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This paper identifies research work done by a team that examined the notion of why first year students leave university.  Initially, the team used an action research framework to elicit qualitative issues related to attrition of first year students undertaking three foundation year subjects.  This research moved towards a quantitative analysis as it progressed.  As an institutional imperative, the principal researchers extrapolated student data and trends to demonstrate the context of attrition at a regional university.  Difficulty arose when defining the parameters of attrition and the processes leading to this, as a reliable and valid source of knowledge to be analysed, so that strategies may be established to enhance retention.  The social and financial influences surrounding student retention were seen to be as important as success in academic work and study.  This paper reinforces the work done by Yorke (1998), and through its recommendations, recognises the work and strategy outcomes of many others.

Introduction

According to McInnis, James and McNaught (1995), the first year of university has been marked out as an area of special interest since the 1950’s in Australia.  Anderson and Western (1970), Little (1970), Beswick (1984) and Williams (1983) found they were interested in the academic preparation, orientation and quality of the cohort of students as a whole.  As well, an Australia wide trend indicates that the number of students attending university is diminishing.  Part of this issue raises questions about the retention of students now more so than ever because of a decreasing DETYA funding base.  McInnis, James and McNaught (1995) went further and studied aspects of students’ daily lives, social and economic contexts, goals and commitment, the university experience and teaching of courses.  This paper examines research surrounding first year students enrolled in three science courses conducted at a regional university and questions the issues of attrition from a macro and micro level within the institution.  From this exploration this paper seeks to find solutions that may be helpful to those involved in the first year experience.

Literature Review

It seems obvious in today’s economic rationalist environment within higher education institutions function that the issue of quality would [or should] play a significant role in all aspects of operation. Whilst this paper aims to place student attrition within an institutional context, it also hopes to highlight issues where there is potential for improvement that would result in a better outcome for all stakeholders.  Therefore, this review will have two areas of focus.  Firstly, it will demonstrate how responses to student attrition have become an institutional imperative and secondly, it will consider those studies which have attempted to place student attrition within an institutional context utilising theories and outcome based strategies.  Furthermore, justification of this approach is supported by McLaughlin, Brozovsky & McLaughlin (1997, p.1) who state that the principle objective of institutional research studies such as this, is to be able to persuade others that student retention [and attrition] must be treated as a strategic issue.

In Queensland, the system of government financial support for universities is in the form of the Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS).  Basically, this means that the government gives the institution a certain amount of money for every student enrolled.  If the student withdraws from a course (unit) before the cut-off date at the end of March, the government retracts the funding allotted for this particular student’s participation in the program.  If the student withdraws following the cut-off date, this means that the institution retains the funding allotted even though the student does not benefit in any way.  Obviously, there are a number of factors that can cloud this issue, these will be discussed at a further stage within the paper.  It is important however, that the reader have a basic understanding of some of the financial connections related to Higher Education Institutions.

There are many papers that have incorporated the above issues.  Most researchers agree that a major dilemma for higher education institutions is around the fact that governments are increasingly making universities and colleges accountable for the finances they receive from state coffers (Kember & McKay, 1996, p.1).  Yorke (1998) concurs, stating that it has often been suggested that institutions should be held accountable for their attrition rates (p.190-194).  It can be seen, however, that this economic rationalist perspective could result in universities potentially trying to address student attrition from an enrolment perspective instead of actually treating institutional problems. 

It is widely felt, that institutions to a certain extent, and as a result of both internal and external factors, tend to relegate the concern about quality of teaching behind research because of an ever increasing pressure on academics to publish  (Kember & McKay 1996, p.12).  Gatfield, Barker & Graham (1999, p.248-249) confirm this trend.  Clearly, universities must begin to address teaching issues (and other factors influencing student attrition) as an imperative to successful operation of their institution.  Financially, they have an obligation to the government, themselves and the student.  The importance of this point lies in its further capacity to demonstrate ways that universities can implement improved strategies to address financial and academic concerns, which will also increase student persistence.

