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Institutions and retention

The first transformation. . . is that the college must care about attrition.
(Beatty-Guenter, 1992)

Almost certainly the biggest barrier facing enthusiastic ‘retentioneers’ will be the
institution they work in. Any change in retention will involve change in the
institution, which may be resisted both consciously and unconsciously. These
barriers to change will come in various shapes but will probably arise out of long-
ingrained attitudes towards learning and resistance to change of any kind.

Institutional attitudes to retention

The debate on retention has always been coloured by various underlying value
assumptions about retention on the part of educational institutions. Such valdes are
very pervasive and any retention strategy will need to address them.

An example of such an assumption is (as we’ve seen) that most student dropout
is beyond the control of the institution. It is obviously true that some dropout is
due to illness, unforeseen domestic and employment circumstances and so on. It
is also true that students when asked why they withdrew naturally tend to cite such
reasons rather than their own loss of commitment or inappropriate previous
education level for example.

Such a view was certainly present in many institutions until comparatively
recently. As recently as 1991 an HM Inspectorate (the chief educational inspection
authority for the UK) report concluded that dropout in further education was
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largely due to factors external to colleges with the implication that such- dropout
- was beyond the institution’s control.
Martinez (2001) noted that ‘the main thrust of research since then has been to
displace that view’ and although there are signs that such attitudes are changing
those changes may be slow to filter through to staff.

John has been a tutor in an open learning scheme for nearly 30 years. When
interviewed about his attitude to some new student retention strategies, he
said:

To be honest I've come to expect up to a third of my new students to

be non-starters. I used to put in a lot of effort but frankly it’s not worth

the effort. Far better in my opinion to put the effort into the ones
| who've got the better chance of succeeding. So I always concentrate
o my efforts on teaching those students well.

| B

Other attitudes may be harder to discern. For example in institutions that award
their own qualifications there is the deeply held feeling that within limits dropout
is a measure of the institution’s educational standing. If retention rates were high
then it would be because courses were too easy. Curiously this attitude doesn’t affect
the most prestigious educational institutions in the UK such as the universities of
- Cambridge and Oxford, which have very high retention rates of up to 98 per cent.
Such attitudes and arguments will need to be addressed through careful pro-
grammes of staff development (see later).

Institutional structures for retention

Johnston (2002) in talking about her retention project at Napier University (a full-
time face-to-face institution) notes that the process of transforming an institution
into a retention-friendly organization may be a long process taking anything up to
five years or more. She suggests that it will be a cyclic process, as shown in Figure 9.1.
According to Johnston these individual steps are as follows:
8. Supporting and sorting. The institution’s student services must be reviewed in
”  particular to address the issue of a heterogeneous intake.
2. Connecting. The induction processes must be reviewed particularly to address
the issue of integration activities.
3. Transforming. These activities must then lead on to more fundamental institu-
tional changes or the impetus towards a retention-friendly institution will be
lost.
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Figure 9.1  Developing an institutional retention strategy (adapted from Johnston, 2002)

Martinez (2001) in a review of further education colleges suggests that there are
common features of any college improvement process. These include:

a commitment to put students first;

proactive leadership that focuses on student success and engages and motivates
staff;

effective and self-critical teaching teams;

substantial investment in staff development;

strong support for research especially action research;

well-developed management information systems.

Martinez notes that beyond these generalizations the ways in which colleges can
improve are very varied and that the processes can be led by a variety of different
post holders.

Johnston also notes that it is important to know what doesn’t work:

trying everything to see what might work;

assuming good practice spreads organically;

focusing primarily on student support issues;

assuming work can be solely faculty-led;

assuming caring staff are enough;

restricting research to one-off projects or solely into dropouts.

Moxley, Najor-Durack and Dumbrigue (2001) suggest that there is a ‘pathway to
retention’ through which institutions can reach a formal retention strategy:
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® The institution perceives a need for retention.

The institution establishes retention as an institutional aim.

