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Abstract

With widening student participation and an increase in non-continuation rates it is becoming increasingly clear that some universities (particularly those outside the ‘Russell Group’) need to understand why the students they enrol drop out or fail.  An improved picture of the student experience of higher education could well lead to improved practices in retaining students and help in developing a ‘best practice policy’.
With this in mind, this paper reports on a study that seeks to unravel some of the threads that contribute toward the student experience and looks to corroborate, or otherwise, the work of Smith & Begg, (2003), Colby (2004) and Bevitt, Baldwin & Calvert, (2010). Firstly it looks at achievement on entry against the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) risk tables. Secondly, from a dataset of 253 students at the University of Brighton Business School, it examines the impact that attendance at seminars and workshops may have on first year Business students’ overall first year grades.  Finally, the results from an attitudinal questionnaire are commented upon. These findings give a useful insight into students’ perception of their first year.  They also provide a basis for 1) making clear recommendations regarding early intervention, and 2) on improving continuation rates at the University of Brighton and at other HE institutions.
Preamble

The motivation for the study was borne out of a desire to explain the high non continuation rates on the Business Management degree programmes at the Business School.  The Student Retention Report 2008/09 shows that non-continuation in the Business School has doubled since 2004/05 from 10.6% to 21.2% (Strategic Planning Office, 2010).  As a Personal Tutor to over 100 first years I was in a position to investigate the reasons for withdrawal and/or failure.  From a strategic viewpoint the study might provide some useful evidence in ascertaining whether there are actions the Business School can take to improve its retention of first years.  This led me look at a wide range of literature and data on Student Retention issues.  

For example, the National Audit Office (NAO, 2007) highlighted 2 particular areas of importance: getting to really know one’s students and developing a more positive approach to retention related activities that recognises how they can also improve student success . Similarly, The Select Committee on Public Accounts Tenth report ( 2008) also made the recommendation that universities should give personal tutoring a sufficiently high priority, with training and support to help tutors to be fully effective in their role. These were recommendations the Business School had taken seriously and a new Personal Tutoring system was implemented. It was my starting point. 

Background

There are some key voices in the academic work on student retention. One is directed repeatedly to the works of Tinto, (1987, 1988) Yorke, (1999) Boud et al (2001) and Thomas (2002). Tinto’s work, in particular, resonates throughout the literature. His model which emphasizes the critical nature of feedback, learning, integration, expectations and support – clearly underpins many of the retention related studies and activities carried out in universities.  Thomas’s model, it has been argued, expands on this. Her work on the  academic, social, support, economic and democratic areas of the students’ integration into Higher Education and on the role of institutional ‘habitus’ has been particularly influential.  This study is coloured by these works and its attempt to unpick the key factors in students’ achievement, attendance and attitudes to their first year owes much to them.
Predicting attainment
Marks and Spencer, when recruiting, used to be known for their use of the mantra ‘The biggest indicator of future success is past success’.  HEFCE (2010) also adhere to this general principle. They publish tables that indicate which students should be deemed ‘high, ‘medium’ and ‘low’ risk students. For example, HEFCE advise that any young student with 260 or more UCAS tariff points will be ‘low’ risk. Any young student with 160 to 260 UCAS tariff points will be ‘medium’ risk. And, any young student with zero to 160 UCAS tariff points, or a BTEC, or an Access course, will be a ‘high’ risk. There are slightly different values accorded to mature students and these tables are attached as Appendix 1.  Those in Higher Education with experience are unlikely to be overly shocked by these tables.  Students who achieve 3 As at A level (or indeed, A*, A, A) are likely to win places at highly ranked universities and these Russell Group Universities tend to have very low withdrawal rates (HESA, 2011).  However, The Business School at Brighton University publishes its admission criteria as 280 UCAS points – typically this would be B,B,C from 3 A levels.  Students with these results should fit snugly into the ‘low’ risk category published by HEFCE and yet the statistics in the Brighton study do not support this. Our non continuation rates are just over twenty per cent. 
Previous academic attainment – Brighton Business School

