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An important component of the transition program at Monash University is the development of strategies to combat the problems of student attrition and failure at the earliest possible stage. In 1999 and 2000, the Faculty of Arts took significant steps towards the earlier identification of students at risk of breaching academic progress regulations and more effective intervention at an earlier stage in their academic career. These included encouraging students to identify the causes of their predicaments, bringing to their attention the range of solutions available within the faculty and the university, and offering them a range of academic supports such as mentoring, course advice and referrals to student services. This paper is a study of the results of these initiatives among over 250 undergraduate students first contacted in the middle of 1999. Those results strongly suggest that early identification and especially intervention have a marked impact on retention, improved academic performance, institutional and course commitment, and integration into the university learning environment.
Introduction

In July 1999, the Monash University Faculty of Arts Student Progress and Equity Committee wrote to a 19 year-old female student whom we shall call A. The letter was a standard form notice sent to 266 students whose mid-year results suggested that they were at risk of breaching academic progress regulations. The cautionary letter appraised the student of the faculty’s concern; it invited a written response, and listed the course advice, counselling, and learning tuition services available on campus, as well as inviting each student to discuss her/his progress and plans in an interview with an academic member of the committee. Should the student breach progress regulations in the subsequent semester and become liable for exclusion, the letter said, any such effort to contact SPEC might help establish their case before the Exclusions Committee. However, it was made clear that this was not a summons to an Exclusions Committee hearing, but an indication that the faculty was attempting to identify faltering students and intervene earlier. Like many other recipients of such letters, this was A’s first encounter with academic disciplinary procedures. In fact, she had graduated to university from a secondary school program designed for high achieving students. Accustomed to success, A nonetheless failed all three of the subjects she took in her first semester. 

In reply, A wrote of her ‘regret and embarrassment’ about her grades, and explained that since her final year of high school, she had been battling anorexia nervosa, although in the pastoral environment of a private school, she had been winning the fight to maintain focus on her study. A went on to assure the Student Progress and Equity Committee (SPEC) that she was working with a specialist psychiatrist, but in a subsequent interview, members of the committee strongly advised her also to maintain regular contact with an academic mentor, chosen from her major field of study, throughout semester two. To reinforce the value of the personal rather than official links made with teaching staff in and outside of class times, SPEC asked A to nominate the lecturer or tutor whom she felt would be most approachable and helpful. 

A is one of more than four thousand students enrolled in the Faculty of Arts on Monash University’s Clayton campus. This sheer scale complicates any efforts to form small and productive learning communities, while the suburban, commuter nature of the campus presents other problems for the successful integration of new students (Kantanis 1997, 1998). Arts undergraduates share few common classes, and choose from hundreds of subjects available via an increasingly unregulated process of electronic self-selection. Some students are bound to experience academic difficulties and not know where to turn. Equally, in this context, it is far from simple for the faculty to identify who is struggling to cope, and harder yet to do so before the predicaments become intractable, or their consequences irrevocable. Accordingly, an important component of the university-wide Monash Transition Program is the development of strategies to combat the problems of student attrition and failure at the earliest possible stage (Peel 2000).

The SPEC initiatives built on orientation and mentoring schemes already run by some schools within the faculty, and they are closely related to broader strategies which aim to develop learning relationships and diminish academic problems by involving student organisations, sessional tutors and lecturers in the induction of new students. This approach represents an understanding that healthy educational relationships are under construction from the point of arrival of the new student, or even before. In her or his transition from high school to university, the individual is likely to establish a script for future learning patterns; it is in both the student’s and the university’s interest to develop the best possible script before, during and immediately after enrolment (Pascarella and Terenzini 1983; Macdonald and Gunn 1997). While web-based support groups and subject-based e-mail distribution lists and chat sites are being developed, a number of studies have also identified personal interaction between students, faculty and administrative staff as a crucial factor in student persistence and integration, and in retrieving problematic academic careers (Abbott-Chapman et al 1992; Gillespie and Noble 1992; Halpin 1990; Neumann et al 1990; Pascarella and Terenzini 1977, 1980a, 1980b; Stage 1989; Theophilides and Terenzini 1981; West et al 1986).

