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This paper reports on the second phase of a multi-part study of the perceptions of mature students regarding their first year of tertiary study. The literature suggests that the needs of this group have gone unrecognised until relatively recently and that the failure of tertiary institutions to recognise, and provide for these needs, has led to substantially higher withdrawal rates for mature students compared to younger groups. Students’ responses to an extensive questionnaire regarding satisfaction with enrolment, support services and perceptions of initial lectures are analysed along with pressures which led nearly one third of this cohort to consider withdrawing from their studies. Also analysed are the motivational factors which enabled the majority to persevere. The findings provide the foundations for strategies to improving student’s initial study experiences.  It is in every institution's interests to assist all students to adjust quickly and comfortably to tertiary study. 

Introduction

Mature students comprise an increasing significant percentage of tertiary students (e.g. Southwestern: 1993).  The administration and learning needs of this group have tended to be ignored.  Previous studies (e.g. Eagle and McDonald, 1997) indicate that the needs of mature students, who often study on a part-time rather than a full-time basis, may not have been met and that this may have contributed to relatively high attrition rates for this group. The study follows initial exploratory research within a large urban degree granting New Zealand institute of technology (degree granting polytechnic) in which students’ expectations and initial experiences with the institution were examined and a number of possible interventions aimed at improving the way in which the institution meets the need of the student body were identified and implemented.

This phase of the research programme focuses on students’ reflections on their satisfaction with initial enrolment and support services and with their initial study experiences.  In addition, pressures which may have led students to consider withdrawing from their studies are examined together with the motivational factors which allowed those students to cope with a range of pressures and to continue with their chosen study programme.  A number of recommendations are made for assisting students to make the transition to tertiary study and for assisting them to overcome periodic pressures which may cause them to doubt their ability to successfully continue.

Literature Review

Southwestern (1993) report age as a significant factor in attrition, with younger students having twice the retention rate of students aged over 31, although the latter achieved higher grades.  This is supported by Windham (1994), who suggests that attrition rates are highest in older, part-time students who work full time.  Gender was not identified as a factor in attrition rates in either of these studies. Institutions would seem to have considerable responsibility in offering student guidance and assistance, both in terms of possible career directions but also in encouraging and providing a range of student support services to enable them to persevere, particularly in the first six to eight weeks of their first semester.  Failure by the institution to assist in this process results in students leaving without having given themselves the chance to adjust to the rigorous demands of tertiary life.  Schuh (1996:1) suggests that traditional campus programmes and services may in fact be of little interest to mature students, but that insufficient attention may be paid to what assistance may actually be required to support them.

The first semester experience appears to be critical (e.g. Allen, 1993) as this is the period in which the high-test rates of attrition occur.  Tinto, 1993 shares this view and suggests that this represents a major adjustment period, both in terms of adjusting to the more rigorous academic demands of tertiary study and, for school leavers, in terms of learning to fend for themselves in an adult world.  He proposes that institutions can provide much needed assistance during this adjustment period in order to help students make the transition needed and to strengthen their commitment to the institution.

In a review of successful American “transition assistance” programmes, Tinto (1993:165) cites learning support, mentoring by senior students “who have already successfully navigated the institution” and sensitising staff to the intellectual and social needs of new students, as common themes for these programmes.  He stresses the need for the development of adequate monitoring and early warning systems, backed by a counselling and advising programme which should be part of an integrated network of programmes aimed at student retention.  This would seem to be particularly important in the first six to eight weeks of the first semester.

McInnis & James (1995:4) propose that the first year experience is important for a number of reasons, including the fact that students are vulnerable to external pressure.  “It is a significant transition period for individual students at all ages and stages” and that this period is the meeting point for the curriculum of schools with tertiary institutions and other post-school providers.  They also provide a note of caution that:

“The first year is also crucial to the success of government policy aimed at making higher education more open and flexible.  This is where the effectiveness of access and equity policy is first tested.”

The special case of “stopouts, students who suspend study for a period with the intention of returning at a later date to complete their qualification, also requires consideration.  Tinto acknowledges that factors such as financial pressure will force some students to suspend their studies.  He suggests, however, that far more could be done to assist these students to return, through activities such as newsletters or through special advisory and counselling services to counter what he suggests (1993:179) may actually be a “gradual process of detachment” which may lead to full withdrawal.  Financial considerations may also have a bearing on the students’ commitment to study.  Many so-called full-time students need to undertake part-time work in order to finance their studies.  Many recent studies indicate that “financial aid does impact upon student persistence”.  (e.g. Olivas 1986, Stampen and Cabrera 1986, 1988, Murdock 1987, Stampen and Fenske, 1998,  and St John, Kirshstein, and Noell, 1991).  This aspect of student support warrants further investigation.

