence and subject knowledge facilitates challenge of elitism

	Economic
	Workshops and information about funding and employment opportunities 

Increased income facilitates socialisation

Employment provides opportunities to meet people and extend networks

Employment within the Institution develops institutional knowledge

Part-time employment develops insight into labour market (e.g. post-graduation)
	Learn about bursaries etc which are available, and how to apply 

Live with others and share the cost of accommodation

Organise lower cost social activities

Find out about employment opportunities

Travel to work with friends and reduce costs

	Social
	Joining organised activities 

Informal social activities/spaces

Shared accommodation
	Friendship and support 

Feeling of “belonging”

Eases transition

Provide source of accessible information

Know where to go to socialise and meet people

	Student services/support
	Volunteering and supporting others – e.g. mentoring, outreach work etc 

Relationships with staff and students
	Know what support is available and where 

Confidence to access support

	Democratic
	Participation in HEI and Students Union democratic systems, e.g. Course rep, Union meetings, Union officers 

Peer proctoring
	Promotes ownership 

Provides an opportunity to have a say

Chance to change things to meet needs of more diverse student body


Source: Building Social Capital to improve student success, from BERA Conference, University of Exeter, September 2002 Dr Liz Thomas
Appendix II: Taking account of WP and Retention issues at UAL

	
	Essential Themes for Success

	Suggestions

	1
	Defining what me mean by ‘first year success’
	Understanding how that has been defined in the past

Discussing ideas that define what a student needs to do, experience, learn and transfer to demonstrate their survival skills into the next year

	2
	Designing training programmes that introduce the language and ethos of retention, linking with Institutional goals and mission
	Looking for ways in which these sessions could be included within existing programmes to support new and experienced staff

	3
	Guaranteeing guidance, from peers, mentors, or support services
	Effective liaison between support services and academic initiatives that are designed to support and guide. E.g. Peer Tutoring

	4
	Setting deliberate goals for the first year and devising intentional strategies to help first years achieve those goals
	Designing appropriate first year curriculum

	5
	Identifying those things that are both internal & external to the curriculum that interfere with student success
	Developing a good range of student feedback strategies, both on the course and institutional evaluations

	6
	Devising systems that help you spot students-at-risk. The early warning signs
	Developing diagnostic tools to spot students at risk

	7
	Helping students enter into the approaches and language that predict student success
	Consistent approaches from all those that support the first year student in their learning

	8
	Checking out assumptions by looking at the first year through the eyes of a student
	Providing regular feedback opportunities both in and out of class

	9
	Front-loading essential institutional resources
	Ensuring the majority of resources are directed towards year one

	10
	Ensuring that if you market a ‘strong’ programme for the first year, that you actually deliver it.
	Effective communication and relationship with the marketing department.  Ensuring accurate information

	11
	Addressing the student expectation
	Find ways of understanding this, through Focus Groups



	12
	Listening to student concerns


	Use of membership in the committee structure

	13
	Creating support groups
	Peer Tutoring Programmes

Societies

Mentoring initiatives


Source: Widening Participation Committee, LCF

Appendix III: Actions to improve retention
	Action: Management information

Description: most institutions collate and disseminate internal information on withdrawal rates at course and faculty level. Others also use student level information, for example on attendance, to identify students at risk of withdrawal. A minority of institutions conduct periodic exercises to contact early leavers to help establish the real reasons why they left, particularly where some common issue affecting retention is indicated.

Action: Strategic commitment to retention

Description: It is important for institutions to have a clear strategic commitment to retaining students that all staff understand and buy into, so that they can see how commitment to high levels of retention should affect the way they work.

All the institutions we visited were undertaking some activities to improve retention, but not all were based on a clear strategy for the whole organisation. Even at institutions where the strategy was clear, senior managers acknowledged that some parts of their institution were demonstrating greater commitment than others.

Action: Commitment from students

Description: Students need to commit to attending lectures and carrying out independent study. Universities can communicate this clearly to students and follow up cases where commitment seems not to have been secured.

Action: Support through academic provision

Description: Properly resourced tutoring systems help individual students to identify the extra support and facilities they can use to improve their chances of success. Institutions often offer pre-entry courses and learning support opportunities, but many institutions find it difficult to get students to take up services that would help them to stay the course and succeed. This can be because students and academic staff may regard the services as being there to fill a deficit in a student’s ability, but institutions can increase take-up by promoting these services as positive options to take to improve the prospects of a good degree.

Action: Broaden options for learning

Description: Some institutions, and in particular those with higher numbers of non-traditional students, are being flexible in allowing students to choose learning options to fit their personal circumstances, for example through comprehensive modular systems.

Action: Provide specialist support

Description: All institutions provide specialist support services, such as welfare. They are increasingly organised as a one-stop shop, and student unions usually have an important role in their provision.

Financial support, through bursaries and hardship funds, is available to assist students from disadvantaged backgrounds or in financial difficulty. Some institutions are more proactive in promoting financial support than others.

Source: National Audit Office case study visits and literature review, 2007
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