As well as reviewing undergraduate academic progress when subject results are finalised at the end of each semester—the process which led to the mid-year warning letters—the SPEC assists and supports students referred by the Faculty Exclusions Committee, and then monitors the success of these interventions. The SPEC provides students facing exclusion with a point of contact to help with any recurrent or future problems, and it considers student welfare on the broader scale, by identifying existing good practices and advocating their generalisation across the faculty. The first common aim of the initiatives has been to identify students at risk, frequently as a consequence of poor adjustment to the tertiary learning environment. Subsequently, the faculty sought either to facilitate the students’ quest to make the most of their university place, or to expedite their decision to exit, for a temporary period away from study, or more permanently in the direction of alternative educational or life options.

Knowing that each year, many students could have avoided the trauma of a quasi-judicial end of year Exclusions Committee hearing had someone intervened earlier—to explain the regulations, or recommend a leave of absence or a complete withdrawal—members of the Exclusions Committee welcomed the SPEC approach as a less formal warning mechanism. Staff members who became involved as academic mentors saw their role as helping counsellors and language and learning advisers hold up a safety net designed to catch students who faltered on their road to self-reliant learning. By and large, they reported glowingly on the ways in which these contacts cultivated a greater sense of institutional and course commitment among students, and encouraged persistence. But whatever the impressions of those offering the aid, the university has to assume that every student aims to satisfy the requirements of enough subjects to graduate one day with a degree or diploma. That measure of success or failure is still dependent on the individual’s grades. Our statistical interest, then, lies in the comparison of these students’ pre- and post-intervention academic results, to measure whether and for whom the extra attention and support made some kind of difference.

In 1999, the SPEC could only contact students once they had completed a disastrous semester, not as soon as they presented early symptoms of striking trouble. Nonetheless, it was the first part of a significant initiative, and the faculty’s efforts to assist students like A are being monitored as part of the Monash Transition Program’s contribution to the university-wide Learning and Teaching Operation Plan. In 2000, those efforts also include a pilot ‘early intervention’ project to identify first-year students who are not attending classes or who fail early assignments during the first six weeks of the semester. Yet the real test is the outcomes of the interventions. Individual stories, like that of student A, suggest the worth of intervention: in her second semester, having reduced her workload to allow continuing contact with her counsellor and her mentor, A passed both subjects in which she enrolled, and earned a Credit grade for one of them. She once again experienced a kind of academic success she had not known since secondary school. In the remainder of this paper, we assess the impact of these initiatives on the progress of other such struggling students.

The sample

Characteristics

All students awarded grades of less than 50% for half or more of their subjects in the first semester of 1999 received a letter from the SPEC. Of these 266 students, 154 were female and 112 male, a ratio which approximates the gender distribution in the faculty as a whole. 82 were studying for their first year, and the remaining 184 were later-year students. Given that the transition problems which affect first-year students can remain unresolved and persist into later years, we will consider the entire sample and not just the new arrivals. And clearly, in the study of student progress, no-one wants a ‘control’ group of poorly-taught, ignored young people to highlight the achievements of those who received additional attention. Instead, to provide instructive comparisons, some of our findings are set beside those of a smaller sample of undergraduate students who attended Exclusions Committee hearings in early 1999.

The Faculty of Arts Exclusion Committee comprises three academic staff members who invite students liable to exclusion to submit written evidence to explain the circumstances that led to their unsatisfactory academic performance.
  If the student or the committee members deem further interaction desirable, then the student presents her or his case in person before the committee. Each Exclusions interview was itself an intervention in these learners’ careers, an indication that someone cared, was concerned, or was at least monitoring their progress as an individual. Additionally, in an unprecedented move, the committee imposed conditions upon the re-enrolment of some students who were cleared to continue. 38 of the students facing the Exclusions Committee in January or February 1999 were permitted to re-enrol on the condition that they regularly consulted mentors, made satisfactory progress according to follow-up reports, or adjusted their enrolments. Of the 38, 22 were male and 16 female; 13 of these had completed their first year, and 25 were later-year students.