Taking 3 seminar groups as sample groups (n=38), the UCAS points from the students’ 3 A levels were added up. In the first group of 13 students, only four students had achieved 260 or more UCAS points from 3 A levels. The majority – that is eight students – had UCAS points from 3 A levels ranging from 160 to 240 with one student gaining admission with ‘other’ qualifications.  In the second group of twelve, five of the students had gained admission on 260 or more UCAS points although two of these students had studied for the BTEC National Diploma which is recognized by HEFCE as ‘high’ risk. The other seven students had 200 to 240 UCAS points. It was a similar picture in the third group.  

What became clear was that total points were often achieved using AS level points and other qualifications which, for example, might include an extended project, level 3 Key skills, music qualifications as well as others. This was an unexpected finding but it is clear that the assemblage of points is an accepted standard at the Business School and goes some way, perhaps, in explaining why the non-continuation rates are currently high.  As a way of corroborating the HEFCE tables the study also looked at those students who had come in through an ACCESS course. There were six students from a data set of 253. Only one, a mature student, passed the year without referrals. Indeed, the overall first year average mark was thirty-seven per-cent for this group and this high only because the mature student did very well with an average of sixty-seven per-cent.

Attendance issues as a trigger for failure
Clearly there are other triggers for withdrawal and non- attainment. Yorke (1999) and Davis & Elias (2003) note, for example, that wrong choice of study/field/course, dissatisfaction with course/town, personal reasons, academic difficulties and job offers can all contribute to non-continuation. However, the objective of the Brighton study was to measure the impact of non-attendance at seminars on a first year student’s overall mark for the year. There are other studies in this area. Notably, Colby, (2004) whose work gave us the 70% rule, the 80% rule and the ‘two week rule’. There is also an interesting longitudinal study on attendance and attainment over 5 years undertaken by Burd and Hodgson (2004). However, most of the previous studies have been undertaken in professional, scientific, mathematical, computing and technical areas. Much of the work has focused on lecture and practical attendance. The impact of attendance at seminars and workshops appears less examined and there is less research which has focused on students studying for Business degrees at a ‘new’ university in the UK. 

Preliminary results from the study
This study collected data on 253 first year students studying on Business degree programmes at the Business School in the academic year 2009-2010. In particular, data on the students’ attendance on 2 separate modules was recorded. These were the Academic Skills module – known by the code ML120 and the Management Accounting module – known by the code MA180.  (It should be noted that not every first year is included in the data set. Where it was not possible to have entirely accurate records for a seminar group these students were not included.) Marks for both modules were gathered as well as the students’ overall 1st year average mark – that is, the average mark for their coursework and exam results for the 6 core modules of their first year. 

The study grouped the students into their first year overall averages, using the degree classification bands. There were 12 first years who had averaged 70% or more; 53 students who had averaged between 60 - 69%; 74 students had averaged between 50 – 59%; 64 students who had averaged between 40 – 49% and, finally there were 50 students who had averaged below 40%.
Attendance & performance

The study then looked at attendance in the twenty timetabled Academic Skills sessions. Those students who were averaging below 40% for their first year had missed, on average, over half the workshops. This is in striking contrast to those students who were averaging a First where the average number of sessions missed is two (see Appendix 2).
An extremely similar pattern appeared in the Management Accounting module.  There were eighteen Management Accounting seminars in the year and, again, the 50 students whose first year average was below 40% had missed on average sixty-six per-cent of the sessions.  Of those students who had averaged a First it was interesting to note that one student, who had missed 15/18 sessions, still scored a 76% in the module. In itself it was a useful reminder that attendance does not wholly explain why a student fails or passes a particular degree (see Appendix 3).
Performance monitoring

It is striking that if one looks at the students who averaged 60% or over in the first year, not one single student needed to return to the university for a referred exam or piece of coursework.  Of those students who were in the 2:2 band, 54 proceeded straight to the second year while 20 students in this band had to return for referred/deferred exams.