McInnis & James (1995:49) report 30-40% of first year students as being likely to be uncertain enough at some time to seriously consider deferring or ceasing study.  

It would appear that insufficient attention has been paid to identifying the needs of new tertiary students, to assisting them to develop a sense of purpose and to adapt to the new environment and the demands of tertiary study and to supporting them through periods of uncertainty regarding continuing.  The research programme that is reported in the remainder of this paper attempts to examine and address some of these issues.  The decision to withdraw from, suspend temporarily, or to continue with tertiary studies is influenced by a complex interaction of factors, both internal and external to the individual.  The impact of these factors has been examined in the attrition, rather than retention literature. This may be an important factor, we believe, in the high drop out rate experienced by part-time adult students, who have in all probability been away from formal study for quite some time.  The bridging programmes to prepare students for higher study which are run by many institutions are a positive step in helping students to overcome this disadvantage.  Tertiary institutions are in many instances large and impersonal and very daunting to hesitant beginning students, many of whom may look back on their previous formal education without fondness!

Writers such as Tinto (1993) caution that we must examine the special needs of part-time mature students and the demands placed on them by their exterior work place, spare time may have to be spent in furthering one’s work career not one’s educational career.  In addition of course many adult learners have family obligations which place a heavy demand on their free time.  It is noticeable, however, that some apparent stop outs return to formal education once their external situation changes. Part time students access classes outside ‘normal’ hours but do not always have access to other support services at those times.  Tinto 1993:174 suggests that all students should have access to equivalent forms of institutional services, in particular to those of academic and social support.  Similarly adult students may feel ‘out of place and out of tune’, in the tertiary environment and may find it more difficult to readily admit they are having problems (1993:183).  Ashar & Skenes (1993) suggest mature students’ motivation is different from that of school leavers, being based primarily on career enhancement needs.

Research Study

New students for the two major business programmes within the institution (the New Zealand Diploma in Business, a two year full-time equivalent technician level programme and the Bachelor of Business Studies, a three year undergraduate programme with separate areas of specialisation) are routinely surveyed to identify trends in the key factors which influenced their decision to commence their studies.  This monitoring has been extended to include evaluation of students’ perceptions of their first year of study. A postal survey of all new entrants to the two programmes was conducted in the second half of the academic year.  The questionnaire was accompanied by a covering letter explaining the objectives of the study.  A reply-paid envelope was also included. Response rates were 25% for Bachelor of Business and 54% for Diploma in Business students. We cannot offer an explanation for the variation in response rates between the two groups.


Background to Respondents

Both programmes have a preponderance of females (75% for the B.Bus and 59% for the Dip Bus) and of mature students (82% of B.Bus and 95% of Dip Bus students are over 25 years of age). The degree programme has a high proportion of mature students, particularly women who have either completed prior lower-level tertiary study before commencing degree level studies or who are returning to study after an absence of several years, having either worked for some years or having taken time to raise a family. The ethnicity of students in the two programmes has not been compared. European / Pakeha students are the dominant group and there are extremely small numbers of responses from most minor ethnic groups.  As there is no significant difference in ethnicity in terms of enrolments between the two programmes and there are such small cell counts in the data obtained, no in-depth analysis on the basis of ethnicity has been included in this study. One major concern is that students of Chinese origin make up a higher proportion of students than the respondent profile would suggest.  For future studies, ways of increasing the response rate from this group will be investigated. B.Bus students have higher educational qualifications than do Dip Bus students, having usually gained a B Bursary or better in the New Zealand University Bursary examinations (year 13). Entry provision is also made for mature students.  A student transferring from approved Diploma programmes may also articulate onto the degree programme with credits for up to 1/3 of the programme. New Zealand Diploma in Business applicants should generally have good grades in Sixth Form Certificate (Year 12) or have successfully completed an approved foundation programme.  Mature entrant provisions also apply.  Part time students make up 58% of BBus numbers and 32% of equivalent full time enrolments (EFTS) for the programme.  The profile for the DipBus is similar with part time students making up 59% of numbers and 33% of EFTS.

Results:  Part A:  Satisfaction with Enrolment Facilities and Support Services

The first bank of questions asked students to reflect on their initial inquiry and enrolment activities. A seven point scale was used, with anchors of highly satisfied / highly dissatisfied and a neutral midpoint.