Whereas the Exclusions procedure was obviously a formal process with grave implications, the SPEC letter sent in July 1999 merely encouraged students to choose further specific actions. It is interesting, then, to look at what sort of students responded. A total of 63 students (23.7%) chose to write back, and it is important to compare their outcomes with the 203 (76.3%) who did not respond and thus had no further traceable contact with SPEC’s various services. Of the 63 respondents, 23 also arranged an interview to discuss their situations further. Gender was not a determining factor in predicting who wrote back (24% of females replied as against 23.2% of males), but of the respondents, a higher proportion of male students (42.3% versus 32.4% of female students) requested the further assistance of a supplementary interview. The student’s year level was a more telling factor, with first-year students twice as likely to respond by letter than later-year students. Clearly, students enrolled for the first time were more concerned to meet what appeared to be formal obligations (this greater diligence would surprise few who have watched the gradual relaxation of students’ attitudes as they familiarise themselves with university procedures). Indeed, these first-year students’ contact with the SPEC afforded one of their first opportunities to confess that they had no idea how the systems really worked or little grasp of the skills they needed to manage them. At the same time, later-year respondents were twice as likely to follow up their letter with an interview in which they could restate their case and discuss their options in detail.

All of the 63 students who replied to the SPEC letter had some further form of contact: SPEC members interviewed 23 students in person and assigned academic mentors to 11 of these; committee members also gave phone or e-mail advice on specific issues to 12 others, and they wrote letters to the remaining 28, acknowledging the student’s identification of issues and affirming their own steps to resolve them.

The origins of their difficulties

While the SPEC letter offered students the opportunity to explain the factors which impeded their academic performance, most chose to keep their stories to themselves. But the 63 who replied typically identified some of the issues which they believed generated their academic difficulties. The majority (60%) named one or a combination of matters external to the faculty. As for the Exclusions cases of six months before, physical illness, family conflicts, bereavements and separations, relationship problems, financial difficulties and psychological stress were most important. Female students were particularly likely to nominate illness, while male students more commonly identified family problems and work or financial commitments.

The Exclusions students referred almost exclusively to such ‘external’ problems, some of them so harrowing that any persistence was in itself an amazing achievement. In contrast, the students who replied to the SPEC were much more likely to nominate transition issues, such as their own lack of motivation or poor subject choices. All together, these accounted for 40% of their responses. D, an 18 year-old first-year student, failed three first semester subjects and received bare Passes for his other two. By letter, D assured the SPEC that there was in fact ‘nothing to worry about’, for his problems in making the transition to university really stemmed from unhelpful advice during Orientation Week. In second semester, having ironed out his course problems, and no longer over-enrolled, he set out ‘to make a concerted effort to rectify my below-par grades’. He passed all 4 subjects, and managed 3 Distinctions.

In some cases, the exercise of writing a letter to reassure the university that things were getting back on track might have been the circuit breaker the student really needed. When E, a first-year Arts student, tried to explain why she failed three of her four first semester subjects, she blamed her results largely on her own lack of organisational skills and a lack of motivation. While E said that two of her tutors were ‘very kind and tried to help as much as they could’, in the end she knew that it was up to her to discover her own reasons for being there, and thus to reform her study patterns. After receiving the SPEC letter’s list of campus services available, she visited the Language and Learning Unit, which helped her design a new study timetable, and she promised to reapply herself to the task. In the subsequent semester, E turned her results around, passing three subjects, and achieving one Credit grade. Overall, the students who replied to SPEC were just as likely to be those for whom poor academic performance stemmed from transition problems and the relationship between study and other responsibilities, rather than intractable personal circumstances. They were also more likely to recognise the possibility of overcoming those problems.