Obviously, there are numerous studies which seek to place attrition within an institutional context and which discuss strategies (of varied success) that address the problem.  Kember and McKay (1996, p.19) state that the educational strength of a university can only be monitored using multiple strategies.  One of these avenues must be the examination of an institution's attrition rates.  In that regard, one must then employ an analysis of the key factors which affect a student’s decision to withdraw (as described by Yorke, 1998, p.193).  One factor that is integral to this issue is the role of teaching.  

Tinto (1997) explored the character of student persistence in terms of ‘classrooms as communities’.  Tinto felt that there was not adequate documentation available relating to the critical linkages between classroom involvement, student learning and persistence (p.600-601).  He asserted that a student's academic experience occurs within the broader social environment of the university and concluded by suggesting that institutions make moves to operate their classrooms as places of both academic discourse and social interaction.  He went on to hint that this provides a support system which addresses both the academic and social concerns of every student involved and should ultimately lower attrition rates within these institutions.

In addition, there is a link between the quality of teaching and the academic's perception of their job.  Practices in higher education are often strongly influenced by conventions to which faculty become so accustomed that they can become unconscious that they are conventions (Kember & McKay, 1996, p.5).  Wallace (1999) noted that staff lean towards the traditional view that students have to do all the adapting, also noting that staff appeared to assess teaching in terms of its abstract worth, its potential, rather than its actual effectiveness (p.7-8).  Clearly staff need to be encouraged to change some of their behaviours to a more persistence-friendly mode.  Kember and McKay(1996) continue, suggesting that there is a need for some staff within these institutions to undergo a ‘perspective transformation’ reaching a state of self-realisation that enables them to envisage the influence of past assumptions and constraints so as to permit a movement towards actions more consistent with new understandings (p.5).     

Yorke (1998, p.195) also comments on this matter where he mentions Seymour and Hewitt (1997) who state that the culture of the discipline impacts upon the student experience and – in some cases – on the decision to leave.  They believe that there is always a tendency for one to take one’s own disciplinary perspective for granted and not to question how it might affect those who are not yet members of it.  One way in which this can be done is to look at interdisciplinary differences in student satisfaction and withdrawal.  This study indicated that students in different subject categories tended to give differing reasons for departure (p.195-196).  Muldoon, (1999, p.6-7) addressed attrition by encouraging staff to participate in an annual training program before the arrival of first year students.  Muldoon (1999) notes that the staff are made aware of existing support programs and services and advised on why, how and when to refer students to these services, and when and how to devise alternate or complementary measures of support.  This means that they provide immediate assistance to those students who may be ‘at risk’ and therefore encourage persistence before they get a chance to drop-out (p.3, 6).  Placing teaching quality as a principle objective of improvement strategies within a university, will enable the institution to improve all of its support strategies for students through heightened levels of awareness and knowledge by its faculty staff. 

Research Process

The research conducted was a triangulated approach involving action research, case study and descriptive data analyses.  The idea was to obtain information from a number of different angles:  from those who support the student in the teaching-learning process by identifying, changing or improving situations as they occur, from exploration of the impact of their studies and results and from examining information about the students themselves through database information.

What was happening at the classroom level?

In 1999, a group of researchers including lecturers, members of the Student Association, counsellors, university marketers and staff involved in student disciplinary hearings came together to examine the issue of retention and possible reasons for attrition in first year students.  The student cohort consisted of those enrolled in three first year science courses (subjects) offered in fourteen degree programs within the university.  All members had their own anecdotal accounts of reasons as well as hypotheses for why students make decisions to leave or remain in study in their first year of study at university.  It was realised by the group that not only was it an institutional economic imperative but it also reflected personal concern for student achievement when trying to understand this phenomena.  

Using the principle of shared wisdom, the group gathered together to brainstorm issues and by highlighting and prioritising common factors of attrition.  The group set about discovering some of the reasons why students make decisions to stay or leave.  It should be said here that the research team was interested in attrition (almost as a negative outcome of the experience) rather than focussing on retaining students.  In a meeting at the early stages of the research, much discussion was around the definition of attrition that would help frame the parameters of the research needed to be undertaken.  In searching further afield and asking those staff who report to DETYA – the definitions used for attrition at an institutional level are listed below:

Table 1  Attrition Definitions

DETYA Reporting of Attrition:

1. Students withdraw from courses (subjects) - Microlevel

2. Students cancel their program of study - Macrolevel and accepted for DETYA reporting

Other Forms of Attrition Identified:

2. Students who withdraw completely in courses (subjects) but do not cancel

3. Students who fail and do not withdraw (wither because they left the institution or failed to obtain marks to achieve a pass)

4. Students who were offered a position and did not accept

5. Students who accepted the offer and did not complete their enrolment

6. Students who accepted the offer, enrolled and did not show to classes (these students would then be classified as Absent Fails and fit the criteria mentioned above)

7. Of questionable nature are those students who do cross-institutional transfers for courses more suitable.

Students who transferred between courses and from program to program could also be tracked in the system thereby were not considered a ‘loss’ in the system.  So it can be seen from the table above that with this type of confusion about the decisions students make and the many routes that they make undertake obviously blurs the issues of attrition and retention.

From these definitions the research team were able to decide the process of how they would try and make a difference by intervening at a time when decisions would be made.  The team decided to identify three foundation year courses (in one semester) containing a large cohort of enrolled students.  Within these courses there are compulsory laboratory times where class lists are taken weekly.  From these lists students could be tracked and contact made to enquire into their progress and any difficulties the student may be encountering.  The lists were examined every fortnight for patterns of attendance.  Several notable features arose in these patterns:

1. The timing of assessment pieces in any one course

2. The combination of the number of assessment pieces due in any one week

3. The HECS deadline of March 31 (Census Date).

For the research group these were obvious issues that needed to be investigated at the course and program level.  However, there were still those students who did not attend classes for other reasons.  When attendance lists identified continuous non-attendance then students were telephoned and interviewed.  It was found that the types of responses were similar to those identified by Yorke (1998).  The primary reasons were around:

Personal student issues of social and financial:

· The issue of isolation from the student group through lack of, or poor, interaction in the induction phase to university

· Issues of being away from home and having to deal with a new environment

· The notion of accommodation and finding suitable lodgings

· The issue of transport - buses not running in the evenings for late classes

· The financial issue where the cost of living, and establishment costs for university were more than the students anticipated or even know how to plan 

· A lack of knowledge about accessing institutional financial assistance

The Program of Study:

· Not being what the student thought it was going to be

· The student enrolling in a program arranged by the parents of the student

· Workload of the program and courses within it

· The issues of new knowledge and little pre-requisite knowledge

· The issue of assumed independent learning when previous educational experiences did not promote this

· Not knowing student peers for support in program

· Fear of lecturers not welcoming, sometimes punitive in comments

· Timetable too difficult to understand

Participatory action research according to Fals-Borda and Rahman (1991 in Denzin & Lincoln 1994) is the ‘enlightenment and awakening of common peoples’.  The idea in this research project was to bring together staff and students from parts of the university who are involved in student concerns, who have their own stories of why students stay or leave which adds to the body of knowledge and ultimately to the types of interventions possible.  Often in this type of research a lot is known yet action to change the situation is not unified.  This leads to an assumption that only action can come from unity.  This was not the case in this research as student attrition [retention] can emanate from a multitude of sources.  However, the idea here was for various staff and students to recognise the many reasons students attrite from an institution.  The goals of the participatory action research according to Denzin and Lincoln (1994, p.328), 

… is to produce knowledge and action directly useful to a group of people - through research, adult education and sociopolitical action.  The second … is to empower people at a second and deeper level through the process of constructing and using their own knowledge.  

So staff and students were able to see the relevance of their own situations to make change.  Yet this did not seem enough for the group or more pressing was that institutional issues almost seemed insurmountable when dealing with attrition.  Hence, the outcome of the research process was to move the research from a group participatory process to one focussing and examining the student cohort only.  It became clear that knowledge of the students, who they were, and the teaching-learning process was not known.  Assumptions of why decisions to leave can often be a student responsibility yet the qualitative data demonstrated that decisions are strongly influenced by teaching-learning issues.  Hence the principal investigator wanted to pursue this issue and identify the loss from courses through withdrawals, fails and absent fails.  It should be said here that the group did achieve change within their own areas through identification and recognition of issues.  Because the action was not united in approach this caused dissatisfaction of the process and a move the externalise the problem outside the research group; namely to examine the institutional issues that impact on retention (and ultimately attrition).

