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Introduction
Last year SAC commissioned 4 reports, all of which gave some recommendations in respect to retention of students within the University.  The current task group was asked to look at all of these recommendations and to evaluate which were common practice in the university and which were not.

The task group looked at the recommendations on a thematic basis, collecting similar recommendations from the various reports.  The themes were:

· Timetabling

· Data

· Attendance monitoring

· Learning and Teaching

· Study skills

· Guidance

· Induction Activities

· Diverse Student Body

· Information/Web

· Students Union

· Part-Time Work

· Professional Body Requirements

It was noted that many of the recommendations were either already in place in their entirety across the University or already in place in some Schools.  However, there were some notable areas which, although having been recognised for a number of years as being a hindrance to retention, still have not been fully addressed by the University.  Full details of the theme based reports can be found on the web.

The purpose of this paper is to highlight the work which still requires University action.  The task group believes that many of the outstanding issues are a real hindrance to retaining students and strongly recommends the University to address these as a matter of urgency.

Summary of Issues still needing to be addressed and work which is ongoing.
1. Timetables
This has been an issue for many years and several attempts have been made to tackle the issues, however, the way the present system is implemented, growing pressure on room capacity and increased requirements of the University in the 21st century means that the ability to produce early, accurate and fixed timetables for students is almost impossible.  This is not to say that the staff working on timetables do not do an excellent job but many key issues need to be addressed as a matter of urgency.  It is noted that an Institution wide group has recently started meeting to look at timetabling.  The work of the timetable task group must be given top priority and should report in sufficient time to influence the timetabling process for September 2005.

2. Data
Accurate data still cannot be obtained easily at present.  The University will have a new suite of software (SITS) available shortly and this is welcomed but the task group cannot comment on its suitability only that the sooner it is fully operational the better.  Other aspects of data that can be useful to assist retention include changed exit interview forms to capture more data.  The exit interviews, which have been piloted in two Schools, should be rolled out across the university in the coming year and an annual analysis conducted by each School and presented to Student Affairs Committee.

3. Attendance Monitoring
It is noted that from next year the University will be required to provide the Home Office with attendance data with regard to overseas students.  In order for this to be non-discriminatory the University is urged to consider a means of attendance monitoring (such as swipe cards) for all students.  Work carried out in some Schools on using attendance monitoring as a means to identify and talk to students who have a poor attendance record should be seen as good practice and rolled out across the university.

4. Learning and Teaching
The task group notes the establishment of and welcomes the enhancement groups set up by ULT.  The recommendations regarding retention have been passed to these groups and are being actively worked on.  The task group believes that of particular importance is the need to consider the pre-entry preparation and learning support required for the diverse student body the university now has.

5. Study Skills
This area is developed by the university centrally and also through the needs of individual programmes.  The task group believes that there is scope for more study skills support for students who are likely to be at risk of leaving.  However, this should not be done on an ad hoc basis so that the work is not duplicated across the university.  To assist in this a full survey of study skills would be welcomed.

6. Guidance
The new guidance policy came into operation this academic year.  The schools need to continue to work to promote the guidance policy with both students and staff.  They also need to evaluate the implementation at the end of the year and to consider if changes need to be made to enhance the work in this area for future years.

7. Induction Activities
This is when most students gain their first impression of living and working at the University.  It is seen as a key aspect of retaining students.  The task group has carried out further work in this area and a separate paper has been produced dealing with this topic.  This paper results from the evaluation of an induction questionnaire sent to all Schools by the task group.  This questionnaire is seen as part of an annual monitoring process to ensure continuing good practice.  The task group also notes the work being carried out for the induction of e- / distance learners and the production of web pages for induction.  Schools should consider what materials etc. can be sent to students prior to induction so that necessary information can be digested and understood properly.  It is also necessary for Schools to recognise that induction is not just one week but some aspects of induction will need to continue for a number of weeks until the students are fully integrated into university life.

8. Diverse Student Body
The work of the ULT enhancement group is of particular importance and the task group recognises and welcomes the work carried out to date.  In particular the task group feels that with the continued increase in international students there is a need to ensure that the curriculum is suitable for all students and the quality of the experience for the various groups of students is taken into account on an annual basis.

9. Information/Web
Although much information is available to students via handouts, notice boards, blackboard and the web which is to be commended, there is a danger of overload.  Careful consideration of what information students require and how it is best given to them should be undertaken by programmes and consistent usage of information sources be made across the university.

10. Students Union
The task group welcomes the greater awareness and inclusion of the Students Union in University activities.  It is essential that this partnership continues and increases.

11. Part-Time Work
It is noted that Student Affairs Committee has agreed the maximum number of hours that students are recommended they should carry out in part-time work.  It is essential that this is properly communicated to students and staff.

12. Professional Body Requirements
Many programmes in the university are subject to requirements from a number of sources including professional bodies.  It is clear that whilst implementing changes designed to improve retention further within the university these requirements need to be taken into account.  However, such requirements should not be used as a reason to resist changes in general.  At the same time many public bodies have a wealth of experience which the university could exploit and the task group believes that schools should set up a dialogue with their relevant bodies to seek enhancements to the provision which, in particular, improve retention.

13. Ongoing Evaluation
The task group has produced two templates for Schools to fill in on an annual basis and is aware of a number of other similar templates requiring an annual update.  In future years it would be useful to have the various templates amalgamated.  Parts of a new template would be produced centrally, parts would have tick box responses with room for comments for ease of analysis and some parts would have specific issues/themes which Student Affairs Committee identifies as being of particular importance for that year.  Also these reports should go to a subgroup of Student Affairs Committee for analysis and a summary report created for the university as a whole.

14. Recommendations that were rejected by Student Affairs Committee
A number of recommendations were rejected by Student Affairs Committee last year (See Appendix).  The task group believe that some of them may have been misinterpreted and could be relevant to the retention of students.  Because of this it is suggested that the relevant authors reconsider and rewrite them with a view to taking them back to Student Affairs Committee for further consideration.

Appendix:  Recommendations previously rejected by Student Affairs Committee

	
	
	

	Rec
	Issue
	Action



	Recruitment and Pre-Entry Issues
	

	32
	Provision of an interview for prospective applicants in areas where retention rates are poor.
	Don’t think interview is right approach, recommend post- Application experience days and parental involvement.  (Task Group to action)

	
	
	

	Orientation and Induction

	39
	Induction should include activities, which aid the development of ‘coping strategies’ for students.
	Care should be taken in adopting this for all students

	
	
	

	Guidance Issues
	

	70, 71
	Use of diagnostic testing.
	Need to clarify why we are doing this.  Could reflect on effectiveness of admissions policy

	
	
	

	72
	Prioritise measures to integrate marginally involved students.
	Ensure we are not seen as singling out specific categories


