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The attrition rate of first year students continues to present a problem for universities across the board. This paper highlights factors that frequently impact on the successful integration of students into tertiary life in the light of possible solutions that could better facilitate the process. The author discusses the development and refinement of a number of strategies designed to address the issue in an undergraduate degree offered by the School of Business Information Technology, RMIT.  In particular, it describes revisions made to the monitoring of student progress over the past five years. Other initiatives such as student targets and lifeline tutorials have been introduced during that time and can also be said to have contributed to a lower attrition rate of first year students. The author outlines each of these and then concludes with a description of a number of new initiatives tabled for implementation during the year.

Introduction

Regardless of whether we examine literature from the 1950s (Olsen, 1957) or more recent literature from the 1990s (Clark and Ramsay, 1990), we find similar statistics with respect to attrition rates of first year university students. Figures in the order of 25 to 30% are frequent estimates (Abbot-Chapman, Hughes and Wyld, 1992
). A number of publications (Clark & Ramsay, 1990; Promnitz & Germain, 1996) can be identified which quote similar statistics, a fact that suggests a set of contributing factors, operating in common, across university campuses. Given the detrimental consequences of attrition for both students and universities, the search for workable solutions continues to feature in much of the published works on the first year in higher education. 


Attrition - Contributing Factors

In reality, when reviewing causes of attrition, we need to consider both voluntary withdrawal from courses as well as forced departure as a result of exclusion procedures. To a large extent, the contributing factors overlap which means that measures designed to sustain a student's interest and enthusiasm in the course can also enhance his/her chance of a satisfactory academic result and vice versa.

When looking to isolate which factors do in fact wield a strong influence on retention rates, we can refer to noted authors such as Tinto (1975) and Ramsden (1992). Motivation, teaching practices and the extent to which students understand the requirements of their course are some of the factors often considered to implicitly influence the degree to which students can successfully integrate into higher education. Initially, one would expect student motivation to be sustained by an enthusiasm for the chosen course. However, if there is confusion as to the desired career path then this initial motivation cannot be taken for granted and thus needs to be cultivated.  It would seem, from studies, that a sizeable number of students fall into this latter category. In an impressively comprehensive survey completed in 1994, McInnis, James, and McNaught (1995) found that just over a third of first year students entering university from secondary school responded that they were not ready to select their preferred course at that time. In their analysis, the authors highlight the need to consider factors that could be classified under a contextual heading, factors such as attitudes that differ between genders or between different secondary school populations for example.

Promnitz and Germain (1996) summarise studies in the area by categorising factors that impact on a student's successful integration into tertiary life under three headings: academic, personal and institutional. Usually, the reasons for a student's exit from a tertiary environment can be found to be a mix of interrelating factors originating from one or more of these categories. Whilst it is true that there will normally be a combination of these contributing factors operating across university campuses, an attempt should still be made to determine if a pattern or trend is evident in any given institution. Identification of which factors wield the greater influence within a particular course/university is paramount to the success of a strategy aimed at reducing the high attrition rates of first year university students. Rather than extrapolate a generic list 
to specific courses, it is important to analyse the situation at hand and then implement a course of action to address the most obvious of the negative influences.

Strategies Designed to Address Problems of Attrition

Any discussion on measures designed to address attrition problems should be approached from two perspectives: the teaching or delivery of courses and the learning or receiving of course content. These cannot be considered in isolation particularly when a given situation will often be viewed quite differently depending on whether it is appraised by staff or by students. Killen (1994, 202) notes that:


"lecturers were more inclined than students to attribute student success at university to factors within the control of students. Contrary to this, students were more likely than lecturers to attribute success at university to factors that could be conceived to be beyond their control."

McInnis, James and McNaught (1995, xi) also discuss the need to resolve "serious mismatches between student and staff views" via improvements to teaching and learning practices. Ditcher and Tetley (1999) similarly highlight such attitudinal differences in their analysis of a questionnaire administered to 264 students and 238 academics.

If a corrective measure is to have any chance of a favourable impact, it must be implemented early enough to allow time for a change. The importance of this is exemplified by a 1994 survey in which it was found that more than one third of the 4028 respondents from seven institutions reported that they had "given serious consideration to deferring in the first six months of their courses" (McInnis, James, & McNaught, 1995,3).