® The institution expands involvement in retention and creates partnerships that
support and contribute to the success of students.

® The institution builds a retention capacity and establishes a formal programme
for keeping students in higher education.

® The institution keeps students enrolled and persisting towards the fulfilment
of their educational inspirations and aims.

Yet another perspective is derived from commercial models. Writing about
‘customer defection management’ in the retail sector Clutterbuck (1995) suggests
a number of steps to minimizing customer defection. These are:

1. Ensure that customer defection is the clear responsibility of specific people or
teams within the organization.

Identify the customers you most wish to attract and keep.
Identify those most at risk of defection.

Identify the dynamics of their go/stay decision.

Identify the points at which they go or stay.

Develop and implement a defection management programme.
Benchmark and refine the programme.

S ONOU G

If we replace the term ‘customer’ with ‘student’ then most of these steps are clearly
linked to the student retention strategies we have been discussing in these pages.
But in the Clutterbuck perspective there is particularly useful emphasis on the
necessity of:

® Being clear where the responsibility for student retention in an organization
lies and what authority such a person or team has to influence the rest of the
institution. This may be more difficult in an educational institution where the
customers are not only students but society at large so that attitudes to
retention are complicated by attitudes towards academic standards.

® ‘Identifying the customers you most wish to retain’ may again illustrate the
conflict between recruitment and retention where those students who are
most likely to be retained may not be those at whom the organization’s
recruitment policies are aimed.

® ‘Identifying those most at risk of defection, the dynamics of their go/stay
decision and their points of defection’ all clearly have analogues in student
retention, which we have discussed, and ‘developing a defection management
programme’ is as important for educational institutions as it is for any com-
mercial organization.

® Finally benchmarking and refining this programme are clearly related to the
stages suggested by Johnston (see earlier in this section) and should include the
research needed to understand retention in the first place.
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Whilst these are all broad statements of aims they may not help in the detailed
progress towards a retention-friendly institution. It seems to me from my experi-
ence that to move along this path requires a small nucleus of ‘retentioneers’ who
are prepared not only to persuade the institution to develop a policy but are then
also prepared to work by argument, agitation and individual buttonholing to
market the concept to the individuals who make up that institution. After all,
retention involves all staff. As Mclinden (2002) writes:‘There is a case for recognis-
ing the impact and facilitative role played by all levels of staff in the retention of
students. Martinez and Maynard (2002) go further and suggest that there is a link
between the autonomy of teaching teams, which appears to sustain and enthuse
them, and the relative success of their courses. Teachers on less successful courses
tend to suggest that there are implied contracts with college managers that have
broken down. Thus efforts to improve retention in colleges that do not engage
teachers’ value systems and their conceptions of the teaching role are not likely to
be successful.

The above studies are all based in conventional institutions at further and higher
education level. Less work has been done in online, open and distance education
institutions. A recent survey (Hawksley and Owen, 2002) of distance learning in
the UK compared retention rates in different institutions. The authors concluded
that their research suggested that there was a correlation between good-quality
planning, resourcing and supporting of distance learning programmes and the
successful outcomes that the learners and the organization itself achieved. They
defined good planning as colleges identifying their target market clearly, planning
courses for their targeted learners, having a clear specification of the requirements
for successful study, effective support from a range of staff, good costs information
and efficient monitoring and review procedures.

Such planning will depend ultimately on there being good reasons for retention.
Ultimately, as Beatty-Guenter (1992) writes, ‘The first transformation. . . is that the
college must care about attrition.’

The cost case for retention

So how can institutions be made to care and adopt strategies to increase retention?
[ briefly considered this question in the Introduction, partly in terms of govern-
mental policies towards institutions and ultimate funding strategies as well as in
terms of educational ethical considerations.