Results

In order to calculate the impact of the interventions of the Student Progress and Equity Committee, we analyse these students’ academic records in terms of the following factors, with some reference to the progress of Exclusions Committee students. First, we compared the simple pass rates of the sample groups in first semester (before intervention) and in second semester. In general, the SPEC intervention—the letter itself, an interview, mentoring, counselling or referral to specialist university services—made a positive difference to the pass rates (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: 1999 pass rates for respondents and non-respondents, SPEC students
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As Figure 1 shows, on the simple basis of the number of subjects passed, even students who received the SPEC warning letter but did not respond improved their results, passing 41.7% of subjects in second semester compared to 27.7% in first semester. The 63 students who replied to the letter (the ‘respondents’) did even better: they passed 32.8% of their subjects before they received the letter and 52.5% in semester two. However, among this respondent group, those who had the confidence to declare their problems yet declined an interview and further contact such as mentoring achieved a better pass rate (55.8%) than those who accepted some additional assistance (they passed 46.3% of their subjects). One possibility is that those who sought and accepted further assistance were usually facing more difficult problems of adjustment than those for whom the letter itself provided sufficient motivation to address their poor performance.

By means of comparison, the experience of having to explain the situations behind their 1998 results to the Exclusions Committee had a similar but less striking impact on this other and smaller sample group. Those who were cleared to re-enrol with no further contact managed to lift their pass rate in 1999 (from 17% to 35.6%). However, students who persisted and were also mentored or counselled seemed to benefit even more, improving from 15.6% of subjects passed to 46%. Second and later year students’ results benefited slightly more from the assistance of academic mentors and counsellors. Mentored first-year students lifted their pass rate from 25% to 50% (those without mentors lifted theirs from 16.7% to 39.5%), while mentored later-year students lifted their pass rate from 12.5% to 44.1% (as against an improvement from 17.3% to 31.4% for the rest). Apparently, mentoring most helps those in real academic strife. 

Among the SPEC sample, second and later year students benefited considerably more from the additional contact than first-years (Figure 2). Year I respondents lifted their pass rate from 32.4% to 43.9% (non-respondents lifted theirs from 36.6% to 37.6%), while year II-plus respondents lifted their pass rate from 33.3% to 63.5% (as against an improvement from 24.9% to 43% for non-respondents).

Figure 2: 1999 pass rates by year level for respondents and non-respondents, SPEC students
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Another way of examining whether the SPEC intervention increased the likelihood of more positive academic progress for these struggling students is to consider individual outcomes during the second semester. Assessing each individual student, we consider two results as positive outcomes: clearly higher grades in second semester, or a higher proportion of passes overall. A neutral outcome was the choice of withdrawal for the semester or longer. Negative outcomes included exclusion from the faculty or the university, no discernible improvement in grades, and even worse results in second semester.

Figure 3: Second semester results, SPEC students
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At the very least, therefore, a little less than a third of the students contacted by the SPEC achieved a completely positive outcome in second semester, with respondents (30.2%) doing somewhat better than non-respondents (23.6%). There is an argument, on the basis of our experience with student interviews, that leaves of absence and withdrawal (the ‘neutral’ outcomes described above) might better be counted as another positive outcome, a preferable alternative to ongoing failures or being excluded. In other words, the study of successful intervention might include easier exit and facilitated absence from courses and institutions, as well as improved retention rates and academic progress. Certainly, it was with a tangible sense of relief that some students learned of less final options than dropping out or allowing the exclusions process to run its course. For these students, a break from full-time study or from study altogether seemed like the most positive step they could take. For instance, F wrote back to a member of the Committee to thank him for being the first person in his years of enrolment to take the time to recognise that a different course offered by another institution would better suit his career ambitions than the one he was struggling through at Monash. If we combine the ‘neutral’ outcomes with the positive results, we can conclude that 61.9% of the students who responded to the SPEC letter and 55.7% of those who received it and did not respond achieved a more positive outcome in the second semester than in the first. Perhaps the difficulties we faced with categorising these outcomes hint at just how awkward it is to calibrate an individual’s ‘academic progress’, or to assume that retention in and of itself should be the only measure of success or failure.