An important task for university staff in general over the past few years has been that of managing cycles of quality improvement in teaching and learning. This has required initial identification of a problem area, development of a strategy or course of action to address it and then evaluation of the subsequent implementation. As part of this cycle of problem-identification, action planning, implementation and then review, several strategies have been put in place in the School of Business Information Technology. A number of these initiatives have specifically addressed the goal of reducing the number of students leaving the course of their own volition as well as attempting to reduce the number forced to leave because of failure. Improvements in the monitoring of academic performance, the setting of targets for at-risk students, attention to greater communication between staff and students, improvements in first year orientation, evaluating student opinions and analysis of subject pass rates are some of the changes that have taken place over the past five years. As a result of these and other initiatives, a reduced attrition rate of 10%
 was recorded in 1999. 

Improvements in Dissemination of Information

The first few weeks of tertiary life can be both exciting and daunting for students with important information coming from all directions. With the best of intentions, most departments provide first years with abundant material and even information about this copious material. However, new students frequently suffer an overwhelming degree of information overload with the result that much of this material is never read. The answer, however, is not in the truncating of relevant information but rather in finding other means of disseminating it, finding ways of highlighting the most critical information and in organising the most appropriate timing of its release. Attending to this problem, the School of Business Information Technology has set up its own web presence. This, in addition to other benefits, allows the presentation of critical information on a needs basis as well as the storing of important information for later perusal.

Monitoring Student Progress

With respect to student progress, there are numerous factors that impact on academic success in university, not least of which is the often-difficult transition from secondary school to that of a tertiary institution. "For some students the transition to university represents a challenging hurdle, while for others it is an intimidating gulf" (McInnis, James, & McNaught, 1995, x). The literature suggests that the transition for non-school leavers can be equally traumatic.

Student progress in the School of Business Information Technology is closely monitored at the end of each semester as part of university requirements. The primary goal here is to identify those students who are at-risk of possible exclusion from their course.  For the purposes of this discussion, we will define at-risk students as those who are failing at least half of their enrolment. The particular procedure implemented within the Bachelor of Business in Business Information Systems has been scrutinised and revised extensively, particularly since 1995, in an effort to streamline the process and introduce pre-emptive measures that can help students achieve academic success. This has consisted of an ongoing evaluation of the whole process, identification of areas requiring improvement, implementation of improved initiatives and then re-evaluation of the result in an attempt to reduce, where possible, the number of students facing possible exclusion at the end of the academic year. Measures that have this goal as their impetus can also be expected to have a positive affect on the degree to which first year students settle in generally and in turn some affect on voluntary departure figures.

Many of the revisions made to the monitoring process have been predicated on the need for very early intervention. The first few weeks of university life are usually exciting and stimulating for newcomers. This is frequently followed by a period of shock when the extent of varying workloads is realised. For those who are unable to, or choose not to, adapt to the workload demand, a sense of panic often sets in by the eighth or ninth week of semester. At this time, such students, feeling totally overwhelmed, tend to 'hit a wall'. Faced with the realisation that there is not enough time to catch up before the examinations, students start exercising choices such as skipping classes, relying on friends for 'help' with assignments or simply dropping out. In many cases, there is a reluctance or shyness to seek additional help from staff for any number of reasons.  

Hence, problems with academic progress need to be identified very early so as to allow time for strategies, designed to reverse the performance trend, to be effective. As pointed out by Brass and Pilven (1999, 3) "students need to engage in considerable ongoing reflection on their progress" if they are to develop the characteristics that are integral to effective learning. Much of the corrective action in the School has resulted from the review process that takes place at the end of semester one. 

As part of this review process, all at-risk students are asked to attend an interview with two staff members at the end of the semester. In a collaborative fashion, staff and students review the past several weeks and attempt to identify causes of poor academic performance. With an emphasis on working together to come up with a solution for problems encountered, staff members suggest possible courses of action, provide advice on changes to enrolment and point out support facilities that exist within the University such as counselling, learning skills units and financial advisory services. The literature continues to remind us of the importance of such support services. Promnitz and Germain (1996, v) for example, conclude from their studies that:

".. experiences of students generally support the positive role which support services play in both the prevention of attrition and the enhancement of student's experiences whilst at university."