Costs in online, open and distance education are very difficult to assess. Whilst
there has been research into the comparative costs of different media (Hulsmann,
2000) there seems to have been very little work done on the cost benefits of
retention. In fact it is possible to make out a case for increased retention in purely
financial terms. Depending on the institution’s course fees policies there are a | |
number of possible ways in which increased retention can generate an increased §
return on institutional investment.
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If students who withdraw are entitled to the return of some part of their fee on a
sliding scale then their retention will decrease the loss of income to the institution.
This loss will be partly offset by the increase in cost that these students will attract
by remaining in the system. However since institutional student costs are likely to
be very heavily front-loaded (tutors’ appointment fees, print costs etc) this increase
in costs is likely to be relatively small for most institutions. Thus there will be an
overall increase in retained fee income through increased retention.

For example take an institution that allows students a 50 per cent fee refund if
they withdraw after three weeks. The course s (say) £60 ($/€100) of which
450 ($/€80) is paid out up front by the institiition before the student starts. If a
retention strategy aimed at 1,000 stﬁ‘%?nts reduces attrition from 40 per cent to 30
per cent before the fee refund date then the extra 100 students retained will
generate a retained fee income of £3,000 (8/€5,000) less the increased cost of their
staying on of £1,000 — a net gain of £2,000 ($/€3,300). If the cost per student
retained is less than £20 ($/€33) per student then the institution has a positive
return on its investment.

This is a very crude calculation only included as an illustration of the point —
the position will be different for every institution with a fee refund policy.

Replacement students cost saving

Assuming the institution has a steady-state number of students then ultimately new
students will need to be recruited to replace the loss through attrition. Again the
cost of recruitment will depend on the institution but may be very high given the
amounts institutions now spend on marketing, the data acquisition involved in
registering a student, the up-front costs of materials and tutor fees and so on, all
before a student starts. This is often confidential but for a course costing (say) ,£500
($/€800) I've heard that the cost of acquiring a student may be as high as £200 or
more. Retaining, retrieving or reclaiming that student may therefore still give a
return on investment for a cost per student retained of up to £200 ($/€300).
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Institutional growth

If an institution is not restricted to a steady state in its student numbers but can
allow for growth then there will be a return on investment through retained
students going on to further courses and generating additional revenue. Estimates
of this return on investment are so speculative that I shall not give examples but
most distance education institutions have very heavy fixed overheads so that the
additional income from an increased number of students is pure profit. So the
return can be potentially very high.

However, although the case can be made for there being savings to institutions
from increased retention these savings will not necessarily accrue to those sections
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of the institutions that undertake the work. For example if it is the student support
area of the institution that is retention-focused that may not be obvious to the
course production areas who may wonder where ‘their’ funding is going. Thus it
may be necessary to try to clarify the costs and savings of retention within the
institution in some way.

There are going to be other functional reasons for retention that will arise out
of the return on investment such as institutional survival and increased job security.
There will be less measurable reasons in terms of the positive pay-offs of working
for a successful institution such as increased job satisfaction, enhanced promotion
prospects and so on.

Costing retention activities

Even if there is a case for retention activities paying for themselves institutions do
not have unlimited resources for funding retention activities and so it will be
necessary to find a way of prioritizing between activities. The simplest method may
be to calculate the ‘cost per student retained’ of any method if that is possible but
that may not allow retention activities to be fairly compared. As an example, take
Figure 9.2 where the costs of an activity are plotted against the retention cost-
effectiveness of a strategy. (As this is an example I have assumed arbitrary rates of
effectiveness for activities where these are not known. The axis scales are also
arbitrary.)
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Figure 9.2  Effectiveness of retention strategies versus cost of strategies
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This diagram is designed so that activities that have a combination of reasonably
: high effectiveness and reasonably low cost lie under a ‘line of use’ and activities that
have both low effectiveness and high cost lie above it. (This assumes that all
activities are capable of being assessed for effectiveness, which is probably not true.)
Nevertheless in theory it does give a possible way of deciding how much energy
to devote to particular strategies by trading off effectiveness against cost. Thus a
possible retention strategy might be tutor contact before the first assignment but
an institution might decide that the cost of such a strategy is prohibitively high as
it appears above the ‘line of use’. On the other hand enhancing family support may
be much less effective but if the cost is much less it might be below the use line
and thus possibly worth adopting. .
However this analysis may be too crude. It may be more important (particularly
)S for an open learning institution) to raise the predicted probability of success (pps)
of a student with a 15 per cent pps (ie a 15 per cent chance of passing the course)
to 40 per cent than to raise that of a 70 per cent pps student to 80 per cent. Indeed
it may be that the conventional measure of retention — an overall figure for all
students — is far too crude and that we need fine structure measures that show how
an activity increases retention for a range of students with different pps’s. For
example a retention activity might be found to have an overall increase from 60 to
65 per cent with 1,000 students, thus increasing retention by 50 students. But that
figure will be made up by various possible figures for various pps bands, as shown
in Table 9.1.

