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1. What was done?
1.1 The first stage of the work involved retrieving student electronic interaction data from the Library and Learning Resources (LLR) department at Nottingham Trent University (NTU).  Prior to submitting the proposal agreement for this had been sought and obtained from the pertinent section head. 
1.2 As a matter of routine an application was submitted to the Research Ethics Committee for approval. This body was initially unwilling to grant approval on the grounds that the data as stored was specific to individual students thereby raising issues of confidentiality. Approval was eventually granted subject to restrictions on where the retrieved data could be stored and analysed. 

1.3 A consequence of the questions asked by the ethics committee was that the LLR section head who previously authorised access to the data now required assurance that such access did not breach Data Protection law. The matter was referred to a university lawyer who issued formal documentation for signature. 

1.4 The last logins data for all first year undergraduates at NTU in 2008/9 whose last electronic interaction was before the end of the academic year was released for analysis. 

1.5 The data from LLR was submitted to the NTU Registry for them to append the academic school and course to the spreadsheet. In the course of discussion about this the author asked if the reasons for leaving as reported to the funding council could also be attached. This was agreed and implemented.

1.6 The award was used for the purpose of funding time for the recipient to devote to the tasks undertaken (see Appendix 1 – Statement of Expenditure).
2. How was it done?
2.1 The supplied data was in an Excel spreadsheet with columns for inter alia last login date, programme, school, and end of year status for the 465 observations.

2.2 After the Excel file was opened and saved in Minitab the data was cleaned and some variables recoded. The few observations relating to Postgraduate Certificate in Education students were removed on the grounds that they were not first year undergraduates and in most cases the course had been successfully completed. The original last login dates were coded by month and the status data coded by whether or not notification of withdrawal was evident. 
2.3 The total last logins per month were plotted over time in the form of a component bar chart with the two components of each bar representing number of notified and presumed un-notified withdrawals.
2.4 Charts were produced for each academic school showing the number of withdrawals in the first and second halves of the academic year by whether or not notification was evident.
3. Why was it done?
3.1 The purpose of the analysis was to ascertain the patterns of first year undergraduate withdrawal during the academic year using termination of electronic engagement as the touchstone of departure. Analysis of reported withdrawals by researchers at York St John (2003) found that there is a secondary peak of withdrawals in the later part of the academic year. Peel et al. (2004) suggested that later withdrawers were less likely to report their leaving. This work aimed to establish not only departure patterns but also seek evidence of association between time of departure and whether the departure was officially reported by the departing student.
3.2 A further aim was to establish how consistent or otherwise the departure patterns were between academic schools.

3.3 The original intention was to probe departure patterns for several recent years. Unfortunately the introduction of a new electronic learning environment and consequent organisational changes meant that this aspect of the work could not be progressed.
4. What effect did it have?
4.1 The results for the institution indicate that whereas approximately 75% of those whose last login is in the first half of the academic year notify the institution of their leaving this falls to approximately half in the months of February and March.
4.2 There are considerable differences between academic schools. The largest proportions of non-notified withdrawals occur in the business school, the largest in the institution. In contrast the much smaller School of Animal, Rural and Environmental Sciences had much lower proportions of such withdrawals, although this was also the case with the larger art school.

5. How are people hearing about it?
5.1 The first opportunity for disseminating the work is the planned Inspiration Session at the European Conference on the First Year Experience in late May. See Appendix 2 for the proposal and Appendix 3 for the acceptance. 
5.2 This initial airing of the work will it is hoped stimulate the refinement of the work leading to be followed by submission of an article to Educational Developments or a paper to the SEDA 2010 Conference within the ‘Evaluating Impact and Value for Money’ stream.

6. What has been learnt?
6.1 That the extent to which students are susceptible to dropping out in the second half of the academic year is probably underestimated. Furthermore, that this is a more significant feature in some academic schools. 

6.2 That the gatekeepers of electronic engagement data are unaware of the potential value of their data for tutors yet are keen to explore ways of using it.
7. Where might it lead?
7.1 The university, along with many others has developed welcome and induction events that are designed to support students in making the initial transition into higher education. As Fitzgibbon and Prior (2003) have pointed out the prevalent assumption on the part of tutors is that by the middle of the academic year students have generally made that transition is not necessarily the case. The true extent of later first year withdrawals might provoke more attention to strategies that sustain the transition, and more importantly testing such strategies. The analysis of electronic engagement essayed in this project might provide means of establishing the efficacy of such strategies.
8. What next?
8.1 Drawing on the network of contacts in LLR and the Registry built up in the course of undertaking this work the author aims to establish a group to investigate the use of electronic engagement data in the management of courses and modules
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Appendix 1: Statement of Expenditure

14.5 hours at £34.49 = £500.10
Appendix 2
How can electronic engagement data help us formulate retention strategies?
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Student retention continues to be an important theme of higher education research across the world (van Stolk et al., 2007) and a focus for sector performance assessment (Commission of the European Communities 2003, 14). Notwithstanding this degree of interest, accurate retention measurement is elusive (Reimann, 2004, 141). 