In terms of the different kinds of intervention, slightly fewer of the respondents who attended an interview and had additional services made available to them achieved positive and neutral outcomes (56.5%) than those who responded but declined extra help (65%). This may again indicate that those students most in need of additional assistance were facing more difficult issues of low motivation and commitment. The most effective form of intervention seemed to be the provision of academic mentors. Mentors were provided to only 10 SPEC students, but for these, they made a dramatic difference. With their expertise in the very field with which the student was struggling and their willingness to extend a pastoral hand, they represented both technical and personal support. The results, even in such a small sample, speak for themselves: first-year students with mentors gained a positive and neutral outcome rate of 66.6%, compared with their unmentored counterparts’ rate of 25%. Second and later year students with mentors achieved a rate of 57.1%, compared with 42.9% of unmentored later year students. Individual stories again show the advantages of personal contact. G, a 25 year-old Arts student close to finishing his degree who had faced an exclusions hearing in the previous year, was one of the statistics. SPEC warned him that on account of his failure in the one subject he took in semester one, he might never graduate with this degree. G admitted that the additional jobs he had commenced in the hope of earning financial independence were costing him a stable and productive study routine. Referred to an academic mentor of his own choice, G recognised that organisational and motivational issues were at least as detrimental as his financial concerns to his academic career. With the benefit of this extra contact, G passed all 3 of his second semester subjects in 1999 and now has just one remaining to earn his degree.

Results for the smaller cohort of Exclusions cases indicate that intervention could be crucial: 40% of these students made better academic progress (and a further 20% withdrew or took a leave of absence). For them, however, contact with academic staff made less of a difference. 57.1% of students provided with mentors gained a positive or neutral outcome, whereas those without mentors achieved a rate of 62.5%, though the impact of mentoring was greater among later-year students. Again, the greater difficulties experienced by the Exclusions students, and the fact that many of these difficulties could be addressed only through medical, psychological and financial assistance, reduced the possible effect of individual contact with academic staff.

Some of the Exclusions students’ stories, however, suggest that the program was altogether worthwhile. X, for instance, a 19 year-old student who failed 5 of her 8 first-year Arts subjects, told the Exclusions Committee that she had been unable to study effectively at home, because she was expected to act as a translator for her non-English speaking parents and as a substitute parent to her several younger siblings, working fifteen hours per week as well as attending school parent-teacher meetings on her parents’ behalf. Recognising with the help of the committee the futility of further attempts to reconcile full-time university study and family demands, X agreed to re-enrol in the following year on the condition that she meet regularly with an academic mentor. The committee’s approval of her re-enrolment enabled her to qualify for on-campus residential accommodation as recommended by the University Counselling Service to ease her burdens. ‘Hoping to make a fresh start’, X re-enrolled. In the subsequent semester, she regularly met her mentor, who reported that she seemed increasingly positive about her prospects and workload, given her change of circumstances. In that year, X passed 7 of her 8 Arts subjects, including 6 Credit grades.

Y, a 22 year-old 3rd-year Bachelor of Arts candidate, faced Exclusion for failing 5 of the 8 subjects in which he enrolled in 1998. He told the Exclusions Committee that he struggled to cope with university largely as a result of his lack of confidence and poor time management skills, complicated by his need to earn money from outside sources to cover his rent. In fact, he had never earned a mark higher than Pass. Because merely extending his enrolment under the same conditions seemed unlikely to produce any real improvement, the committee gave him ‘one last chance’, suggesting that Y enrol in fewer subjects and meet regularly with an academic mentor. He assured the committee that after his poor year, he had changed his residential circumstances and been promised financial support from his family which would relieve his need to work so many hours. In 1999, Y passed 4 of his 7 units, while 1 result was withheld. His progress was still far from ideal. But, significantly for someone who had never managed to achieve anything beyond scraping through, his successful grades included three Credits and his first-ever Distinction. His mentor reported that the Credits and particularly the Distinction convinced Y, for the first time in his academic career, that he ‘belonged’ at university and that the skills and capacities he was developing in his Arts degree would flow into his chosen career. Amid the increasing concern with retention rates and the ‘efficient’ use of funded university places, there is all the more reason to remind ourselves that the experiences of young people such as X and Y are and should be the real measure of how well we help students adjust to the difficult challenges of university education.