Table 9.1  An idealized example of a possible fine structure’ retention measure

Number of Student’s Original  Final Success  Extra Retained
Students PPS Rate

100 20% 40% 20 :
200 40% 48% 16

300 60% 63% 9

500 80% 81% 5,

1. Conventional measure — say from 60 to 65 per cent = 50 extra students retained.

2. Fine structure measure = also 50 extra students retained. emcs—
.

&0

This allows the institution to develop a measure of retention that resembles the
QALY of medical treatment — the Quality Adjusted Life Year, which attempts to
measure not only by how long a particular drug extends life but what the quality
of that extended life is. Then the costs of particular activities may be more fairly
compared. But there is a long way to go before our methods of evaluation
retention are as sophisticated as those for medical research.
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Costs and benefits of retention - a case study

The main income streams that relate to new student retention in the UKOU
are student fees and the UK government grant to the university. The grant
is very closely linked to retention in a complex way but it is essentially a per
capita sum generated by a student completing a course.

The main expenditure streams relating to retention are the recruitment
costs (marketing and registration) of replacing withdrawn students and the
student support costs. At a very approximate level the student fees income |
and student support costs are largely self-cancelling, as fees are partially y
refunded on withdrawal according to an algorithm that connects the two.

Thus the costs to use in a cost—benefit of retention calculation are the
government grant and the replacement rectuitment costs. The government
grant depends on the course but for a typical one-year half-time-equivalent
humanities course it is about £1,100 ($/€1,700). The recruitment cost of
replacing withdrawn students (as distinct from the costs of replacing students
who graduate) is about £200 ($/€300) per year. Thus the total cost (lost grant
and extra recruitment expenditure) to the University of a student who
withdraws is £1,300 (8/€2,200). m&i 2 Hﬂg +250 = 2480

In one retention project affecting 3,000 students a course start contact
appeared to have a 3 per cent increase in retention over a control group.The
cost per student contact was around £5 ($/€8) so the total cost of the activity
was £15,000 ($/€25,000). The total number of students retrieved was 3 per
cent of 3,000 —1€90 —so that the cost per student retrieved was £15,000/
90 = £170 ($/€280). So the net benefit to the University of the activity was |
A£(1,300 0) = £1,130 ($/€1,90 per student retrieved.

reached by this activity each year is around 18,000 the total cost of the |
activity is £(5 X,18,000) = £90,000 ($/€150,000). But the total net benefit.
from this expenditure is £(3% X 18,000 X 1,130) = £610,000 ($/€1,020,000).
Thus in thjs'example for an investment of ,£90,000 the University could
potential/ly,. feceive a ‘retention profit’ of £610,000.
Of colirse there are many assumptions in this estimate that need consider-
Able further analysis.