Clark (1989, 29) also emphasises the important role of student advice systems in improving retention figures:  


"A major factor in increasing student retention rates is the establishment of advising systems which take into account the developmental and academic needs of the students as well as career counseling."

An interview form is used to record all discussions during the progress interviews. The students are shown what has been written, asked to question any point they like and then given a copy for their own records. 

Student Targets

One major improvement made to the handling of this interview process has been the introduction of student targets.  After reviewing the semester and identifying problem areas, staff and student agree on a realistically achievable goal that the student should aim to achieve in second semester in order to be able to progress to the next year of the degree. This idea allows staff the room to exercise discretion and to thus take into account any extenuating circumstances that have prevailed in semester one. For example, simply advising a student who has been very ill that he/she must pass all subjects during the next semester, in the face of having just failed everything in the previous semester, simply presents a harsh reminder that there is probably more of the same to come. However, presenting a target that the student can envisage as achievable and one that meets university requirements for adequate progress allows staff to exercise judgement when offering advice on which subjects should be undertaken and whether the current load should be modified for one semester.  The setting of targets for at-risk students has been very effective from two points of view. Firstly, at the end of the year, staff consider this individual target when deliberating on whether or not a recommendation of exclusion is warranted. Secondly, the target system has served to promote a sense of renewed motivation among at-risk students, even resulting in some seeking out staff at the end of the year to excitedly communicate the fact that the assigned goal has been achieved. 

Student Files

Another improvement made to the monitoring of student progress has been the manner in which interviews and academic progress have been documented. It was decided in 1995 that a more comprehensive recording system was needed for the purpose of tracking student progress. Recognition of this need led to the setting up of a student file system to which all staff could contribute, a system intended to supplement the existing academic records. Students are also encouraged to submit supporting documents which contain information regarding extenuating circumstances that might impact negatively on their academic chances. These documents are placed in their file and might include, for example, information regarding medical conditions, reasons for special consideration or letters provided by advice services within the university. The student file system also requires staff members to keep a record of any additional communications held during the semester along with agreements made with the student, recommendations for counseling or advice proffered on particular subject issues. Most importantly, these files store all correspondence relating to the student progress process. All letters, e-mails, discussions, suggestions, advice and decisions made during the interview held at the end of semester one are documented and filed in this system. As a result, a more complete picture of a student's history is readily available at any time.

Attendance at Interview

There seems to be a high correlation between the number of at-risk students who actually attend this required interview at the end of semester one and the number who can turn their results around during second semester in order to avoid possible exclusion at the end of the year. If we accept this fact, that sitting down face-to-face in a staff-student communication, is producing a positive result, then we need to make sure that students actually attend the scheduled interview. Scheduling an appointment is fine but actually getting the students to come in and attend this interview is critical for it to have any chance of a favourable impact. In the past, contacting students by mail resulted in an interview attendance rate of approximately 50-60%. One hindering aspect has been the fact that by the time semester one results are finalised and at-risk students thus identified, many have already departed for the mid-year break, whether this be overseas or to an alternative location in Australia. Over the past three years, therefore, a number of initiatives have been introduced to address such issues and thus improve the attendance rate. This has included a vigorous process of e-mailing and phoning students in addition to sending out registered letters. Students who are not physically available on the appointed date have been asked to contact a particular staff member upon their return to organise an alternative interview date. In some cases, where requested, telephone interviews have been organised to accommodate those who have already returned home. The drive to meet with as many at-risk students as possible has had a spin-off effect resulting in many students initiating contact with staff before the results have even been finalised stating 'I think I need an interview to review my performance'.  Consequently, at the end of semester one in 1999, it was possible to set up interview appointments for 97% of the students on the at-risk list which resulted in an attendance rate of 83%, a considerable jump from the usual 50-60%. In 1998, with only 59% attending an interview, 24% of the at-risk students were able to significantly improve their results in semester two and hence avoid any chance of exclusion proceedings. In 1999 with 83% attending an interview, 45% of at-risk students were able to pass more than half their enrolment in the following semester, with 19% of them passing 100% of their subjects. 