The annual cohort completion data that absorb policy-makers are of limited use to practitioners developing and delivering courses. These data provide no indication of the points at which students depart, which might inform understanding of why students fail to complete and hence what retention strategies may remedy the situation. 

Institutional studies by Prescott and Simpson (2004, 250) and York St John (2003, 41-43) provide evidence that although the many first year departures occur early in the academic year there are later clusters of leavers. These studies were based on institutional data; official withdrawal forms (Prescott and Simpson 2004, 250) and Academic Registry records (York St John 2003, 30). Such records are typically based on students themselves reporting their departure. 

Peel et al. (2004, 244) contend that students who depart early in the academic year tend to be positive about their decision; they probably leave to enter another course or employment. In contrast those who leave later tend to be those who drift away out of desperation. The implication is that institutional records based on self-reporting probably gauge earlier departures accurately as the students concerned are likely to be open about their decision. These same records probably under-state the numbers of later withdrawers, who are unlikely to declare a decision about which they may well feel demoralised and defeated. Scrutiny of electronic engagement data may provide a more reliable measure of later withdrawal.

The proposer undertook a small pilot investigation that sought to examine this contention (Buglear, 2009) by using student last login data. His focus on electronic engagement to map student departure was influenced by the affinity of undergraduates for this medium of communication (Crosling et al. 2008, 3). 

The pilot study revealed that later departures were under-reported in institutional data (Buglear 2009, 386/7). The study was based on one cohort of one course. The work underpinning this proposal is based on analysis of undergraduate courses across the range of disciplines at a large UK university. It is supported by funding from the UK Staff and Educational Development Association Scholarship, Research and Evaluation Committee. 

In the proposed session the results of this wider study will be outlined and their relevance for retention strategies will be addressed. It will be argued that the fuller monitoring of withdrawal patterns that the analysis provides constitutes a more informed basis for shaping pedagogic interventions using the time-based models formulated by Fitzgibbon and Prior (2003) and Beatty-Guenter (1994). 

References

Beatty-Guenter, P. 1994. Sorting, Supporting, Connecting, and Transforming: Retention strategies at community colleges. Community College Journal of Research and Practice 18, 113-129.

Buglear, J. 2009. Logging in and dropping out: Exploring student non-completion using electronic footprint analysis. Journal of Further and Higher Education 33, 381-391.

Commission of the European Communities. 2003. The role of the universities in the Europe of knowledge. Brussels: European Commission

Crosling, G., Thomas, L. and Heagney, M. 2008. Introduction: Student success and retention. In G. Crosling, L. Thomas and M. Heagney, eds. .Improving Student Retention in Higher Education. London: Routledge

Fitzgibbon, K., and Prior, J. 2003. Student Expectations and University Interventions – a Timeline to Aid Undergraduate Student Retention. Paper presented at the BEST Conference on Creativity and Innovation in Academic Practice, Brighton. 
Peel, M., Powell, S., and Tracey, M. 2004. Student Perspectives on Temporary and Permanent Exit from University: A Case Study from Monash University. Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management 26 (2), 239-249.

Reimann, N. (2004) ‘Calculating Non-completion Rates for Modules on Institution-wide Language Programmes: Some Observations on the Nature of Seemingly Objective Figures’, Journal of Further and Higher 
Education 28 (2), 139-152.

van Stolk, C., Tiessen, J., Clift, J. and Levitt, R. 2007. Student Retention in Higher Education Courses: International Comparison. Santa Monica, CA: RAND.

York St John College. 2003. Research into Retention and Non-Completion in HE: Report to LSC North Yorkshire. York: York St John College.

Appendix 3
Dear John,
 
We are very pleased to inform you that your abstract for an inspiration session has been accepted. 
 
Attached you find 
         What the format entails
         A final entry form
Please fill out attached form and send it back to us by 25th of February. The information that you enter will be used in the programme (book and website).
 
We would also like to clarify that:
         We will not publish the proceedings of the conference, but we will provide you with the opportunity to enter an article, power point presentation,… to put on our website before or after the conference. 
         Filling out this form does not mean you are immediately registered for the conference itself. We will inform you of the opening of registration.
 
If you have any further questions, don’t hesitate to contact me.
Kind regards,
Leen Lesire
 
 
______________________________________
Leen Lesire
diversiteitscoördinator
projectmedewerker EFYE-conferentie
projectmedewerker studie-info
 

Plantijn Hogeschool - Lange Nieuwstraat 101 - 2000 Antwerpen
tel: 03 220 57 26
 

leen.lesire@plantijn.be - www.plantijn.be
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