T
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Research and retention

Most research is challenging. But research into students’ retention presents peculiar
difficulties. We have already seen in Chapter 2 for example that using question-
naires to ask students why they dropped out is open to criticism. The results may
be suspect for all the reasons given there.
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- ‘Self-selection’

A second dlﬂiculty is the * self selection’ paradigm. When a particular service is offered
to students those who take it up may well be those who are already well integrated
and more likely to succeed. For example it is easy to show that students who attend
face-to-face tutorials regularly do much better than students who don’t. But
attending tutorials is not necessarily the cause of them doing better — it may only
be a symptom, the real cause being that the students who can get to tutorials tend
to be those who are already advantaged in some way. Indeed it can be argued that
the role of face-to-face tuition may be more important in maintaining the morale
and commitment of tutors than in directly increasing the retention of students.

Another example of the self-selection paradigm is the use of student—student
mentoring. In the various retention projects in which I have been involved
mentoring has one of the highest improvements in retention — typically 20-30 per
cent increases over non-mentored students. But since you cannot force mentors on
to new students we have to rely on new students volunteering to be mentored, so
we are certainly not comparing like with like. In this instance the increase in
retention is so great that I feel it must be significant — and indeed there is some
modest evidence when the retention rates of mentored students are compared
with the retention rates of students who requested mentors but could not be
paired. But the numbers of the latter are too small in our studies to make that
finding wholly reliable.

Bean and Eaton Bogdan (2001) note that ‘we must reach the “quiet” student’
and this would appear to be critical. If a retention effort relies on students selecting
themselves in some way — such as running face-to-face induction workshops —
then these efforts may be attracting students who are more assertive, more
confident in the company of other students, have access to good transport and for
all those reasons are already better bets for retention. Thus in such a case it may be
better to use the available resource to undertake a proactive phone system, which
while not generating any student—student contact will at least reach most of the
‘quiet’ students.

Using control groups

One solution to these difficulties is of course t6 set up studies that have valid
control groups who are not affected by the changes that are applied to the subject
group. But this presents at least two difficulties. First, there are ethical problems of
offering some kind of extra service or support to some students and not to others.
Second, and perhaps more importantly, the range of variables that can affect student
retention is huge. It is very difficult to change one vasiable whilst holding all others
still. As Woodley (1987) has said, ‘Student dropout. . .is a multi-causal problem that
requires multiple partial solutions. The level of statistical ability to undertake the
kind of analyses required may well be beyond the average student services manager
who would just like to know whether it is going to be worth contacting a
particular group of students at a particular point. -
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Detecting the effects of retention activities

Some institutional actions are going to be very difficult to research in any realistic
way. For example, providing some kind of help for the families, friends and
employers of students will be immensely difficult to evaluate in retention terms. We
can only infer that, if students tell us that that kind of support is important to them
and the families and friends tell us that the materials that we provide are helpful
to them, there will be some kind of retention effect. But it may be impossible to
design a study that will measure that effect. It will be necessary in such circum-
stances to use the retentioneer’s experience and judgement that an activity is likely
to be worth while even if the outcome is very hard to measure.

This is not such an unusual attitude even in the hard-headed world of commer-
cial marketing. I am writing this just as a new James Bond film has been released.
One of the interesting features of the film is the very high level of ¢ product
placement’: companies paying to have their products — cars, drinks and so on —
simply appearing in the film. It is impossible to measure the effect of such place-
ment as against measuring the response to a particular TV commercial. But
companies are nevertheless prepared to spend large sums of money to do this
because they judge that in some way the association will increase the sales of the
product sufficiently to be worth the outlay. As George Soros writes: ‘I have
established what I call the human uncertainty principle [which] holds that people’s
understanding of the world in which they live cannot correspond to the facts and
be complete at the same time. People can have knowledge but they cannot base
their decisions wholly on that knowledge. There is always an element of judgement
or bias involved” (New Statesman, 16-30 December 2002).

Attaching costs to retention activities

Even if research uncovers a significant retention effect of a particular activity it can
be very difficult to attach a cost to that activity. I have just received a paper from a
UK university that makes a number of very appropriate suggestions about how
they might increase retention. But without any costings attached to each of their
recommendations it is very difficult to prioritize amongst them.