Pass Rate Analysis

As a result of searching for any indication of a pattern or correlation between results and certain variables, it was decided, in 1995, to carry out an analysis of pass rates in all undergraduate subjects. This was done in order to determine if the student population from the degree in question exhibited a tendency towards success in particular subjects. Of considerable value has been the feedback on service subjects, those core subjects offered by other departments/schools in the faculty. Because of the multi-disciplinary nature of the courses undertaken by the student populations of service subjects within universities generally, these subjects often record relatively lower pass rates.  As expressed by Kelly (1995), these "service-taught subjects are often characterised by high failure rates and high student dissatisfaction". The analysis of subject pass rates, combined with consideration of studies previously undertaken, equips staff with more knowledge when proffering advice where a choice of subjects exists.

Initiatives for the Current Year

As already mentioned, first year students often have difficulties with adjusting to university life in time. During a group interview with second year students, a number of them stated that experience was a key factor in the extent to which they merged into tertiary life.  'If only I knew then what I know now it would have been much easier' was a common response. Among these difficulties is a frequent sense of feeling lost and alone. With huge student populations per subject lecturer, there is often a reluctance, particularly among international students, to approach subject staff. Any ideas that both promote student cohesiveness as well as confident interaction with staff can help to mitigate these feelings of anonymity and isolation. 

Lifeline Tutorials

Giving due consideration to this fact and the workload pressures often faced by first year students, a new scheme is being trialled during semester one of this year. An additional 'lifeline' tutorial has been made available for those students who require catch-up help in an introductory computer programming subject. Staff of scheduled lab sessions will attempt to determine, as quickly as possible, those students who are starting to struggle or fall behind and thus direct them to the additional catch-up tutorial. If a student is going to struggle with the workload, it usually becomes quite apparent by week 3 of the semester. These students will then be invited to attend the additional tutorial until they feel confident that they can return to the usual number of contact hours. This is an offer of support for the student, not a mandatory undertaking. Working with the subject co-ordinator, second year students, keen to be part of the project, will take on the role of tutors, in an effort to provide as much one-on-one assistance as possible for those first year students who decide to take up the offer. Second year students have a fresh memory of what it is like to be a newcomer to the university. They more readily identify with first years and have a close affinity with those who are struggling. This initiative is intended to serve two primary purposes. Firstly it provides a prop for those who need it in what is usually a difficult first-time subject and secondly via the employment of second year students in the project, it cultivates a wider student network while reinforcing existing knowledge.

Flexible Learning Technologies 

A huge initiative throughout the university has been the move towards a more flexible delivery of courses. This initiative impacts on both the learning of and the teaching of material. With an felfonline presence, subjects are no longer pigeon holed into a 3 to 4 hour timeslot on a given day of the week. Instead staff-student communication is facilitated with much greater ease. Students are encouraged to contact other students via online chats or discussion boards and generally tend to be motivated to explore subject concepts in greater depth. Of particular value is the fact that the window of opportunity available for staff, to offer additional support, increases exponentially. Instead of responding to one student who makes an appointment or sends an e-mail requesting an explanation on a given concept, staff can communicate additional tutorial advice via this perpetual classroom. 

Student Initiated Solutions

At the beginning of this year, a group of very enthusiastic students
 (predominantly first years) implemented an online initiative designed to facilitate communication and unity among the student body. Their web site, entitled Lets Talk IT, promotes a monthly discussion forum for students enrolled in the course. It is designed to enable students to maintain a course identity, to keep abreast with trends in information technology, to exchange ideas, share new discoveries, meet with prospective employers and to clarify queries with respect to subjects offered in the degree. In its infancy, this concept is rapidly attracting interest and ideas, with the designers being open to suggestions from staff and students alike. Of particular note here is the fact that this initiative was the brainchild of a couple of students and has been driven and nurtured by a small group of like-minded peers. This small group has devoted considerable time and enthusiasm to the maintenance and advertising of their web site with the overall intention of facilitating an enjoyable and successful degree life for students. The concept facilitates socialisation of learning and provides a forum for feedback beyond that which would normally surface in formal subject evaluations and discussions. "Efforts to improve the first year experience should give attention to creating a positive academic and social environment outside the classroom." (McInnis, James, & McNaught, 1995, xii)