Who are the students? 

In examining the reasons for students making decisions to stay or leave the research went further to investigate some the background student issues.  This involved analysing demographic and statistical data.  Following this, the research discussed the findings from a historical perspective.  This led to recommendations, of both a broad and a comprehensive nature, that it seems, could have a positive impact on retention rates for all stakeholders.

Background Information:  Cohorts Studied and Justification of Choice
As mentioned previously, the research team identified three first-year sciences courses and included Biology, Chemistry and Introductory Science which encompassed weekly compulsory laboratory attendance by all students.  Notably, they were foundation courses for fourteen different degrees within the university. 

Student Demographics within the Courses

Student demographics are an important aspect of any attrition study, as they allow the researcher to be able to gain an overall perspective of the entire issue taking into account those issues that other researchers have identified as being important indicators in a student's decision to withdraw, or not.  Of the students analysed, 51.8% were female and 48.2% male.  This concurred with the university trends of enrolment by gender.  The average age was 24.75 years for women and men of 26.0 years with an overall average of 23.6 years.  The overall range of ages was between 18 and 58 years old.

Student Attendance by Mode of Study

The mode of study within the courses was either full-time, part-time or external. This data will illustrate the most 'at-risk' modes of study.  These figures are best considered within table format.

Table 2:  Mode of Study

Course Name
Mode of Study


Internal
External


Full-Time
Part-Time


Chemistry
57.0%
10.6%
32.4%

Biology
63.9%
7.4%
28.7%

Introductory Science
87.0%
11.3%
1.7%

Note: The external figures for Introductory Science is viewed as negligible and will not therefore be counted within discussions of attrition or failure by mode of study.  Interestingly, Introductory Science is not offered as an external course.

Student OP Averages:

Of the those students analysed, only 41% of these had OP numbers.  It would seem that the rest of the cohort were admitted to the university through mature age entry or alternative means.  The average OP for this smaller cohort was 11.75, women had an average of 11.05 and men of 12.6. 

Attrition Rates of the Cohort:

As mentioned previously, the issue of what exactly an institution's attrition is defined as can be contentious.  Therefore, this paper will demonstrate attrition within these courses from a number of angles.  The first of these is attrition within the courses up until census date (and excluding those with exemptions).  It will then state the total attrition rate, which includes those students who withdrew from the courses (subjects) after census date combined with those who withdrew beforehand.  Finally, it will describe the attrition rates by mode of study for Biology and Chemistry.  That is, the attrition rate of external studies and then of internal (full-time + part-time) studies.  These can be viewed in both table and graph format.

Figure 1:  Attrition Rates
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Figure 2:  Total Attrition 
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Figure 3:  Attrition Rates of Course by Mode of Study

Financial Implications

Clearly, without any further information, this data identify attrition as a major issue not only for these courses, but also for the degrees, as well as the faculty and the university at large.  Clearly, the Chemistry course lost nearly one-third of its students, the Biology course over one-fifth and the Introductory Science course lost over 10% of students.  The attrition rates for courses with internal and external students also were quite alarming.    The data illustrates student attrition before census date equates to a financial loss for the university.  In fact, if it is assumed that these students all have used the HECS option, this attrition rate equates to an approximate loss of $74,596.50, and that is only for one academic term, for three individual courses, in one particular year.  (This is based on the HECS funding of $616.50 per enrolled student).

Failure Rates of the Cohorts

The percentage of student failures in courses should also be considered an important part of any attrition investigation and may be a strategic issue for institutions.   This is not to assume that failures should not occur and the maintenance of academic standards is important.  It can demonstrate student loss in another way where it can influence decisions students make to stay or leave.  Whilst these figures do not represent a financial loss to the university as did the attrition figures, they have just as much significance because it is a reflection of the relationship between the student, the teacher and the institution.  It has been noted that students who fail courses (subjects) also have a number of factors that influence their unsuccessful/non-completion of the course. It is assumed that these factors would be the same as those described for students who actually withdraw.  That is, the indicators of non-completion as described by Yorke (1998), Wallace (1999) and others mentioned within the literature review.