Initial Enrolment / Course Information/ Orientation

Students are predominantly neutral or satisfied (82%) with initial enrolment and course information.  Dissatisfaction (7%) appears to have stemmed from time delays in obtaining requested information or in gaining clarification of points not adequately covered in brochures or other written material. Enrolment administration appears to present slightly more problems, with 15% indicating mild or high dissatisfaction.  Comments indicate these are largely due to queues and time spent waiting and are thus readily resolved through re-allocation of resources at peak enrolment periods.

It appears that a substantial number of respondents did not participate in the formal orientation programme.  This has already been isolated from earlier focus groups work as an area in need of addressing as part-time students indicate they would find such a programme, currently open only to full-time students, of value. Of those who did not attend the programmes, responses are largely neutral.  A specific questionnaire will be administered at the end of the next orientation programme to determine which parts of the programme are well regarded, what parts are seen as irrelevant and what items and activities should be included which are not currently part of the programme.

Results Part B: Satisfaction with Initial Study / Learning Support Experiences 

Initial Classes / Computer Facilities / Library Facilities

Generally, most students were moderately satisfied with their initial classes - however 20% were dissatisfied in some way, a figure which should be of concern to the institution and which warrants further investigation to determine the sources of dissatisfaction and minimise them.  There appears to be a correlation between students who indicate relatively high levels of dissatisfaction and those who admit to lacking confidence and being unable to determine clear expectations of what was required for initial assessments.  This suggests that lecturers who control the initial level courses should be sensitive to students who may lack confidence.  It also suggests that teaching/learning and assessment expectations should be made extremely explicit in the first lectures.

While there are low instances (5%) of strong dissatisfaction with computer access, students are also not overwhelmingly satisfied (20% indicating mild or high satisfaction).  The earlier phase of study identified a number of problems both with out of normal hours access to computer facilities and to trouble shooting technical support being available only during normal daytime hours.  Interventions are being trialled and will be assessed with the next cohort.  Satisfaction levels with library facilities is slightly higher than for computer facilities.  Few major areas of dissatisfaction appear to exist.

Learning Centre

The Learning Centre has been in operation for a number of years and has the specific aim of providing academic support to assist students with their studies.  This can take a variety of forms including assistance with study skills, time management, numeracy skill development as well as preparation of assignments. Of concern is the low percentage of students (33%)who have actually used the learning centre. Of those who had made use of its services, the majority are neutral or satisfied, and with only two respondents indicating relatively low levels of dissatisfaction.

Results Part C:  Stresses and Strains:  Factors in Student's Ability to Cope With Their Chosen Programme of Study

For this section of the study, the anchor points on the scale were changed to highly important / totally unimportant. Given that many of the part-time students are only on the campus for one or two classes each week and take minimal part in the wider ‘social’ life of the Institution, contact with other students tends to be restricted.  Contact with other students, particularly with those of similar backgrounds however, appears to be a relatively important factor in helping students cope with initial weeks of study with 40% indicating this to be mildly or highly important and only 12% indicating it to be unimportant.  The need for support of students returning to study after what can be substantial periods of time has been totally underestimated.

Table 1 - How Important Student Contact in Coping

Importance level
No.
%

Totally unimportant
1
2

Mildly unimportant
3
5

Slightly unimportant
4
7

Neutral - neither unimportant nor important
10
18

Slightly important
12
22

Mildly important
18
33

Highly important
4
7

No response
3
5

TOTAL:
55
100

Contact & Settling In

Student contact appears to be slightly less important in the overall settling in process.  This may again be a reflection of the high number of part-time mature students who attend classes but otherwise participate very little in the wider life of the institution and who focus initially only on attending class, widens their interest in support services etc, only when the need arises (such as library or computer access for assignment preparation).

Table 2 - How Important Student Contact in Settling In

Importance level
No.
%

Totally unimportant 
3
5

Mildly unimportant
4
7

Slightly unimportant 
6
11

Neutral - neither unimportant nor important
12
22

Slightly important
7
13

Mildly important
12
22

Highly important
6
11

No response
5
9

TOTAL:
55
100

Understanding

Most students appear to have had low difficulties with understanding their initial semester’s work.  However the neutral and minor difficulties response figures suggests that a reasonable percentage  (24%) of students were sufficiently cautious about their understanding to not respond with high satisfaction ratings.