Conclusion

Studying simple pass rates and individual outcomes provides some indication that intervention had a positive effect for the majority of the students involved with the SPEC or Exclusions. Of course, in the unavoidable absence of a control group, it is difficult to precisely gauge that effect. And the relatively small numbers of students involved means that these results must be considered preliminary, suggestive, even impressionistic. At the very least, however, they encourage us to continue with these programs, and to investigate other ways in which to identify, contact and assist students who are not fulfilling their academic potential and for whom university can often become a place of failure and demoralisation.

Most studies of students moving into the independent learning environment of the university suggest that new arrivals—and not just school-leavers—typically anticipate difficulties, expecting transition to pose a sudden, dramatic adjustment to their social and educational lives (Kantanis 1997; McInnis and James 1998; Peel 2000). They also suggest that dissatisfaction and adjustment problems can remain important barriers to commitment, motivation and academic success well past the first semester or the first year. A number of studies also indicate that the nature and quality of students’ contact with university teachers and administrative staff has a measurable impact upon their levels of satisfaction and commitment. The results of the Monash Arts programs suggests that ‘contact’ can also reach and affect students struggling with their academic adjustment. Put simply, the fact that somebody cares enough to ask about progress and to offer help may trigger positive responses, ranging from a student taking greater responsibility in managing their enrolment to a student seeking referral to a specialist service for a serious personal difficulty. Certainly, being invited to seek advice and assistance was a novel and unexpected experience for our struggling students. Some admitted that they had neither understood the systems governing their progress through the university, nor taken steps towards deciphering them. Hence their surprise when fails appeared on their records, for they wrongly believed that if they did not attend, they would automatically be withdrawn from the subject.

These interventions also had clear positive influences on many students’ academic progress. Further, the knowledge that the faculty is sufficiently mindful of their academic progress to offer special assistance as early as the end of their first semester might stay with students into their later years, reducing the number of students who fail repetitively and become liable for exclusion. For those who feel isolated and anonymous on a very large and often intimidating campus, and simply had not known where to go or who to see about their problems, the SPEC letter, and especially the subsequent interviews, showed them that someone cared: for the international student coping with a new environment, for the mature-age student struggling to belong, for the school-leaver torn from the more pastoral environment of the alma mater.

In some cases, sending a letter appraising a student of the faculty’s concern was enough to trigger a decision to take responsibility for getting her academic work back on track. For others, it was the specific measure of putting him in regular contact with an academic adviser—a mentor to help him navigate his way through university systems and expectations—that brought about his ‘reform’, and the much more effective use of a precious funded university place. Mentors for the students who requested this additional assistance found that the extra contact particularly assisted international students and those from non-English speaking backgrounds experiencing difficulties with academic instruction in English, as well as first-year students (especially males) emerging from rule-bound school environments into the relative freedom of university life.

The message, above all, is that, just as there is no such thing as the average student, no single remedy works as a panacea for what the students themselves, as we have seen, describe as problems of multiple dimensions. It therefore seems incumbent upon those responsible for services to students to offer all potentially helpful solutions, and to encourage each student to discern which of them best meets the individual’s self-identified needs. We can’t convert a struggling student, or a young adult finding it difficult to cope with the transition to university, into a model tertiary student by prescribing our ideal forms of counselling, remedial writing classes, or subject choices. But in encouraging them to diagnose themselves and identify what it is that a faculty or a staff member might be able to do, we can facilitate a much more lasting change in each individual’s learning processes, their socialisation, and perhaps even their healthy self-esteem. Those who have been involved agree that this by itself makes the effort worthwhile.
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� First-year students came to the attention of the committee by failing at least three subjects (of a normal load of four) in Semester One and then half their work in Semester Two, or by not passing two subjects per semester (if full-time).  Part-time students came to the Committeeís attention by failing half their subjects overall in the Faculty of Arts in the 1998 academic year.  Second-year students were liable generally by failing to earn at least 16 subject points from a possible total of 28 or more (full-time, most subjects being worth 8 points), or 12 points from 28 (if part-time).  The Exclusions Committee summoned third-years when they did not earn 12 points in the year.
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