There are three main aspects to student fails that all warrant discussion. The first of these is obviously academic failure; the second is through absent fails, where students fail due to their absence at the course's exam and/or throughout the semester; the third is through non-completion of assessment within the course(subject).  It is also important when calculating the percentage of students who fail, that the number of students who have withdrawn and been exempted from the course, are first subtracted. Therefore, what is provided below is a total fail percentage and then a breakdown into the various categories.  It is felt that this data should be viewed in both table and graph format.

Table 4: Failures
Course Name
Total % of Student Fails
% Each Fail Type makes of

Total Student Fails



Academic

Fail
Absent Fail
Incomplete

Chemistry
45.2%
63.6%
28.8%
7.6%

Biology
29.2%
65.4%
27.3%
7.3%

Introductory Science
13.9%
58.3%
33.3%
6.3%

Table 5:  Failures Rates by Mode of Study
Course Name
Student Fail Rates by Mode of Study


% of Internal Fails
% of External Fails

Chemistry
26.8%
57.1%

Biology
24.5%
26.6%

The failure rates above can reflect some of the issues identified in the action research group where requisite knowledge may not have been present.  Alternatively other issues like inability to cope with the workload and over-assessment may feature in the reasons.  It is obvious that the figures above are cause for much concern, particularly those for Chemistry and Biology.  In fact, in calculating the number of students who started the course and the number who successfully finished it, only 38.6% of Chemistry students completed the course successfully; 54.5% of Biology students successfully and 74.7% of Introductory Science students successfully completed their course.

Figure 4: Total Student Fails 
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Possible Causes of Failures: Assessment Timelines

Obviously, one must be able to view the attrition and fail rates discussed as a result of many factors.  It is felt that one of these factors could be the timing of assignments within the individual course and combined within the student's degree program.  Whilst it is not feasible to provide timelines for every degree that has students enrolled in these courses, an example is given that would demonstrate this point.  A student who is enrolled in a biology degree would be required to enrol in three courses: Biology, Chemistry and Elementary Mathematics. 

Students would also be required to submit weekly laboratory reports for both Biology and Chemistry.  When combined with assignments and exams, this adds up to a workload which could be considered large.  Work demands and being new and adapt into an environment that is unfamiliar to a student creates additional stresses. It is easiest to understand this situation when it is in tabular format:

Table 6:  Assessment Pieces and Due Dates
Date
Assignment and Exam Dates

Orientation Week


Week 1


Week 2
Biology Laboratory Report Due

Chemistry Laboratory Report Due

Week 3
Biology Laboratory Report Due

Chemistry Laboratory Report Due

Week 4
Biology Laboratory Report Due

Chemistry Laboratory Report Due

Week 5
Biology Laboratory Report Due

Chemistry Laboratory Report Due

Chemistry Assignment 1 Due

Elementary Mathematics Exam 1

Week 6
Biology Laboratory Report Due

Chemistry Laboratory Report Due

Biology Assignment 1 Due

CENSUS DATE


Week 7
Biology Laboratory Report Due

Chemistry Laboratory Report Due

Week 8
Biology Laboratory Report Due

Chemistry Laboratory Report Due

Chemistry Assignment 2 Due

Week 9
Biology Laboratory Report Due

Chemistry Laboratory Report Due

Week 10
Biology Laboratory Report Due

Chemistry Laboratory Report Due

Chemistry Assignment 3 Due

Biology Assignment 2 Due

Elementary Mathematics Exam 2

Week 11
Biology Laboratory Report Due

Chemistry Laboratory Report Due

Chemistry Assignment 4 Due

Week 12
Biology Laboratory Report Due

Chemistry Laboratory Report Due

Course Review Week


Exam Week
Exam for all three courses

Limitations of the Research

When viewing the data reported in this paper, it is important to remember the context in which it is presented, as well as being aware of the limitations the research sustained.  The principle limitation of the study revolved around the fact that the data presented is raw.  In fact, the data must be considered unclean and unstable because of the system from which it was retrieved.  This does not detract from the importance of the findings, it merely highlights the fact that one could not expect to accurately reproduce these results. In addition, the study is also limited by the move from a Participatory Action Research model to a descriptive one, whose analysis lacks the inclusion of members.