Costs of research

Finally research itself can be expensive. There may be occasions when the costs of
an evaluation are greater than the activity itself warrants. There will be studies in
which the costs may outweigh the benefits of the findings in terms of retention.

Research in the literature

All these factors may account for the relative lack of research into retention in
the literature. As Berg and Mrozowski (2001) say, ‘[existing] research does not
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adequately explain why dropout rates of distance learners are higher [than in full-
time educatien]’. Looking through the main distance education journals there
seems to be very little written even in the last three or four years. For example in
the Australian journal Distance Education from 1996 to 2002 there were only two
articles whose main thrusts were to do with retention. These were from Indonesia
(Belawati, 1998) and Korea (Shin and Kim, 1999) respectively, which at least
suggests that the issue is very much an international one. Similarly the American
Journal of Distance Education has only carried two clearly retention-related articles
in the last six issues, and in a review of research the journal editor Moore (2002)
remarks that ‘Relatively little information is available on [the persistence of] adult
learners specific to Web-based education.” Ranging more widely, I note that the
only recent retention article in the Indian Journal of Open Learning was on the
difficulties of measuring retention rates rather than actions to reduce them. And
even in the practitioner-oriented newsletter for distance learning Open Praxis 1
could not find anything on retention after 1997.

But undertaking research is not the only problem. Woodley (1999), who has
undertaken as much research into open and distance learning as almost anyong,
writes:

Whilst a great deal of institutional research has been carried out in the field
of distance education it is my impression that a great proportion of it has little
visible impact. On optimistic days I would argue that this is not important —
a programme of institutional research indicates a reflective institution that is
committed to self-improvement and the complexities of management
decision-making mean that effects of such research are hard to discern. On
more pessimistic days it seems that institutional research is a useful means for
managers to delay making decisions, or a treasure trove of conflicting data that "
can be used selectively to justify any decisions they want to take for other
reasons.

But Woodley’s slightly tongue-in-cheek attitude to managers niay not be entirely
fair. Managers may well complain that much research does not always give clear
enough answers particularly about priorities and effectiveness. For example
Martinez (2001) gives a list of ways in which further education colleges can
improve their retention rates derived from various research findings. Most of these
will be familiar to the reader who has been retained this far:

® improving advice and guidance services;

® recruiting with integrity;

@ paying particular attention to the early stages of learning (induction, assess-
ment and the establishment of group ethos and identity);

@ establishing a close relationship with students through tutoring that is focused
on student progress, closer monitoring and follow-up of poor attendance;

® carly identification of at-risk students;

® carly diagnosis of student requirements for additional learning support;
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® the development of'a curriculum framework and structure that is appropriate
to students;

®  avariety of mechanisms to maintain and improve student motivation such as
family support and mentoring;

® formative assessment and feedback;

® improvements to teaching.

This list is taken from a short monograph so it is unfair to expect any detail. But
any manager faced with such a list is bound to ask questions such as ‘Do I have to
do all these?’, “Which are the most effective of all these strategies?’, “What are the
priorities?’,“What do you mean by improve guidance services — how do we do that
in a climate of funding restrictions?’ and so on.

Another difficulty about research in retention is that the effects of any particular
activity are likely to be relatively small against.the large variations that can occur
randomly in any one sample caused by all those reasons for dropout that are
absolutely beyond the institutional influence — illness, life changes and so on.
Researchers are sometimes like those astronomers who are looking for the tiny
faint signals that might indicate intelligent life against a sea of random noise roaring
in from the entire universe.

Staff development for retention

Thomas, Yorke and Woodrow (2000, unpublished) identified staff development as
one of the major barriers to be overcome in the areas of widening participation
and retention. Srivasta (1998) suggests that staff development for retention is a
much neglected and underdeveloped area. And indeed it is hard to find references
to staff development designed to promote retention. At best there seems to be an
assumption that staff development should be aimed at providing the best quality
of teaching and support and that retention will follow.