But consider the effect that the lower band of marks, 40 – 49%,  had on the students’ progression. Only one student from 64 proceeded straight to year two.  Five students were straight fails. There were 7 students with varying numbers of deferrals but 50 students had to return to resit exams or resubmit failed assignments.
The picture is, predictably, even bleaker for those with average first year marks below 40%. (see appendices 4:1- 4:3).
These results present starkly how students with low marks are likely to find themselves in a dangerous zone. 

A recent study carried out by Bevitt, Baldwin & Calvert (2010) looked carefully at both attendance and performance monitoring of the Biomedical students at Newcastle University. There, students who were not attending, or whose work was of an insufficiently high standard, received ‘immediate intervention’ by members of the academic staff.  It is an extremely interesting article and prompted this study to consider the effects of lower marks on the students’ overall first year progression. The Brighton study would suggest that while the profile of the Brighton Business School student may differ from those in Biomedical Science at the University of Newcastle, both studies point to poor attendance and marks as critical predictors of possible non-continuation. 
Student attitudes

In a bid to ascertain how the students perceived attendance an attitudinal questionnaire was developed that would look at 1) Reasons for attending, 2) Reasons for not attending and 3) Factors which might improve performance. The questionnaire used a five point Likhert scale as it supported the student’s right to a neutral response – that is, an ambivalent response is a valid one. 

From the original data set of 253 students, 110 questionnaires were emailed to a sample of students from each of the degree classifications.  (see Appendix 5) There were 45 returned questionnaires making a respectable 40% response rate. The only real area for concern was that it was difficult to make contact with those students who were deemed fail/withdraw at the July 2010 exam board because their university email accounts were disabled more quickly than expected.
Table 1: The respondents

	Male
	24

	Female
	21

	21 or under
	34

	Over 21
	11

	Home student
	35

	EU student
	4

	Overseas student
	5

	Channel Island student
	1

	Total
	45 students


With 24 male and 21 female respondents there was a reasonable balance between the genders. Seventy-five per-cent of the respondents were home students and the other 25% split between the EU and Overseas students with the one Channel Islander looking the odd one out. Similarly the split between the young and the mature respondents was 34 (76%) to 11 (24%). The statements put to the students elicited some anticipated and some unanticipated responses.

For example, no student disagreed with the statement - I am more likely to attend my timetabled seminars and workshops because I understand they are important. (91% agreed – 9% neutral, neither agreeing nor disagreeing).

To the statement – I am less likely to attend my timetabled seminars and workshops if they are scheduled at 9am – 27 (60%) students agreed. 

Thirty-three (73%) students agreed that – I am less likely to attend my timetabled seminars and workshops if I am working on another assignment with a pressing hand-in date. 

Perhaps surprisingly only 29 (64%) of the respondents either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement – My attendance at seminars and workshops would improve if first year marks contributed towards the final degree classification.

But it was very interesting to note that to the statement - My attendance at seminars and workshops would improve if I got more frequent and extensive feedback -

met with 21 (47%) respondents who agreed, 12 (27%) respondents who disagreed and 12 (27%) respondents who neither agreed nor disagreed. Earlier studies by Colby (2004) and Newman-Ford et al (2008) have both signalled immediate intervention as crucial.