Enhancing Student-Staff Communication

As a follow-up to a survey completed in 1999, staff met with a representative of the Educational Program Improvement Group within the university to analyse the responses. This analysis revealed that a noticeable gap exists between the way in which staff perceive their own teaching practices and the degree to which students are satisfied with subject delivery.  As a result it was decided that corrective action was needed in an attempt to both bridge the communication gap between staff and students and to heighten the degree to which staff are able to view their performance from the perspective of their classes. A number of subject interview sessions will be arranged with a random selection of students. Interviewing one student at a time, the subject coordinator will encourage the students to elaborate on concerns and impressions. Whilst this exercise is set to take place with second year students, it can be expected to have a roll-on effect and a consequent positive impact on delivery of subjects at any level of the course.

Ideas for Future Implementation

Orientation

The value of orientation programs is often under-estimated as a means of improving seamless induction into the first semester. This is often the first real point of contact that students have with staff and peers. At the end of 1999, a group of 88 first year students was surveyed on a number of issues relating to their overall satisfaction after completing their first year of the Bachelor of Business in Business Information Systems. Of this group, 96% responded that they considered an orientation day as critical to removing confusion and helping to reduce the feeling of being anonymous.  Most called for a more comprehensive orientation than currently exists and made particular mention of the need for staff to discuss what was ahead for them after completing the degree and taking up a position in industry. 

Subject Evaluations

As part of the processes already in place for re-evaluating subject delivery, coordinators survey students' opinions at the end of each semester via a questionnaire. Whilst this provides invaluable feedback, there is a strong case for such student evaluation to take place much earlier, preferably towards the middle of the semester. Students need to know they have a current voice, one that can be acted upon while they are still enrolled in the surveyed subject.  

Mentoring First Years

Another outcome of a survey administered at the end of 1999 to first year students was the overwhelming support for the re-introduction of a mentoring program. In the past, a staff-student mentor program has existed in which one staff member took the responsibility of acting as a mentor to a group of eight or ten students. However, a major factor inhibiting its success was that of time constraints. At the critical stages of the semester, when students would be expected to have the greatest need for a mentor, the time to attend such meetings was sacrificed in favour of meeting the next critical deadline. Meetings are always difficult to arrange in busy schedules and when the pressure is on, willingness to attend wanes. Also, viewing an academic as a mentor tends to be easier for second, third and fourth year students than it is for newcomers. A number of factors, whether they be shyness or a sense of distance from an authority figure, serve to create a reluctance in first years to easily view a staff member as a mentor. Instead, the idea of an e-mail buddy has been put forth for consideration. In this scheme, each first year student would be teamed up with a second, third or fourth year student via e-mail. The intention would be to facilitate more frequent communication via e-mail and mitigate the pressures imposed by time constraints, allowing students to decide if and when they wish to meet face-to-face and how often. In the case of students from non-English speaking backgrounds who are experiencing language difficulties, an attempt would be made to match the first year with a more senior student from the same background.

Conclusion

Across the board there is an ongoing concern with how to reduce the problem of attrition rates among first year university students. 
The initiatives introduced to address this issue in the School of Business Information Technology have been in the area of monitoring student progress, orientation programs, pass rate analysis and systems designed to foster greater student motivation and ease of integration into university life. With a reduced attrition rate being recorded in 1999, there is a concerted effort among staff to maintain this result and to introduce new initiatives designed to foster the trend. Among these ideas are lifeline labs, initiatives designed to identify those requiring such labs, peer mentoring schemes, flexible course delivery and a student-created, and fostered, web forum.  It is a belief of the author that the success of many strategies relies on whether or not they are introduced early enough. The need for early identification processes cannot be over-emphasised. Whilst the first six months of university life are extremely important; the first three months are critical in ensuring that students not only survive their first year but enjoy it as an academically and socially successful introduction to their tertiary life. 
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� The COG attrition rate improved from 14% in 1998 to 10% in 1999, with the international onshore return rate improving from 73% in 1998 to 80% in 1999.


� Gil Hidas and Jake Chan, students in the Bachelor of Business in Business Information Systems
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