Furthermore, the research only examined three courses, and therefore cannot provide conclusive results on university- wide trends.  It also analysed courses in the science disciplines, which again should not be indicative of trends in all other disciplines, and it could negatively influence perceptions of science courses.  Finally, the data provided is only a 'snapshot' of one academic term in one year.

Obviously, all research conducted has limitations of some kind.  It is felt that whilst this study had a number of inhibiting factors, once it is placed within the context in which it was designed, the data can be viewed as significant.  It identifies that more research must be done in this area, and results in recommendations that address problems that have become quite obvious. 

Summary

The literature review of this paper stated that it would discuss attrition within the context of financial issues and improved institutional strategies.  It is felt that the data gathered around student information has demonstrated that there is a definite need to address issues of attrition and retention from those perspectives.  These statistics, however, highlight the need for the university to immediately address attrition and retention as a strategic issue as idnetified by McLaughlin, Brozovsky and McLaughlin (1997, p.1).

One issue that has relevance in terms of the university's withdrawal (attrition) and failure rates, is the demographic data of students studying at the institution.  It was found that the average student age was higher than that of the average school-leaver, suggesting that the university should be more inclusive of student issues from a mature-aged student perspective regarding information and recruitment.  It was also found that there were more women than men enrolled within the courses.  This data concurs with that of Wallace(1999, p.5), who went one step further to discover that nearly one quarter of females attending university had dependents, and of these nearly half were the sole care giver.  This finding has enormous significance for helping to explain university attrition rates, as it automatically infers an influencing factor in many students’ decisions to withdraw from university.

The high incidence of withdrawal and failure in these courses also suggest that there must be institutional factors that significantly influence these losses.  Therefore, one must dissect and identify the institutional factors that can influence students to leave, as described by Tinto (1997), Kember & McKay (1996), and Yorke (1998).  It would seem from the information gained from this research that the problem areas identified include 

1.
Assessment 

One would need justification from a pedagogical perspective of why the number of assessments exist.  Although it could be argued that the laboratory reports are skill based reports performed in groups yet there seems to be a lack of cross discipline communication about timing and volume of assessment pieces. 

2.
Timetabling  

From an adult learning perspective, the research identified difficulties in reading and understanding the timetable initially yet there is the issue of attendance particularly when public transport after hours is limited.   As well, from the mature aged student's perspective when many have dependents and after school and child care become an issue, this situation becomes untenable when students are asked to make choices that involve night classes especially for those who are single parents or have had to re-locate.

3.
Teaching methods 

One could make assumptions about the teaching methodologies when examining assessment pieces as much as gaining an understanding of the true reasons for failures and withdrawals.  Not all attrition can be institutional or academic issues yet there would seem to be some suggestion that Tinto's work on fostering a support network within the classroom needs to be examined.  Further to this, the faculty perceptions and awareness of student issues by becoming more consumer- focused in their attitude towards the types of students that are enrolled rather than the types of students they want enrolled.  Further it would seem that communication at all levels of the institution is important.  From the data gathered it would seem that students are unaware of the key responsibilities because of the complexity of the environment.  It is also important to note that even staff within the institution are not aware of the types of support services that are available to students nor do some see it as their responsibility to lead students to these services.  In identifying the issues then, it is important to provide recommendations.

Recommendations

As mentioned previously in this paper, it is often assumed that to address issues of retention and attrition, one must have a unified approach.  However, it is felt that this need not be the case.  Whilst there must be unification in terms of everybody assuming their responsibility towards decreasing attrition rates, there are many improvements and interventions which can occur at a micro level, that are just as important as those at the macro level.  With this in mind, as well as recognising the fact that there will always be attrition rates within universities, the following recommendations have been made. 


Student Issues

It is integral, that every institution knows the people (in terms of age and gender and other statistics) that make up its student cohort.  In fact, they must go one step further than this and gear their recruitment, support and awareness strategies towards these groups.  If a lecturer knows the type of students they have in their classes, they would be able to approach the teaching-learning process with these students more appropriately.  In addition, if the university were able to accurately predict the types of students likely to be enrolled in particular courses, they could arrange the class timetables around these issues.  For example, if a course has a high percentage of mature age students, and it is known that 25% of the women are likely to have dependents and that 50% of those are the sole carers (as identified by Wallace, 1999, p.5), it would make sense to schedule the classes at a suitable time for those students.  This would greatly lessen the life stress of the students by enabling them to both take care of their families and complete their studies.