Students did not seem overly worried by seminar size. Predictably the majority (76%) felt more likely to attend seminars and workshops which were interesting and engaging and, where they liked the Tutor.  The perceived difficulty of a seminar or workshop did not appear to be an issue for the respondents although just over half the respondents (53%) stated that lack of preparation would make them less likely to attend. Only 15 (33%) of the 45 respondents indicated that going to paid work would make them less likely to attend whereas 32 (71%) of the 45 indicated that important family commitments would make them less likely to attend. Going out late the night before was given as making 19 (42%) of the respondents less likely to attend. The importance of a tutor’s positive working relationships with the students is signalled by the 23 (51%) out 45 respondents who stated that they were less likely to attend if they did not have such a relationship. Asked to rank their own level of motivation only 3 (7%) respondents ranked themselves as having ‘weak’ motivation with 34 (76%) rating their motivation as good or very good

The results of the questionnaire were interesting but not revelatory. (The results of the questionnaire can be viewed in appendix 5.)  However, as a result of the study which was carried out over the summer of 2010, the Business School has adopted a new attendance policy for all its students, both undergraduate and post-graduate. Furthermore, the Personal Tutors, who work with the first year undergraduates, are now focusing their efforts on those students whose first pieces of coursework are graded below 50%. Any student who has two marks below 50% is asked to attend a one-to-one tutorial session. This is in line with the work by Bevin, Balwin & Clavert (2010) on Performance Monitoring. The objective of the tutorial is to make explicit to the student what the Business School’s expectations are. This is in line with Boud’s (2001) observation that academics can fail to articulate their expectations to students and it responds to Enwhistle’s (1998) criticism that increased numbers of students militate against individual feedback.  Students have to acknowledge that two marks below 50% are not ideal and so are open to advice on ways of improving.  The one-to-one session also allows the student to voice any concerns they have and helps develop a constructive relationship with an academic staff member who, in turn, can direct these students to support sessions or services where they are needed.

The literature on retention strongly suggests that early feedback on assessment is useful in promoting more effective study habits as well as providing students with the reassurance that they are able to meet the demands of their degree programme (STaR, 2007). The benefit of a pro-active approach is increasingly being seen as positive (Bevitt, Baldwin & Calvert, 2010; Colby, 2004 and Newman-Ford et al, 2008).  This is happening now at the University of Brighton Business School. Indeed it has been illuminating to identify this year (2011), at an early stage, those students who appear to be on a negative trajectory.  But this is the stuff of the next study.
Possible best practice recommendations

· At Faculty/School level: Look at entry points. 280 points from 3 A levels delivers a different student.  Consider extra support for those gaining entry with HEFCE high risk qualifications
· At Course level: Press home to students the importance of attendance to the marks they are likely to achieve.(Chickering and Gamson, 1987; Boud, 2004)
· At Course level: Inform Personal Tutors if a student misses 2 consecutive sessions or if a student is habitually missing as many sessions as s/he attends.(Colby, 2004 -  2 week rule; Smith & Beggs, 2003 ‘assertive outreach’)

· At Course level: Advise personal tutors if a student is awarded a mark below 50%.

· At Course level: Advise students on a regular basis of their actual levels of attendance. (Smith & Beggs, 2003)
· At Course level invite students with attendance or marks below 50% to a tutorial session with their tutor – (weeks 12-15 currently).

· At Course level give students some indication of the research findings on attendance and its impact on performance in the first weeks of their undergraduate degree.
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Appendix 1

	Low risk
	A-levels/Highers/ vocational A levels with more than 260 tariff points

Degree or higher level qualification

Baccalaureate

Unknown qualifications
	A-levels/Highers/

Vocational A-levels with more than 320 tariff points

Degree or higher level qualification

Unknown qualifications

(HEFCE, 2010)

	Medium Risk
	A-levels/Highers/ vocational A levels with more than 160 and up to 260 tariff points

Foundation course

Vocational A-levels only

Other HE qualification (below degree level)
	A-levels/Highers/

Vocational A-levels with at least zero and up to 320 tariff points

Foundation course

Access Course

Vocational A-levels only

Other HE qualification (below degree level)

(HEFCE, 2010)

	High Risk
	A-levels/Highers/ vocational A levels with at least zero and up to 160 tariff points

BTEC

Access course

Other qualifications

No qualifications
	BTEC

Baccalaureate

Other qualifications

No qualifications

(HEFCE, 2010)
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