But all too often such an approach means that support is given to those students
who ask for it, who may not be the students who most need it. Similarly teaching
may be provided to students who need it least — for example to students who can
get to the face-to-face tutorials provided in an otherwise distance education
system. The unassertive or disadvantaged (‘quiet’) student will benefit from neither.

The strategies for staff development will depend on the structure of the
institution. For example where an institution makes use of full-time staff for
administration in a centre and part-time outreach staff for tutoring then it might
have different strategies for the different types of staff.

Staff development for full-time or central staff

In a centralized system where all staff work in the one place, staff development for
retention may be relatively straightforward if still challenging. Strategies can be
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. developed through discussion and negotiation. The main problem might be
between student support $taff and faculty staff who will have different perceptions
of retention. Faculty staff may be torn between the draw of standards and the pull

of retention, as we have already discussed, and it may be hard for them to realize

that the two are less incompatible than they think.

Ultimately retention will be more a hearts-and-minds issue than training in
particular skills, apart perhaps from front-line contact staff who will need support
in developing outreach phone skills. Hearts and minds can probably only change
attitudes through the processes of experience, reflection on that experience,
conceptualizing that experience and experimenting with possible changes and
developments out of that conceptualizing — the Kolb cycle (Kolb, 1984). In
retention terms this may be difficult because one experience that institutional staff
are unlikely to have had is that of dropping out of courses themselves. But there
are many other things that can be dropped out of —jobs, social activities, marriages
— and most people can find some small failure in their lives that may give them
some insight into the feelings involved.

Staff development for tutors

Not surprisingly, given the complexity of the link, it is not easy to find clear
evidence of a correlation between ‘good’ teaching and retention. In a study in the
UKOU (Simpson, 1987, unpublished) I followed the results of the same group of
about 100 tutors over a period of five years. The success rate of tutors varied
enormously from one year to the next with retention rates of 85 per cent for one
tutor one year being followed by rates of 30 per cent for the same tutor the
following year without there being any obvious change in either tutor or teaching.

In retrospect this shouldn’t have surprised me. I now suspect that this was partly
an example of the noise of the inherent variability of small groups swamping out
fairly small differences in teaching quality. This was together with the possibility
that good teaching as I had thought of it was not a very important factor in
retention. Indeed there was very slight evidence that my conception of good
teaching from a retention perspective was quite wrong. Out of the hundred tutors
there were just one or two who stood out as having results that appeared to be
slightly better or worse than the others. In a case history quoted in Supporting
Students in Online, Open and Distance Learning (Simpson, 2002) I compared two
tutors. One was a lively, young, charismatic tutor whose face-to-face sessions were
always a pleasure to observe. The other was an older man who although competent
was quiet, dull and routine. Of course it was the latter who consistently had the
better retention rates. This was possibly because although his teaching was not as
good he knew all about his students and could tell me exactly what had happened
to X who had got pregnant but was carrying on OK. Whereas the other tutor’s
response was ‘Yes, I haven’t seen her for a while. I wonder what has happened to
her’

Martinez (2001) confirms this feeling by suggesting that there is evidence that
the ‘progress-chasing’ skills of a tutor are more important for retention than the
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pure teaching skills. This is echoed by Hawksley and Owen (2002) who note that,
whilst tutor contact in their study was a critical success factor, in distance learning
it was not enough on its own. The contact had to be:

® speedy at course start;
® followed by close monitoring of progress;
® with speedy and effective intervention if necessary.

Seidman (2002) encapsulated this in a quasi-mathematical formula:
Retention = Eld + B+ 1+C) Iv
This is simply a shorthand way of saying:

Retention is a result of Early Identification + (Early + Intensive + Continuous)
Intervention.

If this was all there was to it then one answer to retention would be simple — it
would be to enhance the progress-chasing role of tutors. But there is some
evidence that this is not easy — there are barriers that prevent that enhancement.