Table 3 - How Well Work Understood in the 1st Semester

Level of Understanding
No.
%

Not understood at all
0
0

Major problems with understanding 
2
3.6

Minor problems with understanding
4
7.3

Neutral - neither major nor minor problems with understanding
9
16.4

Understands well
12
21.8

Understands very well
25
45.5

Understands extremely well
3
5.5

TOTAL:
55
100.0

Contact with lecturers appears to have been largely satisfactory.  Minor dissatisfaction is, however, at a level (7%) which cannot be ignored.  The pressures on staff to cope with individual inquiries from large (up to 150) numbers of new students cannot be ignored and the institution must develop strategies for balancing the needs of students with the realities of time pressures on staff members.

Withdrawing from Studies

Almost a third of students (33%) had considered withdrawing from their studies, a surprisingly high figure, but one consistent with McInnis & James (1995) findings. Reasons given are shown overleaf in Table 4.  Of note is the link to the importance of providing a clear understanding of academic expectations (e.g. McInnis & James 1995). Tinto’s (1993) advice on how to encourage ‘stopouts’ to return to study could usefully be extended to periodic communication with current students regarding support services available to help them to cope with time and work, plus family pressures, as well as course content - specific support such as that available through the Learning Centre.

Table 4 - Principal Reasons for Considering Withdrawing from Studies (multiple responses permitted)

Reasons
No.
%

Difficulty finding time/meeting assignments
7
13

Work/Family pressure
5
9

Difficulty understanding subject
3
5

Few guidelines available as to what is expected
2
4

Conflict with/Difficulty understanding
2
4

Timetable not convenient
1
2

No cafeteria in evening
1
2

Lacked confidence
1
2

Too far
1
2

Fell behind in studies
1
2

Assignments difficult/Lecturer not clear
1
2

Isolation/Distance learning
1
2

C grade not high enough to continue
1
2

Motivation

Motivations to persevere with studies were as varied as the pressures that led to consideration of withdrawal to start with. Table 5 below shows the primary reasons for persevering given by the students.  These appear to be consistent with those suggested in the literature (e.g. McInnis & James 1995) in terms of a clear sense of purpose and suggest that the institution should continually reinforce the more instrumental (means to an end) aspects of completing the chosen programme of study.

Table 5 - Principal Motivation to Continue

Reasons
No.
%

Want to succeed/Get a qualified job
16
29

Had paid for the course
6
11

Support of friends/family
5
9

Better than expected tests/assessment
2
4

Enjoyed the lectures
1
2

Assistance

While it appears that most students who contemplated withdrawing were able to overcome their problems and persevere, only a small number (19%) sought help.  Interestingly, only two sought formal “institution” help, the remainder sought help from informal sources such as classmates, family or employer.  Although the institute has taken some steps to address this issue including the appointment of Student Advisers, there is still considerable room for improvement.  A recent suggestion for full time certificate programmes will see the introduction of a regular weekly meeting between a group of 5-6 students and a member of the lecturing team.  How successfully this can be extended to courses with larger numbers has yet to be determined.

One of the practical problems that often arises is that students withdraw without consulting anyone.  As can be seen from Table 6 below assistance appears to be most needed in areas directly concerned with subject content.  It is hoped that the consultation process outlined above may help with early identification of potential problem areas so that early and appropriate action can be taken.  Although a guide for students experiencing concerns with their programme is published in the Student Handbook it is clear that the institute needs to adopt a more proactive and user friendly assistance programme.  As with employees the costs of losing students is a not insignificant one.

Table 6 - Help which could have been given to students considering withdrawing

Help
No.
%

Slow the pace of lectures down
2
4

Provide more examples of previous assignments
1
2

Make the course smaller
1
2

Give clearer course information
1
2

Have more facilities available when needed
1
2

Provide catch up seminars for those in need
1
2

Discussion / Conclusions

In an increasing competitive tertiary environment no institution can afford to be complacent.  The growth in non traditional student numbers, particularly mature part time students, means that every institute should continually re-evaluate how well they are meeting the needs of the student body.  Regular customer satisfaction surveys should be a normal part of the management of student programmes.  Further, there must be a very real commitment from all levels of tertiary organisations to positively tackle issues as they are identified. The Institution studied has, as a result of this and related studies (see e.g. Eagle & McDonald 1997)  taken a number of initiatives including the introduction of an extensive campus wide induction programme for all students.  Existing second and third year students are now employed as Student Ambassadors and work alongside full time administrative and academic staff in providing guidance, counselling and general support for new students. Regular satisfaction surveys designed to provide ongoing feedback on student experiences and satisfaction levels are also undertaken.  It is imperative that all institutions understand and endeavour to meet the needs of its total student population and be prepared to learn and accept the lessons from both its student body and the wider academic community.
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