The types of communication between the institution and the individual student can become quite complex.  It is suggested that this needs to be simplified, especially in terms of recruitment, pre-enrolment, enrolment, the induction process and the post-induction process.  Students need to be able to accurately understand what is expected of them, what they can expect and how they can obtain assistance or advice in language they are able to understand.  This means that the university should attempt to simplify the language in its written materials such as the handbook, the program and course information outlines.  It also means that they encourage all staff to have a consumer/client service attitude, encourage a responsive and easy-access support service, and help faculties to identify and assist 'at-risk' students (once identified).  It is felt that a helpful institutional atmosphere will greatly improve student retention figures.

Institutional Teaching and Learning Issues

The university must address the attrition and failure rates stated, through justified quality review of assessment pieces for all courses and in the context of the entire program.  The assessment timetable for one program for one term clearly indicates that there is a high demand on students in their first year of university.   Yet it is felt that the assessment timetable was formulated without any cross-disciplinary communication and with minimal regard for the other stressful issues that students face in their first year of tertiary education.  One could question the educational value of the volume of assessment.  Tinto (1997, p.600) asserts that the first year university academic experience occurs within the broader social spectrum of the university, this must be recognised when planning assessments for first year students.  It should be said, that this recommendation is not about reducing or simplifying to the point of valueless content, it is simply that staff need to examine what are the key attributes that a student should exit from a course or more broadly from a program.  Wallace (1999, p.2) suggests that "first year provides the main or only opportunities to invest students with the skills and literacy needed to succeed at tertiary level… that it cannot be presumed that these are already possessed".  Therefore, the university must encourage lecturers to prepare their coursework on the basis that students have no prior knowledge yet have skills to build their knowledge rapidly. 

It is well known that students need to have institutional support services available to them to help them persist with their studies.  It is felt that by encouraging a community type atmosphere in the classrooms (as described by Tinto, 1997, p.600), lecturers could facilitate a number of different support networks for their students through alternaive approaches to teaching and assessment.  Involvement with faculty inevitably helps a student to persist, as well, involvement with their peers enables students to experience both academic discourse and social interactions with the same people.

It is felt that it is imperative when dealing with 'Absent Fails' that students are contacted if they do not attend classes or submit assignments.  This action would be included in the responsibility of all staff not only academics.  This action should assist students to persist with their studies, it could also significantly alter the attrition and failure rates within the entire institution.  Personal contact either through face-to-face, telephone or electronically should be encouraged. 

The data also identified some disturbing trends in relation to the high percentages of attrition and failures within students studying the courses externally.  This identifies the need for improved distance education support strategies, such as implementing a system of distance education mentors, and encouraging further utilisation of technology such as e-mail and the Internet.  It also identifies the need for lecturers to take into account teaching and learning processes and methodologies that mirror sound distance education practices.  

One issue worth discussing is the development of staff awareness of support services.  Obviously, when contact is made with these students, the caller should be able to offer some suggestions and advice on how to continue with study.  As illustrated earlier in the paper, students were contacted and it was found to be of value to both student and faculty staff.  This view is supported by Muldoon (1999, p.7) who notes ‘…that learning support and academic skills enhancement is accepted Australia-wide as a necessary adjunct to university teaching and learning… and is recognised as important not only in terms of student welfare but also in terms of institutional wellbeing’.

Conclusion

From the information supplied above it would seem that institutions need to reach a 'student-focused' perspective.  It would seem that the systems that can illicit information about student demographics should be made available to faculty and staff soon after enrolment for awareness and enhancement of teaching and learning practices.  The institution should make a concerted effort simplify its communication to students, to develop its staff in areas of teaching and learning and increased awareness of support services.  At the same time, the student has responsibilities to be informed about the environment and program in which they are enrolled as well as the procedural issues of the educational process.  The data presented above suggest that, for students there are many negotiations and practices that have to be successfully undertaken early in a tertiary career if they are to survive the first year.  The goal of any university is to retain students whilst providing a quality educational experience that have value to the student, institution and more widely to the employment marketplace. 
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