The barriers to tutors working in this way may be as simple as their workload
and time availability. But there may be more to it than that. As noted earlier, Stevens
and Simpson (1988) found that, in a study where UKOU tutors were asked to
follow up the non-submission of an assignment, some 30 per cent failed to do so.
When interviewed they gave a number of reasons — I've never found it of any use’,
‘Whenever I've done that in the past I've always found that the student had already
withdrawn’ and so on. A similar internal UKOU survey in 2001 found that the
proportion of tutors who failed to respond to a request to undertake a pre-first-
assignment contact was almost exactly the same.

So merely giving tutors guidelines to work from may not be enough if a
substantial proportion do not respond. The only way to enforce such guidelines
will be to monitor tutors’ actions and follow up when no action has occurred. This
will probably be too late in the individual student case but will hopefully affect the
tutors’ actions next time around. But in distance education this will involve
reporting lines back to the institution, which will have to be checked and action
taken as appropriate. For example it will not be enough just to run a check on
tutors’ reports. It will be necessary to respond to those reports in some positive way,
as otherwise good tutors will become disheartened at sending them in and never
hearing anything back. Such a flow of paper backwards and forwards will be costly.
In addition close monitoring will interfere with tutors’ autonomy with unpredict-
able effects on morale and commitment.

In online learning the situation will be a little easier. Most conferencing systems
will keep a record of the interactions, which can be inspected by the institution.
At the very basic level it will be easy to see how often tutors respond to students
online.
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I supervised an online course with a group of about eight tutors. The

. conferencing system (FirstClass™, but others have similar facilities) allowed
me easily to add up the number of times a tutor had made comments in the
course conference to students at any particular time. I ran a check after three
weeks of the course and found the following:

Tutor : AR (Gl D) E E G
No of comments 2255519 0561 F 2168 B el 05

It was a new course and it was hard to know what the ideal level of tutor
participation was. But not only were tutors E and G interacting at a much
lower rate than the others but on closer examination it appeared that their
comments were appreciably shorter and apparently less helpful. They were
gently asked to enhance the number and length of their interactions. They
failed to do so and ultimately they were not reappointed at the end of their
probation. Tutor C was told he could relax a little. 3
Unfortunately but typically I had insufficient time to try to link the level
of tutor interactions with the subsequent retention rates of their students.

It is difficult to see what incentives might be available to an institution to change
tutors’ behaviours. Money is often little of an incentive in education and linking
it to retention would be both complex and probably deeply unfair. The UKOU is
about to undertake an interesting experiment in that respect. Up to 2002 its tutors
were paid on an essentially piecework basis including a fee for every assignment
marked. There was therefore a financial inducement for tutors to get students to
submit assignments as it would increase the tutors’ pay. From 2003 a new system
will operate partly in response to legislation and partly due to tutor demand. Tutors
will be paid a flat rate for every student allocated at the beginning of the course
regardless of whether those students subsequently submit any work. Whether this
will have any effect on tutors’ willingness to spend time chasing up students for
their assignments is not known. And equally whether such an effect will be
detectable amongst all the other variables that affect retention is doubtful.

Generally motivation in teaching is gained more through the satisfaction of
seeing students grow in confidence and ability. Whilst that is vitally important for
the student experience overall it may not have a lot to do with retaining the ‘quiet
student’ who may slip out almost unnoticed. And unfortunately the results of even
good progress chasing may not be easily detectable. As pointed out previously
(Gibbs and Simpson, not yet published), if the retention rates only increase by 5 per
cent that will be very significant for the institution but it may only represent one
student every one or two years for a tutor with a group of 15-20 students. This will
not be much positive feedback for evenings spent on the phone or sending out
e-mails.
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Thus staff development for retention is not an easy issue for an institution to
tackle. It may be that some kind of compromise will be needed where for example
the institution takes the responsibility for the integration of the student and
therefore has most effect on retention whilst the tutors are responsible more for the
educational experience of the student.




